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	Friday 3/13

6:00 P.M.

Just got back from visiting Mom at the hospital.

God, I am tired of writing that.

I know. I’ll write it a hundred times.

Then I can cut and paste. Save some energy.

Just got back from visiting Mom at the hospital.

Just got back from

No. I’ll have a stamp made. Much easier.

Never mind.

I’m not in the mood to write.

	
	Saturday 3/14

4:04 A.M.

Mom just called.

She asked me if I could bring her the Palo City Post.

At

4

In

The

Morning.

I told her, uh, we don’t get it for another two hours.

She kind of freaked. She apologized about a hundred times. She said she must be losing her mind. She thought it was already tonight.

I had to calm her down. I told her the phone did not wake anyone but me—which is a lie, because I hear someone walking around in the kitchen. I also said she couldn’t be losing her mind. If she were, she wouldn’t have remembered I was staying at Dawn’s house.

That didn’t convince her.

Doesn’t convince me either.

Mom is slipping.

I mean, the hair loss and weight loss were bad enough. But we expected that.

Not the mind, though. Lung cancer isn’t supposed to affect the brain.

I don’t understand this. All the hospital visits, all the chemo and radiation—they’re all supposed to help. But they’re not. She’s just getting worse and worse. Plus she’s exhausted from all the trips to the hospital.

Face it. Winslow.

Read between the lines.

Dr. Merwin has stopped talking about “good signs.”

There are no good signs.

She’s not going to get better.

So what’s the point? Dad should just take her away from that horrible place, bring her back home where she’ll be comfortable. Take care of her.

In sickness and in health. Isn’t that what they say at weddings?

Dad wouldn’t remember. He only remembers sales figures. Everything’s the store, the store, the store. What’s he going to do when the store is all he has?

Till death do us part. That’s the other thing they say.

The truth is, Mom would be better off dying at home.

There.

I said it.

And I’m not sorry.

Why do I do this to myself?

I am staying at Dawn’s to escape. I’m not supposed to get all worked up.

Why do I bother writing in this thing? This doesn’t help my insomnia!

I am crazy, that’s why. I not only have a miserable, depressing life, but I write about it. Just to make myself feel worse.

And what’s Dawn doing? Snoring. Dreaming about happy Dawn stuff, probably. A perfect world, with lots of flowers but no allergies. Animals roaming freely on the streets. People giving up their cars, riding bikes to work, picking berries and vegetables for lunch. Peace on earth. Whatever.

I love her.

I really do.

Dawn, if you find this and are peeking at this page, that paragraph was a joke. I love you!

She is my best friend. She lets me stay at her house. If I couldn’t do that, if I had to be home every day, I’d be a nutcase.

I have to be kind to her.

Even if she snores.

I have nudged her a few times. That shuts her up for, oh, 30 seconds. Then she starts up, louder than ever.

I can’t stay in this room.

I know what I have to do.

Eat.

4:32
		
Bad bad bad idea.

I think I have permanently lost my appetite.

Carol was puttering around in the kitchen. Well, maybe not puttering. With that big old pregnant belly, it was more like lumbering.

I was relived. Any other grown-up would have yelled at me for being up so late. But Carol was … Carol. 32 going on 15. “Insomnia too?” she said. “Cool, let’s have a midnight snack.”

Which sounded great. I mean, if I had to have company while I was awake, it might as well be someone I like.

So Carol began chatting away about her pregnancy and her crazy appetite, and about how she had to “eat for two” now.

I politely went along. I took a plastic container of leftover Chinese food out of the fridge. I put it on the table, ready to inhale it.

And then I saw what Carol was eating.

Tuna fish.

And chocolate.

Together.

She was standing there, blabbering away, with strands of stringy brown glop stuck between her teeth.

Back into the fridge went the Chinese food. And here I am again. In bed, listening to Dawn’s snores.

At least I’m not hungry.

Now I can’t eat or sleep.

Oh, well. I’ll just stay awake. I’ll fill up this journal. I’ll fill 2 journals. Ms. Newell will be so impressed. Maybe I’ll even pass English.

I can publish it. The Incredible Revolting Life of Sunshine Daydream Winslow, A Memoir.

Oh. I forgot. We have to keep these journals private. No one is ever supposed to see them. That’s part of the vista school experience.

So what happens if you show them to someone? You flunk?

I think Chris has the right idea. Just fill your pages with random words. “Peas carrots rabbits pigs oink thunder and lightning,” stuff like that. Why knock yourself out if the teachers aren’t going to read it?

Chris is so funny. Cute and funny.

Chris.

I like writing his name.

Chris.

I’m feeling better already.

Chris?

Oh.

My.

God.

What am I going to do when he comes over tomorrow night? Not tomorrow—tonight! I’ll have bags under my eyes. I’ll be staggering with fatigue. I’ll look like Mom.

How ironic. Maybe I should say I have cancer. That’s a good excuse.

Hey, it works for Mom.

I didn’t write that.

I did write that.

I disgust myself.

Saturday

9:46 A.M.
	
I did it.

I actually slept.

I think.

It felt like sleep, anyway. A sort of wakey kind of sleep. Full of nightmares.

Whatever it was, it’s over.

Dad just called.

Nothing like a few words from Paul Winslow to get the morning off to a bad start.

First he reminded me that I have my own bed at my own house, and maybe I should spend a few nights at home instead of sponging off Dawn’s dad and stepmom.

Well, he didn’t actually say “sponging,” but that’s what he meant.

Then he dropped the big news: he was shorthanded at the store.

I should have told him to grow another hand. I should have told him something. But I didn’t. My brain was fried from lack of sleep.

So guess where I have to go now?

To Winslow Books. To work.

For free.

With the boss from hell.

Dear old Dad.

Saturday

12:25 P.M.
				
Lunch break.

A sleep break would be better. Fat chance for that.

I am huddled in the corner of Winslow Books. Earth sciences to the left. Engineering to the right.

No one will bother me here. I hope.

So. Guess why I have to work on a Saturday when I have a big date coming up and I couldn’t sleep the night before? Because one of Dad’s clerks quit. Again. This guy didn’t even give notice. He just called up and said he wasn’t coming in anymore.

Needless to say. Dad is on the warpath.

Dad is always on the warpath about something.

Maybe if he got off it, his clerks wouldn’t quit all the time.

You know what I wish?

I wish that Dad and Mom could change places. Just for a day.

That sounds awful.

No. I don’t want Dad to have lung cancer.

I just want him to feel what real problems are like.

Saturday

6:14 P.M.
		
Why can’t he leave me alone?

I was minding my own business. I was shelving books, exactly what he asked me to do.

Did I know I wasn’t supposed to be listening to my radio? Did I know one of the customers was offended? Would I have done it if I did know?

He had no right to blow up at me in front of the whole store!

He’s lucky I slave for him. He’s lucky he has me.

I don’t deserve this treatment.

I don’t deserve this life.

I should have run away from home when I had the chance.

I blew it with Carson that time at Venice Beach. I never should have told him I was 13. I should have lied and said 16. That’s only a year younger than him. He would have believed me, I know it. He would have let me travel across the country with him. We’d probably be in some cool place by now, like the Rockies or New York City.

But no. He had to leave me all alone.

Jerk.

Well, I’m a jerk, too. I could have run away on my own. Hopped a bus. Hitched a ride. Something.

But I didn’t. I came crying home. And now I’m paying for it.

Let’s see what Chris is like. Hey, I can always run away with him.

If he ever gets here.

10:02 P.M.
		
Maybe it’s destiny. Maybe this was just meant to be the worst date of my entire life.

It started out fine. Chris looked so cool when he picked me up. All excited and happy. “You ready?” was the first thing he said.

“Ready for anything,” I replied.

He drove through the streets with the convertible top down. We were shouting at the pedestrians. Having a great time.

I was hoping for the beach. I would have settled for less, though. A movie. Dinner out. The arcade. A walk in Las Palmas County Park. Even just the parking lot. Something fun.

Then he looked at his watch and said, “Whoa, the game starts in five minutes,” and I figured, okay, we’re going to the baseball park.

But no.

He drove to his house. And I had to run after him as he rushed inside. Why?

To catch the basketball game between the Chicago Bulls and the Los Angeles Lakers.

On TV!

That was our date—sitting with his Dad and some stale chips and salsa in front of the tube.

He said he’d already warned me about it. (He’s lying.) He insisted it’s the biggest game of the year. He acted like I was supposed to thank him.

So what could I do? I was trapped.

His parents were really nice to me. They gave me lots of snacks and drinks. And Chris kept trying to explain the rules of the game.

But after awhile everyone was ignoring me. They were too busy shouting at the screen and getting mad because the Bulls were killing the Lakers.

So I did the only thing that made sense.

I cheered for the Bulls.

Why not? They were winning. Besides, their team is much better looking. So are their uniform colors.

I was only trying to liven things up.

Chris didn’t have to get so furious at me.

Frankly, I don’t care anymore.

Chris is history.

	
Sunday 3/15

Early

I slept.

End of good news.
	
The bad news?

While I was with what’s-his-name last night, I was supposed to be visiting Mom at the hospital.

She called Dawn’s house, trying to reach me.

Dawn felt sorry for Mom, so she went to visit. In my place.

That is so Dawn.

I guess she meant well. But I feel weird. I mean, how does that look to Mom—her own daughter forgets, but her daughter’s best friend shows up?

Dawn looked kind of annoyed when she told me this. Everything I do these days seems to annoy her.

Guess it’s tough being perfect.

I was in no mood to be scolded. So the moment Dawn started in, I walked away.

“You’re welcome,” she called out.

“Sorry,” I said. “I mean, thanks.”

Who needed this? I said good-bye and made a really dumb decision—I decided to leave and have breakfast at home.

I mean, what did I think—Dad wouldn’t know about my missed visit?

“Have fun last night?” he asked as I walked into the house.

“I know, I forgot,” I said.

“I reminded you a thousand times yesterday!”

Which could be true. He probably yelled it at the top of his lungs, in the middle of the store in front of everybody. Along with a million other things I tuned out.

I told him to chill, I mean, what is the big deal? Mom probably didn’t notice. She’s in a lot of pain. Visitors make her tired. Maybe Dawn’s visit was a burden.

Could Dad understand that concept? Nope. I had to stand there and listen to all the ways I was a rotten, irresponsible person.

Again.

I guess the opinion is unanimous.

School. Home. Work. Dawn’s house.

Fine.

I don’t need any of them.

Which is the main reason I am at the bus station right now.

Maybe I’ll go to the beach.

No. Better idea. I’ll go to Ducky’s. And he can drive me to the beach.

Misery loves company.

		
Sunday

4:13 P.M.

	I did it!

I found him!

Who’s him?

Him is Brock.

Yes, Brock. Cool name.

I found him at the beach. Eating a burrito at the cafe.

I love burritos. Especially when they’re in the hands of a bronze god with great abs.

He was looking away from me as I sat down. And the burrito was just hanging there. The insides looked about ready to fall onto the bench.

So I took a bite.

	Ducky could not believe it. He looked at me in total shock.

But it got Brock’s attention.

I pointed to the burrito and said, “Thank you.”

He wasn’t offended. He smiled and answered, “You’re welcome.”

Then I asked him if he wanted my phone number.

I thought Ducky was going to fall off the bench in a faint.

And guess what? He said yes and gave me his. (I mean, duh. If you want something, ask for it, that’s my motto.)

Well, Ducky recovered. In fact, he was the one who invited Brock to sit with us on the beach.

Ducky is the best friend.

Any other typical guy would have been so jealous—especially if he’d changed all his plans just to go to the beach, the way Ducky did. He was supposed to help his brother paint their garage today—but the moment I came over and mentioned the beach, he began packing a cooler and stuffing a blanket and towels into his backpack.

He is more than a best friend. He’s a saint.

Saint Ducky the Great

Thank you. Bless you.

Oops. I showed my private journal to someone! Tsk-tsk.

Where was I? Oh, yes. So Brock said of course he would love to sit with us because he couldn’t resist my melting smile and deep, sexy eyes.

Well, he said yes, anyway. He just thought the rest.

Ducky lugged all that stuff to a sunny spot far away from the crowd, where we could have a little privacy.

Brock and I had the best time. We swam. Played volleyball. Buried each other in sand.

And the best news is—he goes to Vista! Which I kind of knew, because I have seen him in the hallways.

He’s not much of a talker. But talk didn’t matter. We communicated with our eyes.

I am the woman of his dreams. I know it.

And I won’t let him forget it.

I have his phone number.

10:37 P.M.
		
I decided to sleep at home. Be alone with my thoughts.

It could have been a perfect rest-of-the-day.

It wasn’t.

Dawn had to spoil it.

She left a message on the answering machine. Asking me something about the English exam.

I called back and asked, “What exam?”

Dawn was not pleased. She said Ms. Newell announced it last Tuesday.

I think that was the day I cut class to be with Chris.

It’s his fault.

Dawn was all concerned. She wanted me to come over and study with her.

I said thanks but no thanks.

I can always cut English tomorrow too.

				
Monday 3/16

9:45
		
Greetings from Las Palmas County Park.

I’m not supposed to be here now.

I’m supposed to be in Science.

But I got sidetracked this morning. By the time I headed for school, I was already late for homeroom. So I had two choices:

1. Rush to homeroom, be screamed at by Mr. Leavitt, go to Science, then cut English.

Or

2. Don’t bother. Enjoy life for a while, then slip into school for third period, after English.

This was a no-brainer.

It’s not like I tried to be late. It’s Dad’s fault.

Dad’s and Carol’s and Jane Fonda’s.

Okay, here’s the story. I was eating breakfast and Dad raced into the kitchen, all grumpy and rushed. He said Mom had asked him for some old photo albums to look at, but he hadn’t had time to get them.

Robot slave daughter to the rescue. As usual. Right in the middle of my Frosted Shredded Wheats, I went up to Mom’s bookshelf.

I didn’t expect to find my baby book tucked away there. I didn’t know I had a baby book.

So I read through it. I found a lock of my hair pasted into the book—and it was mouse brown! Then I saw this incredible photo. At first I thought it had been taken recently, because Mom’s lying in a hospital bed, all tired and ragged-looking. But she’s smiling. Radiant. Plus she has all her hair, and she’s holding this screaming little newborn, me. I’m wrapped in a white cotton blanket, and my face looks disgusting, all scrunched up and red.

But I wasn’t really looking at me.
	
I couldn’t take my eyes away from Mom. It was as if she were alive, right there in my hands. Talking to me. Telling me she was happy, and everything was going to be okay.

It was like seeing someone I haven’t seen in years.

I had to stop looking at it. It made me feel all knotted up inside.

So I ripped the picture out and put it in my pocket.

I’ll show it to Mom on my next visit.

Anyway, as I was taking down the photo albums, I saw Mom’s old Jane Fonda pregnancy workout video on the shelf.

I mean old. The cover is hilarious. All these huge women in leotards and dorky hairstyles bouncing around.

I figured, hey, Mom’s not going to use this anymore. But it was perfect for Carol.

So I left the albums on the kitchen table for Dad. And took the video to the Schafers’.

Carol, of course, went nuts over it. She hugged me and said a million thank-yous.

I thought I’d catch Dawn, but she’d left for school already. As I started to go, Carol put on the tape.

Then she started exercising along, and I thought she was going to kill herself. The exercises were for early pregnancy. I could not leave the house. I ran in and fast-forwarded to the late section. I mean, she is 7 months! You don’t get much later than that.

Then I saw it. The look on Carol’s face.

It was a lot like the look on Mom’s face in the picture.

That was when I left.

				
Tuesday 3/17

Girls’ room

Big news.

Saw Brock in the gym hallway. Before 7th period. Don’t usually take that route. Will from now on.

He was all sweaty from playing basketball, his hair in little wet ringlets.

I said hi. He said hi.

I talked all about the Chicago Bulls—and guess what? He loves them.

I can always spot a guy with good taste.

He walked me to class, and we talked and talked—well, I did. I was kind of blabbering. I was hoping he’d ask me out, but he didn’t.

So I asked him.

Sunny “Guts to Spare” Winslow.

And guess what?

He. Said. Yes.

Later

Poor Ducky. He looked so sad after school. I thought he was about to cry. I grabbed him and sat him down by the big palm tree outside school.

I was worried. I thought it was something serious.

But it was just the usual stuff about his friend Alex—Alex is depressed, Ducky’s worried he’s going to do something “rash,” blah blah blah.

I tried to listen. But frankly, this is so old. I told Ducky he deserved better friends than Alex. The guy is a drip. A loser. I mean, if I were his best friend, by now I’d have only 3 words for him: get a life.

Anyway, I was bursting to tell him my news about Brock.

I may have cut him off. I probably should have paid more attention.

But this is important. To me, at least.

Friday’s only three days away, and I needed Ducky’s fashion advice.
	

Wednesday 3/18

5:15 P.M.

I know what a ghost looks like.

It doesn’t smile like Casper. But it does wear a white gown.

It has wispy white hair, papery gray skin, and large purple circles under its eyes.

It looks out the window when you’re talking. It doesn’t eat. It is cold to the touch, and you can feel its bones through its skin.

It forgets the topic of conversation in the middle of sentences. It doesn’t recognize the photo you show it. It keeps asking the same questions over and over.

And you hate seeing it, because it breaks your heart.
					
9:54 P.M.

I went home after the hospital visit, but I couldn’t go inside.

Dad’s car wasn’t there, and I didn’t feel like being in an empty house.

So I went over to Dawn’s.

When Carol answered the door, I smiled and said hi. I thought I was being my cheerful old self.

But the minute she saw me, her face fell. “What happened to you?” was the first thing she said.

No Oscars in my future, huh?

We sat in the living room, and I told her a little bit about the visit. I didn’t want to make a big deal. I really didn’t want to talk about it at all.

But as I was talking, Dawn came in and started asking questions.

Next thing I knew, Mr. Schafer was there, and then Jeff, standing in the archway.

I clammed up.

I did not need the snotty comments of my best friend’s snotty little brother.

For a while, no one said anything. Then Jeff spoke up, in a soft voice. “My friend’s hamster died. His little brother ran over it with a toy fire truck.”

Mr. Schafer ushered Jeff out of the room. Carol started apologizing for him.

I wasn’t angry, though. I could tell Jeff was trying to be helpful, in his own weird way.

I tried to say that, but Carol cut me off. She grabbed my hand. “You poor, poor thing,” she said.

Dawn nodded. “It’s been hard for you.”

I kept telling them I was fine. And I was. But they were shaking their heads sadly and telling me I could cry if I needed to.

“It’s all right to feel what you’re feeling, you know,” Dawn informed me.

“No kidding,” I muttered. “I mean, how can you not feel what you’re feeling?”

Dawn scowled. “I was only trying to help.”

I hated the way they were looking at me. As if I were some pathetic stray dog at the pound.

“Sorry,” I said, getting up to leave. “I have to go home.”

					
Thursday 3/19

Homeroom

The baby is kicking.

Carol let me feel it (him? her?) This morning. I stopped by the Schafers’ on the way to school, and carol made me put my face right up to her tummy. At first I couldn’t feel a thing.

Then she told me to sing.

So I sang the first song that popped into my head. My absolute favorite Maggie Blume tune—“Hey, Down There.”

Appropriate, I thought.

Bam. A sharp toe, right to the kisser.

I screamed. It was the weirdest feeling.

Carol was laughing. She said the baby’s going to be a soccer player.

Dawn made me swear I’ll never tell Maggie what happened. That song is her pride and joy.

Carol stood in the doorway, waving to us as we walked off. Her other hand rested on her belly.

She looked so cool.

I don’t know what it is about pregnant women. They just have this glow.

I told that to Dawn. She gave me a funny look. She said Carol always glows. Carol has oily skin.

Ouch. So catty.

“You still don’t like her, huh?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” Dawn said. “Of course I do. She’s my stepmother.”

“Well, you didn’t at first. And sometimes you still seem—I don’t know, a little angry at her.”

“You have a big imagination, Sunny.”

Fine.

Maybe she’s right.

I have to see this from her point of view.

Must be kind of strange, to see your stepmom carrying your Dad’s child. Especially when your Mom is still alive.

Am I going to feel that way too, if Dad remarries?

Guess I have to start thinking about stuff like that.

4:10 P.M.

Why why why do I hate being here so much?

Why do I feel sick?

Why do I feel like I’m going to faint?

I’ve been here a million times. I should be used to it by now.

I am visiting Mom.

I am her daughter.

I should be loving and supportive and interested and sympathetic.

And all I can think of is getting out of here.

I know why.

It’s Dawn.

I should never have come with her.

Dawn the devoted. Dawn the perfect and perky.

How. Can. She. Be. So. Up?

“Hi, Mrs. Winslow. You’re looking so pretty, Mrs. Winslow. Is there anything I can do for you, Mrs. Winslow? Come on, Sunny, let’s prop up the bed/call the nurse/get your Mom some food/tell her about school today.”

And now she’s in the bathroom, helping Mom, while I’m out here feeling like a jerk.

I should be with Mom. I would be too if my best friend weren’t such a girl scout.

I want to help. But whenever I’m about to offer it, Dawn speaks up first.

When that ugly nurse came in and thought Dawn was Mom’s daughter, I wanted to scream.

What did she think I was—her secretary?

Okay. Calm down.

No. Big. Deal.

Why am I so jumpy?

I will never understand myself.

I wish Ducky were here. He calms me down.

Oh, well. He should be pulling into the parking lot any minute. With Maggie and Amalia. Just in time for our shopping spree.

Maybe Dawn won’t come with us.

Maybe she’ll decide to stay on as Mom’s personal aide.

Maybe Mom will adopt her.

Dawn and I can switch. I’ll become a Schafer, she’ll be a Winslow.

Nahh. I wouldn’t wish that fate on Dawn.

There’s the latch on the bathroom door.

Time to go.

8:04 P.M.

T minus twenty-four hours.

Tonight the Vista Hills Mall. Tomorrow Brock!

It took forever to find the right outfit.

I thought my friends would help me. But no. Dawn kept picking out these frilly, lacy, white summer dresses. Stuff that would look good on her.

Maggie thinks I should go ’70s. Like, orange bell bottoms and beads. I kept saying no to all her suggestions. She kept telling me, “but it’s all on sale!”

Please. Does the phrase last year mean anything? No one dresses like that anymore. That’s why it’s on sale.

No, I didn’t say that. I was kind. I suggested she buy the stuff, to wear when she’s singing with Vanish.

Maggie snickered. “If Vanish lasts.”

Amalia turned away and wandered off. She does not like to talk about that group anymore. Ever since James was kicked out. He is still bothering her every now and then. He calls and leaves creepy messages on her phone machine, then acts all friendly the next day at school.

So Amalia was no help either.

Guess who saved the day?

The Duckman.

Yes, a guy who likes shopping.

Ducky is full of hidden talents.

At first he wasn’t too promising. He acted embarrassed to be in Juniors. He kept making jokes and saying he was going to hang out in automotive parts.

But soon he was flipping through those racks. He found this incredibly cool combo—short cotton skirt, striped spandex leggings, fringed matching jacket …

Me.

Totally.

My best girlfriends, who know me better than anyone in the world? Clueless compared to a high school sophomore guy I just met this year.

Go figure.

It’s almost like he climbs inside my brain.

I don’t know why I don’t just go out with him.

Yes, I do. It would ruin the friendship.

Besides, Ducky’s not my type. For a boyfriend.

Brock, however, is.

And when he sees this outfit, he is mine.

					
Friday Friday Friday

What am I doing in school?

I can’t concentrate!

Yes, I can.

Whenever I see Brock.

And he sees me. And smiles.

And the whole school is utterly, totally, completely.

Stark

Raving

Jealous.

Well, all I can say to that is—

Poor everybody else.

11:45

Mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm.

12:25 A.M.

Shall I explain that last entry?

I will. In great detail.

I may want to recapture this moment someday. When I’m older and jaded about men. When the world’s Brocks are flocking around me.

I’ll always remember how it started.

It started in a Trans Am.

Red.

Loud.

Brand-new.

When Brock drove up, Dawn’s mouth was hanging open. I saw it. She was staring out her living room window.

I nonchalantly walked out the front door. Strolled down the walkway. Smiled at Brock as he got out of the car. Not too wide, not too gushy. Just enough to leave him wanting more.

I could feel the neighborhood staring at us. I could feel the heat of their eyes.

Brock held open the passenger door. He looked like perfection.

I kissed him on the lips before I got in.

He looked kind of shocked. But not unhappy.

Off we went. And Brock said two of the things I wanted to hear the most.

“You look fantastic,” and “You name the restaurant.”

I don’t know what got into me. Something about the Trans Am made me think of glitter and movie stars and photos in the newspaper gossip columns.

So I said, “Sagebrush Grille.” Sort of as a joke.

But Brock didn’t take it that way.

He just drove.

When he pulled up to the valet parking of the Grille, right behind a white stretch limo, I was in deep shock. I asked him if he was sure he could afford this.

He said he went there all the time. He said he got into an argument with Brad Pitt there once.

He handed the valet guy a five. He handed the man at the door a ten. He handed the waiter a ten even before he gave us menus. The waiter gave him a funny look.

“To make sure we get good service,” Brock whispered to me.

I have no idea what we ate, some kind of seafood, Brock ordered it for me. I was in a daze.

Who cared about food, anyway? I didn’t even eat much of it, because we were talking so much and trying so hard to spot movie stars.

We didn’t see any. But that didn’t matter either.

After dinner we saw plenty of real stars. In Las Palmas County Park. We happened to run into Brock’s friend Pete, who was there with his girlfriend. And Brock seemed happy to see them, so we all hung out. Which meant Brock and I had to behave.

Well, sort of.

I can honestly say that before tonight, I have not been kissed.

After Brock, everything else is just touching lips.

And I am about to fall asleep with a big, big smile on my face.

					
Saturday 3/21

11:11 A.M.

I am sitting on my bed in Dawn’s room.

I have just awakened.

My dirty clothes are heaped at the foot of my bed. Along with some of my books and tapes, my shoulder bag, my backpack, and the glass mug I took from the Sagebrush Grille last night.

I don’t know how they got there.

But Dawn’s part of the room is totally spotless. Except for one corner of her dresser, where my makeup is dumped into a pile.

I will count to 100.

And then I will find out what happened.

					
2:43
Palo City Beach

Well. Dawn says I’m too messy. She says she tripped over my clothes and twisted her ankle this morning. So she dumped my stuff on my bed.

I politely suggested she should tell me whenever she thinks I’m being messy, and I’ll do something about it. But I didn’t want her to throw my stuff around.

Well, forget it. She put on her little hissy face, her I-want-you-to-know-I’m-angry-but-I’m-too-chicken-to-yell-at-you face.

“What?” I said. “Didn’t I say that nicely enough?”

“I must be misunderstanding something,” Dawn replied. “I didn’t realize I was the guest and you were the host.”

I mean, please.

Before I could answer, she turned away and started stomping off.

I grabbed some shopping bags. I barged up into the room, gathered my stuff into the bags, and shoved them in a corner.

“Better?” I asked.

Dawn was sitting at her desk. “Yes,” she said.

I smiled sweetly. Then I went out, slamming the door behind me. I grabbed a beach towel from home and took a bus straight here.

Maybe I was being harsh.

She asks for it, though.

8:54 P.M.

He can’t be my Dad.

I do not have his genes.

We are from two different planets.

We must be.

When he came home, he must have noticed my foul mood.

Couldn’t he have asked what was the matter?

He didn’t even say hello!

Just, “Have you called your mother today?”

So I said, “Fine, thanks, how are you?”

Well, you’d think I’d stabbed him or something. He was furious. “How can you be so disrespectful? The worse your Mom gets, the worse you behave,” blah blah blah. Same old story.

Then he yelled at me for not making dinner. I hadn’t even thought about dinner. I ate so much at the beach. And how would I know he hadn’t eaten at work?

Then he picked up the phone and began tapping out numbers. “We’re calling your Mom.”

“Now?” I said.

“She’s still alive, Sunny. And you mean the world to her, even if you don’t care.”

He. Said. That.

I can barely write the words.

He might as well have reached into me and ripped out my heart.

And as I stood there in shock, he waited for Mom to pick up, wearing his best bookstore hello-can-I-help-you smile.

I could hear his words. I could see his lips move. But I couldn’t believe what he was saying.

“Hello, sweetheart … yes, Sunny and I were just about to sit down to dinner … fine, fine, it’s been a great day…. We’re all in great spirits…. Well, here’s your favorite ray of sunshine.”

And there it was. The receiver. Right in my face.

I took it and mumbled a hello.

Mom sounded about 80 years old. I desperately wanted to scream—to tell her something on my mind. But I couldn’t.

I can never tell her. Not in her state. So I just mumbled some small talk.

Then Dad took the phone back and said, “Have to check the stove. ’Bye, honey.”

As he hung up, his eyes were full of tears.

He didn’t head for the stove at all. Instead, he ducked into his study, grabbed some papers, and went back out the front door. “I’ll grab a bite on the road. Be back late from the store, Sunny. Nuke a frozen dinner for yourself, okay?”

9:08

I hate him.

That’s all there is to it.

I hate the fact that he lies to Mom.

I hate the way he treats me at the store.

I hate the way he uses our house as a changing room.

I hate feeling like a slave.

I hate being ignored.

As far as I’m concerned, I don’t have a Dad.

This is it.

I am out of here.

For good.

10:56

I should be halfway to Nevada by now.

I tried. I walked all the way to the bus stop before I realized I didn’t have my wallet.

So I slipped into Dawn’s house to get it.

Dawn was talking on the phone to Maggie. She barely nodded as I raced into our room.

If I’d left through the front door, I would have made it.

But I went through the back. And I ran into Carol. She was at the kitchen table, knitting something that looked like an ugly acrylic tube sock.

She asked me what I thought of it.

My mind was already outside. My feet were itching to go. I wanted to be miles away.

I had to say something, though, so I asked her if she was making it for Dawn.

Her face fell. “It’s a baby bootie.”

“Are you giving birth to an orangutan?” I said.

Carol practically fell off her chair laughing.

It wasn’t that funny. And I regretted saying it. It was only prolonging the conversation. I did not mean to hang out and joke around.

But it was kind of cool making Carol laugh.

I like the way she laughs.

I thought about how much I’d miss her when I ran away. And how much I’d miss being there for the birth.

All the while I was staring at her face. It was so clear. Not pimple-free clear, but just pure happiness.

And I thought: what a life. How did she get so happy? Was she always like this, even at age 13? Or was she like me?

Then she put her feet up on the next seat. I almost choked when I saw them.

They were enormous. Like elephant feet.

“Lovely, huh?” she said. “I’m retaining fluid. The baby’s making me do it. They really hurt too. And Jack refuses to rub them.”

“I will,” I said.

Carol gave me a look. “You will?”

I shrugged. “If you want. They’re clean, aren’t they?”

“Last time I checked.”

I pulled over my chair, took her right foot, and began massaging it. The way Mom used to massage mine—and I hers, back when she first got sick.

Back before the rubbing began to hurt her so much.

Carol was sighing and oohing. It reminded me so much of Mom.

Too much.

I had to stop.

Carol dropped her knitting on the table. She put her feet down and leaned close to me.

“Are you okay?” she asked gently.

A couple of tears started down my cheeks.

I felt like such a fool. I hate crying and I hate people who cry too much.

I was so freaked out, I didn’t know what to say. So I said, “I’m sorry” about ten times.

Carol didn’t seem to mind. She just sat there, her arm around my shoulder. I could hear the rush of a car passing by. Dawn’s chattery voice on the phone. The drone of the TV show that Mr. Schafer and Jeff were watching.

“Anytime you want to talk, just tell me,” Carol said softly.

“You don’t want to hear,” I replied.

“I do, Sunny. I care about you. I know this is a rough time. Please. I’m in no hurry.”

I didn’t mean to unload. But my thoughts were all bottled up. All the feelings for Mom. All the hate for Dad.

So I told her what had happened over the last few days. Right up to my big argument with Dad.

I expected an adult answer. I figured she’d defend Dad, the way all adults defend each other.

But the first thing she said was, “That’s not fair.”

“He’s such a liar!” I blurted out. “How can he do that to Mom?”

“No.” Carol shook her head. “That’s not the important question. He wants to soothe her, Sunny. I would do the same thing. It’s you he needs to think about.” she raised an eyebrow at me. “Don’t you ever tell your Dad I said that.”

I told her I didn’t tell him anything anyway. I promised not to start.

“I don’t quite know how to say this,” Carol went on. “What your Dad’s facing is a little like what Jack faced when he divorced Dawn’s mother.”

“My Mom is not—”

“I know. I know. But what I mean is, his reality is changing, Sunny. And so’s yours. It’s scary. You feel like your life is spinning out of control. Well, your Dad feels that too. You don’t know what ‘normal’ is anymore. He doesn’t either. It’s up to both of you to define it again. But it’s going to take a long time. And a lot of work.”

“Normal? How can we ever be normal, Carol? When Mom’s in the hospital and Dad’s in the store, and I’m over here all the time, freeloading off you.”

Carol smiled and gave me a big hug. “No, you’re not freeloading. We love having you. And don’t worry, sweetie. This won’t last forever. You’ll see. It’ll never be the same as it was, but it’ll be good again. Just give it time.”

Dawn is so lucky.

Carol is the coolest.

I have been thinking of her words ever since we talked.

I guess she’s right. I want her to be right.

But I can’t imagine how she could be.

I try hard to picture a normal life. With Dad. After you-know-what.

But it’s impossible.

Dad won’t have to work less. I’ll still never see him.

He won’t clone himself either. The house will be empty every day when I come home.

And when I am with him, then what? Will he change? Will he ever think about my feelings, or at least stop treating me like I’m a stranger?

Normal.

What does. That mean, anyway?

Another wife for Dad? A stepmother?

Great. I’ll have to see him holding hands with a strange woman around the house. I’ll have to make them meals.

I hate her already.

Well, unless she’s like Carol.

Ha.

Knowing Dad, she won’t even be close.

					
Monday 3/23
	
Science

I cannot believe this.

This is not happening to me.

Pete asked me out.

Pete, Brock’s friend.

And I said yes.
		
Math

Who do I think I am?

Soc. Stud.

I’m insane.

Study hall

No, I’m not.

I’m a free person.

I am not married to Brock. How do I know he’s not seeing other girls?

Besides, I got a good look at Pete today. Actually, a couple of good looks.

He’s cuter than Brock.

5:35 P.M.

Dawn is shocked.

Dawn thinks the world is coming to an end because I want to go out with Pete Nelson.

Dawn thinks I should “talk this out” with Brock.

Dawn also thinks I should have talked out Brock with Chris.

Dawn really needs to grow up.

But I can’t tell her that.

Why?

Because. Dawn. Is. My. Best. Friend.

					
Tuesday 3/24

2:45 P.M.

Home early today.

I could not face the last couple of periods.

Not in my frame of mind.

It’s all because of Ducky.

He was a total wreck this morning. He came to school crying.

He wouldn’t admit it, but he did. His eyes were all raw and watery.

He definitely needed someone to talk to.

He’s been there for me so often. The least I could do was return the favor.

Well, I tried. But he kept changing the conversation—“How are you doing? Oh, I almost forgot to ask. Are you still mad at your Dad?”

Ducky “You First” McCrae.

I was not going to let him off easy. I had to find out what had happened. So I cut math and yanked him out of the cafeteria during 10th-grade lunch.

I wanted to drag him to the Fiesta Grill. He’s allowed to go there during lunch. But he kept reminding me that 8th-graders are not allowed and I would get into trouble. Like I care.

So we went outside and hid in the backseat of his car. Which smells terrible. And is cramped. And has gum in the carpet.

(I am such a good friend.)

Ducky’s problem?

Alex.

Alex the drip.

Alex, who doesn’t deserve to look at Ducky.

Here’s what happened: Ducky had gone to pick him up this morning, and Alex had yelled at him and told him to go away.

Yes, that was it.

I nearly smacked Ducky.

“Don’t waste time with people who take advantage of you,” I told Ducky.

I should know.

“He’s a good guy,” Ducky insisted. “Just seriously depressed. He’s been cutting school. Disappearing without letting his Mom know where he is. Acting hostile to everyoneߞ”

“Sounds like me,” I said.

“Sometimes I worry about you too,” Ducky replied. “But I know you, Sunny. You’re there. With a heart and a soul. Alex is lost. You’re not.”

“Oh, really?” I said.

“I mean, you connect. Like now. Look, I know what you’re going through. I know it’s really hard. But you’ll come out the other end, Sunny. Because you’re not shutting down. You never will.” Ducky grinned. “I won’t let you.”

Cool, or what?

He just gives and gives and gives. And he never seems to want anything in return.

I wish all my friends were like that.

5:15 P.M.

I did it.

I figured out a way to give back to Ducky.

A job.

Dad needs a clerk. Someone old enough to work part-time, legally. Someone who is not me.

Ducky needs the money. His parents are in Ghana, and his older brother is always borrowing cash from him and not paying it back.

I mean, duh. Why hadn’t I thought of this before?

I just called to tell him my idea.

He loved it. He promised he’d apply.

I’ll put in a good word for him.

Actually, maybe I won’t.

Knowing Dad, he’ll refuse to hire him for that reason alone.

				
Wednesday 3/25

8:25 A.M.

“Does this young Ducky fellow have any references? Is he literate? Does he present a clean appearance?”

What kind of stupid questions are those?

Uh, no, Dad. He wears dreads, has a pierced tongue, can’t read, and likes to pick his nose in front of customers.

I should never have talked to him.

I should have run off when I had the chance.

And now look what I’m doing.

Inflicting him on Ducky.

Study hall

I flunked yesterday’s math quiz.

The reason: I didn’t take yesterday’s math quiz.

Because I was out of class, and because I didn’t have a note, and because Ms. Whalen is a cruel and heartless excuse for a human being, I got an automatic F.

She told me this while I was leaving class today. Then she gave me this look, like I was supposed to kiss her feet and say I’m sorry.

Puh-leeze. I just shrugged.

“Don’t you care?” she asked.

I shrugged again.

I love seeing the whale fume.

She started yelling at me, but I left in the middle of it.

Dawn was waiting for me in the hallway.

“Why did you do that?” she asked.

“Do what, flunk?” I said. “She didn’t even give me a chance.”

“You cut the quiz, Sunny!”

“I didn’t know there was a quiz.”

“That’s not a good excuse!”

“Okay, when I think of a better one, I’ll tell you.”

Dawn threw her hands up and walked away. “See you later, Sunny.”
	
That’s what she thinks.

4:14 P.M.

Am riding to the Vista Hills Mall. Carol’s driving.

Don’t know where Dawn is.

She’s probably with the whale as we speak. Talking about ways to make my life more painful.

Which is why I walked home alone. And why Carol invited me—without Dawn—to keep her company while she shops.

Nice to know someone cares.

So I am going maternity shopping.

And I’m happy about it.

Me.

Who’d have ever thought?

4:34 P.M.

Bob.

Bill.

Bruce.

What’s his name?

Blondish-brown hair. Curly. Square jaw. Great shoulders.

I’ve seen him in school a million times out of the corner of my eye.

I should have looked closer.

Okay, he’s just past the dressing rooms. In the housewares section. Who’s he with? Probably some incredible-looking junior girlfriend.

No.

She’s old.

His Mom!

It must be.

There’s hope.

Can’t let him see me in maternity. That is definitely the wrong impression.

I’ll stroll around. I’ll pretend I’m looking for a blender.

Carol is taking forever in that dressing room. I wonder if she’d mind if I—

5:24 P.M.

At the hospital

I can barely think.

My fingers are tired.

My body is tired. I need sleep.

But I feel terrible. I feel like it’s all my fault.

I have to write this out.

Everything happened so fast.

I was such a fool. Sitting there, bored, worrying about what’s-his-name—Bo something.

Did it even occur to me why Carol might be taking so long?

Maybe if I hadn’t been so distracted, I would have called to her and asked how she was doing. Maybe I would have heard her fall to the dressing room floor.

Well, someone did. Some little old lady who began to shriek.

I could see Carol’s hand sticking out from underneath the dressing room door. I tried to pull the door open, but it was locked. I yelled for help.

The shrieking lady was sitting in a chair. Three people were helping her.

But no one was helping me. A couple of shoppers were gawking, still holding their purchases. Like I was a TV screen.

Finally I ran out and found a clerk.

The two of us crawled under the door. Carol was almost out. Eyes flickering. Slumped on the floor.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I feel faint.” she was barely forming the words. Her voice was tiny.

“Is it the baby?” I yelled. “Is it coming?”

Carol shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“Don’t just stand there,” I said to the clerk. “Get some help.”

The clerk looked horrified. “The manager’s on break,” she said.

Useless.

I ran out and made the nearest cashier call 911 for me on the store phone. I grabbed the receiver and told the operator what had happened.

When I ran back, I had to elbow through a crowd. I heard someone say, “There’s the daughter.”

I glanced around looking for Dawn, until I realized the person was talking about me.

Carol was sitting up now, her back against the dressing room wall. She looked bone-white. The clerk was squatting by her side, holding her hand.

I knelt down and put my arm around Carol. I asked the clerk to get her a glass of water. I practically barked at the crowd, telling them to make room. It was incredibly stuffy.

“I feel weak,” Carol said. “I don’t know what’s happening to me.”

“You’ll be okay,” I said.

“I’m scared, Sunny.”

I wasn’t. That’s the weird thing. I was thinking about what had to be done. In order of importance.

1. Stay with Carol while we wait.

2. Make sure she gets to the hospital.

3. Call Mr. Schafer at work.

4. Call Mrs. Bruen at home.

The place was swarming now. Customers, clerks, security guards, crackling radios. Poor Carol. Like she really needed all this.

I didn’t move from Carol’s side (step 1). I fed her sips of water. I borrowed a cell phone from one of the gawkers and did steps 3 and 4.

It felt like we were there for hours. I was so relieved when the EMS crew showed up. They put Carol on a stretcher and carried her to a service elevator.

I rode down with them, then followed them out a back entrance, where the ambulance was waiting.

One technician asked if I was “kin.” Carol quickly answered yes. I guess she figured they wouldn’t let me ride with her if I wasn’t kin. I hopped into the back and held Carol’s hand as we sped toward the hospital.

Daughter for a day.

Fine with me. More than fine. I was proud.

On the way, the technicians hooked Carol up to a couple of IVs. One of them took her pulse.

“Am I going to lose my baby?” Carol asked.

“This kind of thing isn’t abnormal,” the technician said. “Pregnancy is complicated.”

“That wasn’t the question,” I reminded him.

The technician nodded and smiled. “The baby’s probably going to be just fine.”

Probably.

I never thought that word could be so scary.

What does it mean? 95 percent? 51 percent?

I want to ask the doctor, but I can’t. I’m in the Palo City Hospital emergency room waiting area now, which is about the most depressing place in the world, besides home. Carol’s in room 209, being examined.

I have no idea what’s happening in there.

The TV is blaring a soccer game in Spanish. To my right, a little kid is sneezing and coughing and crying. Across the room, a young guy is all bandaged up. To my left, an old man is slumped in a chair, asleep.

	At least I hope he’s asleep.

I am totally, totally freaked out.

11:12 P.M.

Home now.

Well, at Dawn’s.

I can’t believe how late it is.

This day feels like it lasted a month.

Luckily I wasn’t alone too long in the waiting room. Mr. Schafer came barging in as I was writing.

He was pale and anxious. He looked like he’d aged about 10 years.

I told him where Carol was, and he ran right in to see her.

The receptionist wasn’t too happy about that, but he ignored her. So did I. I followed him.

The door to room 209 was open, and a doctor was chatting with Carol. His nametag said Dr. C. Rymond.

Carol was still hooked to IVs, but she looked a lot better.

Mr. Schafer threw his arms around her. They both started crying.

“We’re f-f-f-fine!” Carol blurted out.

“Mama and baby both pulled through with flying colors,” Dr. Rymond agreed. “That’s the good news.”

Mr. Schafer turned warily. “Is there bad news?”

Dr. Rymond smiled. “If you consider total rest and relaxation bad news. I’m prescribing confinement to bed until the baby is born. No getting up at all.”

“But that’s two months!” Mr. Schafer replied.

Dr. Rymond explained that she’d better do what he said if she wanted to keep the baby. Well, he didn’t use those exact words, but that was the meaning.

Mr. Schafer clasped Carol’s hand and asked how she felt about this.

She smiled. She said she would finally have time to read all her magazines. “Besides,” she went on, “I love meals in bed and long foot rubs.”

She winked at me. I winked back.

God, I hope I’m like her when I grow up.

A few moments later Dr. Rymond said he had to do a few more tests and he needed to be alone with Carol.

I told them I’d wait outside. Mr. Schafer told Carol he’d be right back, and he walked out with me.

“Thanks,” he said. “I don’t know what would have happened if you weren’t there. You saved her, Sunny. You saved both of their lives.”

“Both?” I said.

“Carol’s,” he replied, “and the baby’s.”

Saved their lives.

I hadn’t thought of it that way.

I had been so busy doing, I hadn’t really been thinking.

But imagine if I hadn’t been there at all. Would someone have seen Carol and called 911 in time? Maybe not. Then what? She might have fallen unconscious. Become dehydrated. Or worse.

But she didn’t.

Because of me.

Me, Sunny the useless, ungrateful daughter.

I felt about ten feet tall.

“I’ll wait here,” Mr. Schafer said. “and I’ll drive you home. If you want to go visit your Mom, feel free. I won’t leave without you. In fact, I’d like to say hi too. I’ll meet you in her room, okay?”

Actually, I hadn’t thought of visiting Mom.

Not that I didn’t want to. But at that moment, I was sort of connected to Carol. I didn’t feel like leaving her just yet, after all we’d been through.

I told him I didn’t mind waiting. But he gave me a funny look. Like, you don’t want to visit your own mother?

So I started to leave.

I met Dawn, Jeff, and Mrs. Bruen in the hallway.

They started firing questions at me. Jeff asked if Carol was dead. Dawn was worried about the baby. Both of them were crying. Mrs. Bruen was busy trying to keep them from blocking the hallway.

I held Jeff’s and Dawn’s hands. I calmed them down and told them everything was all right. I brought them into the waiting room.

While Mr. Schafer gave them the details, I headed for the cancer wing.

Mom was sleeping, but she woke up when I walked in.

“Robin,” she said. “Hi.”

Robin?

“It’s Sunny, Mom,” I reminded her.

Then I realized who she meant. My aunt. Mom’s little sister, who died shortly after I was born.

Mom blinked. Then she laughed weakly. She said she’d been having a dream. Her brother, sisters, and all her cousins were gathered around her. They were little children, but they were strong enough to lift her in the air, upward and upward until their heads were in the clouds.

I sat. I listened. I tried to chat, but Mom was in her own dreamy world.

When Mr. Schafer finally came in, Dawn and Jeff were with him. Dawn had a bouquet of flowers. She put them on the night table, gave Mom a big kiss, and fussed about how great Mom looked.

That was Dawn’s word of the day. Great. “Doesn’t she look great? You look so great!”

And all I could think was:

I hadn’t complimented Mom.

I hadn’t brought her flowers.

I hadn’t even kissed her.

And the truth was, she didn’t look great. She looked withered and sick and groggy.

But Dawn just plopped herself in front of me, gushing away. Lying.

And blocking me from Mom.

Excuse me. I’m only her daughter.

Dawn was in high motormouth mode. When she finished complimenting Mom and gushing about her own flowers, she told Mom about Carol’s accident.

Finally Mom looked alert. “Oh, my goodness,” she said. “Sunny hasn’t mentioned this.”

“I was about to,” I said.

But I couldn’t get a word in edgewise, I didn’t say. Because Dawn was talking enough for about fifteen people.

And she kept on, while Jeff wandered around and Mr. Schafer chased after him and I did my impression of a Barcalounger.

The next thing I knew, Mr. Schafer was ready to take us home. I managed a quick good-bye to Mom.

During the car ride, Dawn finally shut up.

We all did. We were exhausted.

Back at the Schafers’, everyone grunted good night and went off to bed. Except Mr. Schafer. He went back to the hospital.

I should be fast asleep, but I can’t stop thinking about Carol.

She comes home tomorrow. I won’t feel totally comfortable until then.

Dawn obviously feels fine. She’s in bed, snoozing like a contented sheep.

I think I’ll spend the night right here, on the Schafers’ sofa.

I feel like being alone.


Thursday

10:31 A.M.

Woke up late this morning. Dawn was already leaving for school. I told her I’d meet her there.

I didn’t.

I went home for a change of clothes.

Dad was eating breakfast. I told him what happened to Carol. He half listened while he was reading the paper.

“That’s tough,” was his analysis of the situation.

End of discussion.

Thank you for your support, Dad.

Why is he like this?

He didn’t used to be. We had fun when I was a kid.

Or maybe my memory is playing tricks. Maybe he was always unbearable, only I didn’t recognize it.

I turned to go upstairs.

“I’m meeting that boy today,” Dad called after me. “Christopher. Quacky. Whatever you call him.”

“Ducky,” I said.

“He sounds like a nice boy on the phone. Let’s just hope he can alphabetize.”

That was supposed to be a joke, I think.

I didn’t even smile.

7:54
	
I helped bring Carol back from the hospital. She was so grateful to me. She said she would feel safe in any emergency with me. She said I had the quick wits of someone twice my age.

Everyone (except Dawn) was making a big fuss.

I loved it.

I insisted on rolling Carol to her room in her wheelchair. Mr. Schafer, Mrs. Bruen, and I eased her into bed.

Then we all celebrated with take-out Thai food on portable trays in her room.

Dawn didn’t say much.

I think she’s jealous.


Friday 3/27

Homeroom

He found my locker.

Before homeroom.

He had to walk all the way across school.

And he did it just to put his arms around me from behind and whisper in my ear, “Are we still on for tonight?”

Does he know how that makes me feel?

He must.

He’s a junior.

I was cool. I did not act shocked. I did not answer him like a 13-year-old.

I just smiled at him and touched his hand. As if this kind of thing happened to me every day.

And I said, “I’m on if you are, Pete.”

Dawn was staring fiercely into her locker. I know she wanted to give me one of her tsk-tsk looks.

Too bad.

I gave Pete a kiss, put my arm in his, and walked with him down the hallway. Slowly.

So Dawn could watch our every step.

I love his voice.

I love his cologne.

I love the feel of his arm around my waist.

Pete Nelson, where have you been my whole life?

I wish we could get an early start. Cut school right now and party until midnight. Just the two of us.

Oh, well. I’ll have to wait until later.

Details at 11.

But don’t hold me to it.


Saturday morning

Okay, details at 12:31 (a.m., that is).

Pete couldn’t believe how late I was “allowed” to stay up. That’s the way he put it. Allowed. Like I was a little kid.

I told him I make the rules in my house.

I told him I have unlimited freedom.

He was impressed.

Okay, the verdict. On a scale from 1 to 10, boring to absolutely fab.

The movie: 3 for the film, 10 for the way we ignored it, which leads to

Kissing technique: a definite 11. Makes what’s-his-face from last week look like Mickey Mouse.

Face factor: 8. Great cheekbones. Some pimples at eye level.

Post-movie: 7. Okay, pizza’s fine. And Pete does work part-time at Pizza Paradise, so it made sense to go there. But after you’ve been to the Sagebrush Grille, nothing is ever the same.

Conversation: Who cares?

General impact: 9+. Possibility for improvement in the restaurant area, but otherwise perfection.

Assessment for future: a keeper.

Saturday

10:59 A.M.

Oh. Forgot to mention.

When I got home last night, I found a message from Chris on the phone machine.

Chris the basketball fan.

He asked me out for next weekend.

Uh-huh.

Dream on.
	
8:02 P.M.

I cannot believe Dawn.

Who does she think she is?

She shows up at 6:15. She walks into her kitchen while I’m slaving over dinner. And instead of saying thanks, which she should do, she yells at me:

“Who told you to make dinner? Who changed the schedule? It’s not your turn, Sunny, it’s mine!”

I nearly threw the Caesar salad (with chicken) at her. I said, excuse me, but this is not the army. And it is dinnertime. Carol is in her room, hungry and unable to take care of herself. The meal needed to be made.

But that wasn’t enough for Julia Child. She had bought fillets of flounder. And they had to be eaten tonight. Now they were going to spoil.

I wanted to take the fish and whap her upside the head with it.

Then Carol called, and we both ran to her room.

Good old Carol. She thanked Dawn for the fish and assured her that it would taste fine tomorrow. She explained that I was just trying to help Dawn out. She said she had thought Dawn would be happy to be relieved of dinner duty.

Uh-huh. Sure. Dawn grumbled all through dinner and excused herself early.

It’s jealousy. Has to be. Grow up, Dawn.

Anyway, Jeff wasn’t much better at the dinner table, and he had no excuse. He took one look at my beautiful salad and said, “Can I have a peanut butter sandwich?”

So I had a cozy, intimate dinner, eating off my little portable table in the master bedroom, along with Carol and Mr. Schafer. The two mature members of the family.

	
Sunday 3/29

11:05 A.M.

A few important items.

Number one. The Schafers are the family I should have had.

I feel so welcome in their house. Despite Dawn.

In their house I am not robo slave daughter. I’m allowed to be a person, a hero, really Mr. Schafer and Carol just can’t stop thanking me for what I did.

I can’t believe I actually used to resent Carol. I never wanted to talk to her. I guess I was siding with Dawn. But that seems like ages ago.

Dawn should realize how lucky she is.

Number two. Ducky has a job at Winslow books.

He called me at Dawn’s. He was practically screaming with happiness.

About working with Dad.

I behaved. I did not burst his bubble.

Dad gave him the job today. (Did Dad tell me? Of course not.) Ducky starts Tuesday after school.

To celebrate, he insisted on taking me out for dessert.

Now, if I had been at my home, Dad would have said no. He’d have found some stupid chore for me to do around the house. Something he’s too lazy to do himself.

But Mr. Schafer didn’t even blink. No warnings, no curfew, nothing. He just said, “Have fun.”

So I grabbed my bike and went to a hot spot that Ducky and I had agreed on.

Pizza Paradiseߞhome, strangely enough, of Palo City’s best sundaes.

Number three. Pete doesn’t work there on Sunday nights.

Number four. But Bo Rollins does. That’s his full name. I found out. How? Ducky told me. Which leads me to

	Number five. For a guy, Ducky is a great gossip.

	Not that girls are the only gossips. Personally, I believe guys are even worse. They just like to pretend they aren’t.

	Ducky’s different. He dishes directly. I like that.

	When I arrived at Pizza Paradise, I spotted his car parked down the block, in front of the convenience store. Ducky emerged with a bag full of groceries. Chips, pretzels, and candy, along with some toilet paper and drain cleaner.

	“Groceries for me and Ted,” he explained.

	I helped him load the trunk. As we walked inside Pizza Paradise, I told Ducky I envied him. I mean, what a cool life, living alone with his big brother. Sometimes I wish Dad were a traveling professor like Ducky’s dad. Then he’d have to spend most of the year in places like Ghana too. My life would be so much easier.

	Ducky made a face. He said his brother is a pig. Ted never buys food or does laundry or cleans.

	Which, to me, doesn’t seem like a big deal. I mean, Dad doesn’t do any of that stuff either. Whenever it has to be done, he just yells at me to do it.

	“Believe me,” ducky said, sliding into a booth at the back of the restaurant, “you would not want to be in my shoes.”

	I could feel Ducky tensing up, so I backed off. Our one and only argument had started this way. I didn’t want a number two.

	So I asked about the job.

	Ducky’s face lit up. He told me that Dad was perfectly nice to him at the interview. He said Dad even cracked a few good jokes. (I didn’t know Dad knew any good jokes.)

	I suggested Ducky get a mohawk haircut and a nose ring before work on Tuesday, and then see how nice Dad would be.

	Our waitperson appeared, and Ducky ordered two large sundaes with all the toppings.

	He was dying to talk about what happened to Carol. He said he couldn’t stop thinking about what I’d done.

	“You’re so together,” he said. “and you think I’m a saint? I would have been a wreck if I were in your place.”

	A hero and a saint.

	I love it.

	I should rescue people more often.

	As we ate our sundaes, we caught up on other news. Ducky told me that things were still tense with Alex. I talked about the guys in my life. My date with Pete. The call from Chris. And my Bo sighting, before Carol’s crisis.

	Ducky howled. He said I should give out numbers and let the guys stand in line.

	Then he looked over my shoulder and said my deepest wish was about to come true.

	When I glanced back, I froze.

	Bo was clearing the table next to ours.

	Ducky was trying hard not to laugh. He asked when I became interested in cro mags, which is what he calls most of the jocks at Vista.

	I hadn’t really thought of Bo that way. But he does have really muscly arms.

	“Do you know him?” I whispered.

	Does he ever.

	Ducky informed me that Bo’s family has a house in Tahoe. That his brother is a football star at some big university. That Bo once climbed the school flagpole on a dare.

	When I asked how he knew all this, he smiled slyly.

	“I just listen,” he said with a shrug. “and if you promise you won’t get up and leave, I’ll tell you a secret.”

	“Promise,” I said.

	Ducky pushed his sundae aside and leaned closer. “Bo just broke up with his old girlfriend.”

	I nearly flew out of my seat.

	But a promise is a promise. I stayed put.

	I cornered Bo later. Just before we left.

	I’m meeting him Friday. After his shift.

		
Monday 3/30

Homeroom

Why homeroom?

It is useless and stupid. Especially when you have an ugly, boring teacher like Mr. Leavitt. They should abolish it and let 1st-period teachers take attendance, so we can all get fifteen more minutes’ beauty sleep.

I’m in a fighting mood today.

Brock was waiting for me at my locker this morning. He said he heard Pete talking about me. About our date. He called Pete a liar, and they almost got into a fight.

All over itty-bitty me.

Puh-leeze.

I mean, talk about yesterday’s news.

I should have told him to take a hike. But I didn’t have the heart.

So I just said I wasn’t seeing Pete anymore and if he knew what was good for him he wouldn’t bug me about who I decided to go out with. And I marched off to homeroom.

Nobody pushes me around.

Lunch

I should have cut school today.

I do not need this grief.

What am I, property?

I do not belong to anyone.

Now Pete’s all upset. Brock told him that I said we weren’t going steady anymore.

Who ever said we were going steady in the first place? Because of one date?

These are high school guys. They’re not supposed to act like babies.

They go out with lots of girls. But when the situation is reversed, they freak out.

Get a life!

I am fed up.

I am giving up boys.

After Friday.

I’ll give Bo a chance.

7:37 P.M.
	
I did not go straight home after school today. I hung out with Ducky, driving around, listening to him stress about his first day of work tomorrow, calming him down.

He dropped me off at home. As I was snacking and looking at the mail, the phone rang.

It was Dawn. Calling me from the hospital.

From Mom’s room.

She was hoping to reach Dad. Because Mom wanted to talk to him.

I asked what she was doing there.

“Just visiting,” she replied.

Okay. Cool.

There is nothing wrong with that.

Nothing wrong with Dawn visiting Mom.

Even though she could have called me. She could have asked if I wanted to go with her. I am the daughter. Not her.

But, hey, I can visit anytime I want. Besides, Dawn’s not required to tell me everything she does.

It’s a free country.

I shouldn’t blame Dawn for the bad mood I’m in right now.

I shouldn’t be angry.

I. Am. Not. Angry.

	
Tuesday 3/31

Study hall
		
I stayed at the Schafers’ last night. This morning I got up early and served Carol breakfast.

She smiled weakly and said she wasn’t hungry.

I did not like the way she looked. Kind of dazed and weak.

I told that to Dawn. She was in the kitchen when I returned with the tray.

“That’s because you brought her what you like, not what she likes,” Dawn said. “Carol hates scrambled eggs. Maybe if you tried a cheese omelette …”

Okay. So I dumped the eggs and made an omelette. I grated the cheese by hand, threw in a few spices. It took forever. By the time I was done, Dawn had left. Jeff, Mr. Schaefer, and Mrs. Bruen were all puttering around. They appreciated the work I was doing.

I went back to Carol’s room with my gorgeous omelette.

Guess what?

Dawn was wrong.

Carol refused the omelette.

She doesn’t just hate scrambled eggs. She hates all eggs.

Math
	
How could Dawn not know that about Carol?

Of course she knew it.

She lied to me.

She hates me.

Why?

What is wrong with this picture?

Dawn is my best friend, but she never talks to me. And when she does, she lies.

She lets me sleep over in her room, but she acts like she can’t wait to get rid of me.

I help around the house. I help take care of her stepmom. But she sneaks off to visit Mom without asking me to come along.

It doesn’t make sense. What have I done to her?

This is so unfair.

She’s the one with the functional family. She’s the one with the good grades. She’s the one who believes in peace on earth and kindness to all living things.

She has everything. She’s everybody’s friend.

Since when have I dropped off her radar?

Since when have I become poison?

I have been so patient. But I am tired of making excuses for her. I’m tired of saying it’s only a phase, she’s tense about the baby, etc.

She doesn’t want to talk to me? Fine.

Two can play that game.

6:11 P.M.
	
I took a long walk. I had to clear my head.

So I went to Dad’s store, to visit Ducky on his first day on the job.

He looked great. Cool haircut. New clothes. A small, conservative earring.

But after seeing him here, I have decided that Ducky’s in the wrong business.

He should be in child care.

He didn’t notice me at first. He was sitting on a bench in the kids’ section, bouncing a couple of toddlers on his knees. They had board books in their mouths. So did Ducky.

It was so cute.

Until Dad showed up. He was not amused. I could tell by the murderous glare in his eye.

I tried to signal Ducky. He thought I was waving, so he waved both toddlers’ hands back at me.

Then he saw Dad and his face paled.

Up he stood. Down went the toddlers.

“May I see you in the stockroom?” Dad asked him.

That was when I left.

I hate bloodshed.

7:34
	
Report from the battlefront:

Ducky survived.

More than that. He was ecstatic.

Dad hadn’t fired him. Just given him the I’m-paying-you-to-work-not-play lecture. Very politely. (Sure. He just saves his nasty side for me.)

Anyway, Ducky loves the job. He thanked me a million times. He can’t wait for his next shift, which is Thursday, after school and he’s seriously considering the bookselling industry for a future career.

I nearly fell off my chair trying not to laugh.

I give him, oh, a week before he changes his mind.

But he had to cut the conversation short. He was beeped by Alex on call waiting.

Ducky apologized like crazy but insisted he had to talk to him.

“Oh, so Alex rates over me?” I asked.

I was joking. But Ducky took me seriously. “Come on, Sunny,” he said. “Alex never calls me. This must be something important.”

I told him of course I didn’t mind.

Which was true.

I can’t get mad at Ducky.

At least he’s honest with me. At least he doesn’t sneak behind my back.

Like some friends.

Which brings me to my current problem: what do I do now? Where do I go?

Where is my home base?

Everything is so different now. I mean, ever since that terrible day at Venice Beach, Dawn’s family has been my family. They’ve been the only reason I’ve stayed in Palo City.

But I don’t feel welcome there anymore. I know Dawn doesn’t want me around.

Do I stay here in this empty, dirty house with dishes in the sink and laundry all over the place? With cartons of old books on the living room sofa that Dad has promised to take away for weeks, but which I know I can’t remind him about because he’ll blow up at me?

I hate it here.

But I hate it there.

Well, except for Carol.

She treats me like a human being. She values me.

I guess I should go see how she’s doing.

Oh, great. Dad drove up.

More later.

10:34
	
He must have had a good day at work. Or something.

He walked in the door and for the first time in recent memory noticed that his daughter is a human. “Why the long face, sunshine?” he asked.

I was so shocked, I actually confided in him.

I said that Dawn’s been acting weird and I didn’t think she wanted to be my friend.

His reaction? “Well, maybe it’s time you stopped treating her bedroom like your private hotel suite.”

So sensitive.

That’s what I get for opening up to him. I should have known better.

What’s worse, he started chewing my ear off about Christopherߞas in, Christopher reads the books that he’s supposed to shelve … Christopher talks too much to customers … Christopher needs to learn the work ethic … But he’s a “nice boy” and he knows a lot about kids’ books, so the parents love him.

It took me a minute to realize he was talking about Ducky.

So now Dad wants me to “talk to him.” I’m supposed to give him “work tips” and coach him on how to “use his time efficiently.”

What’s more, Dad’s thinking of hiring another high school kid, and he wants me to find one.

What do I look like, an employment agency?

So I’m at Dawn’s again.

The lesser of two evil houses, I guess.

Carol’s fine. She has a copy of the L.A. Times best-seller list on her nightstand and is working her way through it, book by book.

I guess I’ll have to be going to the library for her.

If I can figure out where it is.

Carol, as usual, asked me all about my day. I did not tell her my feelings about Dawn, even though I was dying to. But I did mention my conversation with Dad.

She smiled. “If he needs another employee, get one of your many boyfriends a job.”

Brilliant.

Why hadn’t I thought of that?

I wonder if Bo wants a job.

No.

No!

I have a much better idea.

I know just who to ask.

11:10 P.M.
	
Sunny, you are a genius.

Ducky thinks it’s a great idea. He thinks this is just the thing that Alex needs to pull up his self-esteem.

So Ducky’s going to talk to him tomorrow.

And I have done my good deed for the day.

		
Wednesday 4/1

Homeroom
		
April Fools’ Day.

I woke up at the regular time. Dawn was fast asleep. I tiptoed to her desk and adjusted the clock to 9:07 then I snuck back into bed, let out a loud gasp, and said, “Oh, no! We’re late!”

Dawn’s eyes popped open. She jumped out of bed.

I was about to yell “April Fool!” but Dawn started screaming at meߞI’m lazy, I never pay attention to the time, I can never be trusted.…

This is what I get for trying to cheer up the morning?

I was so disgusted, I didn’t bother to tell her the truth.

Dawn didn’t find out the real time until she went into the kitchen.

When she did, she started freaking out again.

Some people just can’t take a joke.

English
	
I feel much better now.

Rescued by the sweetest guy in the whole school.

!! Bo Bo Bo Bo Bo !!

How can Ducky call him a cro mag?

He is so wrong.

Bo found me in the hallway between first and second periods. He gave me one of those little canisters of “mixed nuts” that’s really a jack-in-the-box.

How corny can you get?

Well, I pretended to be surprised when the spring popped out at me.

But I wasn’t expecting this note, which was attached to it:

[image: note]

Okay, not the best speller, but who cares?

Lunch
	
I am sitting alone.

Because my hateful ex-best friend took the only empty seat at the table where Maggie and Amalia were sitting.

She saw me heading for that seat.

I know she did.

I want to kill her.

4:14
	
We talked.

Bo and me.

I heard his voice behind me as I left school.

The sound caressed my ear. Like the touch of a butterfly’s wing.

I have never heard “yo” sound so sexy.

I turned. He was heading toward the parking lot with some friends, so I walked beside him.

He introduced me to his pals.

Then he asked if Sunny was my real name.

I asked him if Bo was his.

His friends all laughed.

Then they continued toward the lot. Bo waved to me. He looked a little embarrassed. He mouthed the word “later.”

Hmmmm.

Is it possible he has a name more ridiculous than Sunshine Daydream Winslow?

To be continued.

11:11P.M.

Went to see Mom tonight.

Got in just before the end of visiting hours.

I tried to buy her flowers, but the store was closing and there weren’t many left, only some really expensive bouquets, I thought about getting a potted plant, but that seemed too dorky.

So I took her a Life magazine instead.

And I put it on her night table. Right next to an identical copy. And a potted plant.

“Isn’t it nice?” Mom asked. “Dawn brought it. I love begonias.”

Real nice.

Dawn shows up with Mom’s favorite plant, and I bring a magazine she already has.

I. Felt. Like. Such. An. Idiot.

	
Thursday 4/2

5:01P.M.
	
She’s evil.

Hateful.

Conniving.

At this minute, while I am in her kitchen, making stew for her stepmother and looking after her house all by myself, where is she?

Shopping with Maggie.

She wasn’t even going to tell me. She was going to sneak out while I wasn’t around.

And then, when I did show up, when I caught her in the act, did she cover herself? Did she invite me?

No. She just walked out of the bedroom and into the kitchen, without saying a word.

Mrs. Bruen was in the middle of a phone conversation. I heard her interrupt it and ask, “Where are you going, Dawn?”

And Dawn told her, but in this whispery little voice. Like I wasn’t going to hear.

“Isn’t Sunny going too?” asked Mrs. Bruen.

Dawn’s reply? “I see enough of Sunny.”

Thud went my jaw as it hit the carpet.

Zoom went Dawn out the door.

And then Mrs. Bruen was calling to me. “Sunny? Are you going to be here for the next hour or so?”

I managed to spit out a “yes.”

Mrs. Bruen appeared in the bedroom door. “Mr. Schafer just called. He forgot some important files, and he wants me to run them over to his office. But I am concerned about leaving Carol alone. If she should need anythingߞ”

“She’s not alone,” I snapped.

“Is that okay with you, Carol?” Mrs. Bruen called into the next room.

“You bet,” Carol answered.

Off went Mrs. Bruen, shouting a list of instructions: “Keep an eye on the stove. I’ve got a stew going. Listen for Carol. And call Jeff’s friend Spencer. The number’s by the phone. Tell him I’ll pick him up on the way back.”

Robo slave daughter back again. Same girl, different house.

And now, as if everything isn’t just the absolute worst, some obnoxious jerk is blowing his horn outside.

Right in front of my house.

I think I’ll throw something at him.

Some of these tomatoes look just right.

6:05P.M.

What did I do?

A loser. That’s what you are, Winslow. A heartless, brain-dead, selfish loser. The bottom of the pile.

Was it only an hour ago I heard that horn?

Only an hour since I made the biggest mistake of my life?

No. The second biggest. The first was being born.

I should have been born in the year 3000 or so. When they have time travel. So I could slip back in time and redo all the stupid mistakes I make.

Like today’s.

Like when I looked out the window to see who was making that noise and saw that it was Bo, parked in front of my house.

What kind of guy sits in front of a girl’s house, honking away so the whole neighborhood can hear? Why didn’t he get out and ring my doorbell?

If he had rung the bell, I would never have heard him. He would have gotten back into the car and left. And none of this would have started.

I should have pelted him with tomatoes. But no. My mind had to turn into meat loaf. I had to run outside because it was Bo.

And what did he want?

To tell me his real name. The name he couldn’t mention in front of his friends.

It’s Beauregard.

Beauregard Montfort Rollins.

Because he was embarrassed to admit that at school, he had to come all the way over to say it.

And I was moved. I thought he was being so sweet and vulnerable to drive all that way just for that.

So I told him my full name. We laughed. We chattered about all kinds of stupid things.

I must have been there a long time. I sort of forgot about the rest of the world.

Then I heard the smoke alarm.

My stomach fell so fast it made my head spin.

I bolted. I don’t even remember if I said good-bye to Bo.

I tore across the Schafers’ lawn and into the house. The pot was smoking on the stove. Inside it. The stew had become a lump of solid black.

“Sunny?” Carol called.

She was in her doorway.

Standing.

“Get back in bed!” I called out.

I turned off the burner. I almost grabbed the pot. But the handle had melted. So I found a mitt. Threw the whole thing into the sink, and turned on the water.

Bad move. The moment the water hit the pot, it let out a loud hiss and the kitchen filled with smoke.

The alarm was still screeching. And now the phone and the doorbell were ringing.

“Should I call the fire department?” Carol called out.

“No!” I shouted back. “Everything’s fine! Justߞjust go back to your room!”

I opened all the windows. I fanned the smoke under the detector until the sound stopped.

Then I ran to Carol’s room. She was lying on her bed, grimacing.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“You told Mrs. Bruen you’d be here,” she said. “I’m not supposed to move.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I justߞ” I couldn’t finish the sentence.

“Just what?” Carol asked. “Who was that boy you were talking to?”

“Boy?” I repeated.

“Yes, Sunny. I saw you. Out the window.”

It was an emergency.

An employee of Dad’s.

Someone from the hospital.

The lies marched through my head.

But I couldn’t lie.

Not to Carol. I had to tell the truth.

“His name is Bo,” I said.

“Bo,” Carol repeated.

“Well, Beauregard,” I went on. “Which is what he wanted to tell me. That’s why he was blowing his horn …”

Lame. That sounded so lame.

I wanted to melt right into the carpet.

Carol was staring at me with the strangest look in her eyes.

Fear. Pain. Disbelief. Anger. Disgust. Confusion. All of it at the same time, like flashing neon lights.

Pinning me.

Blaming me.

“So you ran outside to flirt,” Carol said. “With the stove on.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose!”

	“Look, I realize it’s boring to look after an invalid. I don’t like being one. I don’t want to burden people. But someone else is involved in this. Someone who is depending on me to stay healthy. Someone whose life has just been put at riskߞ”

“I know! I said I was sorry!”

“Sorry doesn’t matter, Sunny! We’ll all be sorry ifߞ”

Carol sank back into her pillows. She shut her eyes, and tears squeezed out from under her lids.

“What should I do?” I pleaded. “Should I call the doctor?”

Carol shook her head. “No. I’ll do it. Just bring me the portable phone, please.”

	
8:06

Las Palmas County Park

It is so dark out here.

But people are around.

I’m not scared.

Yet.

Ducky, where are you?

Maybe he’s not coming. Maybe he lied to me over the phone. Maybe he’s disgusted with me too.

Well, he’ll just have to stand in line. Behind Dad, Carol, Mom, Dawn, Mrs. Bruen, Mr. Schafer, Jeff, and Carol’s doctor.

What if he doesn’t come? Where am I supposed to stay now?

Not at home.

Not at Dawn’s house either. Not after today.

I’ll stay here. I can swim out to the island in the middle of the pond. Sleep with the turtles. Dream about this afternoon.

Just seeing that doctor was freaky. He looked so mad.

He knew who I was. Had to. Carol must have told him. The girl who put her life in danger.

He was probably making the first house call of his life. Doctors don’t make house calls. Only in emergencies.

I should have left then. Carol was in good hands.

But I couldn’t. One abandonment was enough.

So I stayed until Mrs. Bruen came home. With Jeff. Both of them scolding me because I hadn’t called Spencer’s house.

Called Spencer’s house! If only that had been my worst mistake. I would have taken that in a minute.

I couldn’t take the expression on Mrs. Bruen’s face when she smelled the burning odor that was still in the house. And heard the doctor’s voice. And raced toward Carol’s room, murmuring, “Oh my god.”

And I almost smacked Jeff when he ran into the kitchen and emerged with the charred, warped pot.

Laughing.

But even then I didn’t leave.

I stood there like a tree, rooted to the carpet, until Mrs. Bruen came back into the living room.

Her lips were tight. Every last Mrs. Bruen-ish twinkle was gone from her face.

“Is the baby alive?” I blurted out.

“Well, there’s still a heartbeat,” Mrs. Bruen snapped.

“Whew,” I said. “That’s a relief.”

“What happened?” Jeff asked.

Mrs. Bruen glared at me. “Why don’t you tell him, Sunny?”

“I’ll never let it happen again, Mrs. Bruen. I promise.”

“What?” Jeff insisted.

Mrs. Bruen shook her head. “No, I won’t let it happen. I was the one with the ultimate responsibility, Sunny. I gave that responsibility to you. I trusted you. But I was wrong to do that. I have to take the blame too.”

“If you won’t tell me, I’m going to ask Carol!” Jeff declared, stomping away.

“I thought you were mature, Sunny,” Mrs. Bruen barreled on. “I never, ever imagined that because of a flirtation you’d put two lives at riskߞ”

“I know! I know!” I shouted.

“You’d better know, Sunny,” Mrs. Bruen said. “Because I’m going to have a good, long talk with Mr. Schafer about this.”

Now Jeff came running back to us. “You left her?” he shouted. “With the stove on?”

“Well, sort ofߞ”

“Even I’m not stupid enough to do that.”

That was it.

I couldn’t take it.

Not another minute.

“Do you think I’m happy about what I did?” I shouted. “You think I’m proud of myself? That I’m totally ignorant about how serious it is? I know, all right? I know I did the wrong thing. I’m not an idiot! You don’t have to keep yelling at me!”

Mrs. Bruen looked like she wanted to kill me.

I could not stay there another second.

I was out the door.

A car just zoomed by. Some ugly yahoo with a stringy mustache leaned out the window and shouted something unintelligible at me.

If Ducky doesn’t show up, I am out of here.

The bus station isn’t too far away. I have enough money to go somewhere.

I think.

8:30

He’s here.

Thank. God.

9:15

Somewhere in the Palo City hills

I can’t talk anymore. I’m all talked out.

I hate writing in a moving car, but I’m going to try it anyway. If I have to blow chunks, we can always stop.

It won’t be the worst thing that happened to me today.

I do feel a little better, though.

It’s all thanks to Ducky.

Ducky, who practically had to scrape me off that bench at Las Palmas because I was so upset. Ducky, the only person all day who has not judged me. Who has not reminded me what a cruel, worthless person I am. Who has actually listened.

The facts, according to D.

1. I was wrong.

But I admitted it.

2. Something bad could have happened.

But I didn’t.

3. The bottom line:

Carol’s fine.

The baby’s fine.

The negative side? A lot of people are mad at me.

The positive side? I didn’t lie. I acted fast. I turned off the stove in time.

I did the right thing to leave the Schafers’. I cooled off. I let them cool off too.

Anyway, we worked out a plan. I have to go back. Apologize again. Calmly, this time. Gently.

Just sit and talk it out. Like mature people.

I’m scared out of my mind.

Friday

4:14A.M.
	
Dark.

Quiet.

Dead.

The world is off. Unplugged.

Even the crickets are sleeping.

Not me.

I can’t even come close.

Might as well kiss the night good-bye.

The sun’ll be up any minute.

This is turning into a habit. Why is this happening to me?

According to Ducky, everything was supposed to work out. I should be snoozing like a newborn.

I thought I did everything right.

I went back to the Schafers’. I rang the bell.

Mrs. Bruen answered. (She had decided to spend the night.) She didn’t throw me out. In fact, she invited me into Carol’s room.

Mr. Schafer was there, sitting on the bed. They both looked a little wary. But they let me sit with them.

Jeff, fortunately, was asleep.

Dawn wasn’t.

She was in her room, doing homework.

She came in once, glanced at us, then left. No comment.

I told Carol I knew she was upset with me. I said I wouldn’t blame her if she kicked me out of the house.

“It was my fault too,” Mr. Schafer said. “I shouldn’t have asked Mrs. Bruen to come to my office.”

Mrs. Bruen shook her head. “I shouldn’t have agreed.”

“I agreed too,” Carol added.

They were trying to make me feel better. But it wasn’t working. They were making excuses. Like, they should have known I wouldn’t be responsible enough.

“I’m not a baby,” I reminded them. “You should have been able to trust me. I let you down, Carol.”

“Sunny, I’m not going to sugarcoat this,” Carol said. “Am I upset? Yes. Have I lost my trust in you? Well, maybe. One thing about trust, though. It’s renewable. But you have to earn it.”

My eyes were starting to water. “I want to,” I said.

“I know you do, sweetheart. And you’ll get a chance. I just don’t know how many stews we’ll be making.”

I smiled at her. She smiled back.

We didn’t hug or anything. No big scene.

But it was a start.

I offered to go home for the night, but Carol insisted I stay over. So I had tea with Mrs. Bruen and Mr. Schafer in the kitchen. I watched some tube. And finally I decided to get ready for bed.

I knocked lightly on Dawn’s door and pushed it open.

The first thing I noticed was my cot. It was folded up.

All my stuff was back in plastic bags, lined up by the door.

Dawn was at her desk, reading. Not even looking up.

No explanation, not even a hello. Nothing.

The same stupid game. Freeze out your friend.

Almost turned around and left. I was so sick of her attitude.

But I couldn’t back out. I was on a roll. I was feeling strong. My head was clear after talking things out with Carol.

I guess I figured if I could get through that, I could handle anything.

So I opened my big mouth.

It was the first time I had spoken directly to Dawn in days. And I have been replaying our conversation in my head all night.

I still remember practically every word.

“Hi,” I said.

“You’re staying?” was Dawn’s reply. Into her book. Not even a glance upward.

“Well, yeah. I wanted to, butߞ”

“I’m surprised they let you.”

“Me too. Uh, Dawn? What happened to my stuff?”

Dawn shrugged. “I put it out of the way. I thought you were going to do your thing again.”

“What thing?”

“You know. What you always do. Give up. Run away.”

Low. Very low.

I was cool. I was not going to scream at her. That was probably just what she wanted.

Instead, I counted to ten in my mind and said, “Well, I’m here now, Dawn. And if you have something you want to say to me, go ahead. I’m not running away now, am I?”

Dawn rolled her eyes. “Forget it, Sunny. I don’t want to talk about this.”

“No, I won’t forget it. Would you forget it if I insulted you?”

“It wasn’t an insult. Just a fact. Now, will you let me do my homework?”

“Just give me two minutes, Dawn! The homework’s not that important.”

“How do you know? You haven’t done it.”

“Fine. You’re smarter than me. You’re better than me in every way. I admit it, okay? Does that make you happy? Now talk to me. I’m a person. I have feelings. I don’t like being ignored.”

“Funny, I’ve been thinking that same thing.”

“I don’t ignore you, Dawn.”

“No? You haven’t said a word to me all week.”

“Only because you haven’t been talking to me. You started it!”

“I had my reasons!”

“What were they?”

“I just told you, Sunny.”

“What? That I run away? Is that it? That’s the reason you’re acting like such a jerk to me?”

Dawn slammed her book shut and turned to face me. “Excuse me? I am not going to sit here and be attacked in my own room. You want to know why I’m angry? Fine. It is because you run away. From everything. The minute something bad happens, you escape. You’ve been doing it all year. First homework. Then cutting a class here and there. Then cutting school. Then that guy at the beach, Carsonߞ”

“Dawn, Carson was ages ago. You knew what I was going through. I had to escape.”

“Had to? Some people face their problems, Sunny. Some people have guts.”

“Like you? Perfect Dawn, who turns her back on her friend? Some guts.”

“Sunny, I bent over backward for you. I was understanding. I listened. I let you stay over. I gave you advice. I was so stupid! I should have known you’d do the same thing to my family. Because that’s what happens, Sunny. When you start being selfish, sooner or later you hurt someone. And you did it. Big-time. To the most vulnerable person in my family. Just abandoned her. You don’t care for anyone but yourself.”

“I do care about Carolߞ”

“Oh, sure, whenever there’s something in it for you. When it’s fun. When she praises you and gossips with you and calls you her hero. Then you wait on her hand and foot. But when you actually have to do something boring and unselfish, like watching a stew pot? Out the door. Out to flirt with some jock while the house burns downߞ”

“I saved Carol’s life, Dawn! Have you forgotten that?”

“No one has. You’ve been talking about it nonstop. But what’s the point if you turn around and put her life in danger?”

“I screwed up, okay? I know it! I apologized to everyone and they accepted it.”

“That doesn’t change what you did, Sunny. You should have been here. You had a responsibility!”

“And you didn’t?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Hello? She’s your stepmother, Dawn. Not mine. Where were you when this whole thing happened? What great, unselfish thing were you doing? Shopping!”

“Why shouldn’t I? There were two people in the house when I left! You and Mrs. Bruen. That should have been enough.”

“That’s always your excuse. Why stick around if someone else can take care of Carol? I never see you taking her meals in bed. Or keeping her company when she’s lonely. Or rubbing her feet or reading to her when her eyes are tired. I’m the one who does those things. I’m the one who was shopping with her when she collapsed. Why? Because her own stepdaughter is never around.”

Dawn laughed. “I don’t believe I’m hearing this. I must be dreaming. Sunny Winslow lecturing me about taking care of a parent? Stop patting yourself on the back for a minute and think about visiting your own mother for a change.”

“How can I? You’re there all the time!”

“Oh, Sunny, that is so lame. That is beneath you. I visit your Mom because I love her. I have known her all my life. And I feel bad for her. Because I know that her own daughter feels so sorry for herself that she can’t ever visit.”

“For your information, I do visit my Mom. More times than you’ll ever know.”

“Wrong. I know about them all. I’ve sat and listened to you complain about every one.”

	“You don’t know what it’s like, Dawn. You, with the perfect family. The cute brother. The nice, uncomplicated Dadߞ”

	“Divorced Dad. You forget that little detail. Do you think that’s so easy? Dealing with a new person in the house who’s not my real Mom but who’s having my Dad’s baby?”

	“At least you have a Mom! Two of them! Isn’t that enough for you?”

	Dawn fell silent. She gave me a long pitying look. “I guess you want to take one for yourself, huh?”

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“Sunny,” Dawn said softly, “you have a Mom. Count your blessings.”

Those last three words hit me like a hammer.

My head was about ready to explode.

Words were bursting up through me like lava. But they caught in my twisted throat.

I was afraid I’d throw something. Hit something. Smash a window.

I turned and ran.

I didn’t stop until I was home.

I didn’t even say good-bye to Carol.

	
	
Friday 4/3

10:54P.M.
	
Rise and shine.

Guess I fell asleep.

Guess I’m playing hooky today.

11:23

On my way out, I found this note from Dad.

[image: note2]

Clueless.

4:04 P.M.

Venice Beach

I am not Bo’s slave. I have a life of my own.

Just because we know each other’s real names, I’m supposed to be attached to him forever?

Okay, I canceled the date. I didn’t give him notice. So big deal. He should be glad I didn’t just stand him up. Why get so angry? It’s not the last Friday night in the world.

I don’t want to see anyone tonight. Especially the guy who started the whole disaster.

I want to sit in my room, watch TV, and paint my toenails.

For the rest of my life.

9:56 P.M.

Two messages from Dawn on the answering machine. All she said was “Call me back.”

Right.

When pigs fly.

	
Saturday 4/4

1:45P.M.
	
Ducky says: “How do you know what Dawn wants? Maybe you left forty dollars there, and she needs to return it to you.”

I say, she can keep it.

Dawn and I are over.

I don’t know her.

	
Sunday 4/5

4:12P.M.
	
The worst part of this is, I’m cut off from Carol.

I can’t call her. I might get Dawn. And then I’d have to hang up.

I might get Mrs. Bruen or Mr. Schafer or Jeff. And then I’d have to explain why I hate Dawn so much.

Besides, Dawn has probably poisoned Carol’s mind. Twisted our argument to make me sound like a total witch.

How will I know about the baby? Will she send me an announcement? Will I ever see the baby?

Fat chance.

		
Monday 4/6

Soc stud
	
Maggie asked me what’s wrong between Dawn and me. Amalia told me that Dawn has been dissing me in front of everyone.

I laughed.

I told them I didn’t care.

I said if she wants to be friends, all it takes is an apology, a large diamond necklace, a new navel ring, and three years of personal servitude.

7:05 P.M.
	
Mom looks awful.

She’s not eating at all.

She says the weirdest things. One minute she’s talking about some dumb TV show she’s been watchingߞevery detailߞin this bored. Monotonous voice. The next she’s talking about all the family trips we’re going to take.

And then, all of a sudden, she’s herself again. Like a window of health has opened up. She’s gentle and kind and interested. She remembers details.

She asked about Dawn. Just like that. Out of the blue. “I sensed a little tension between you two,” she said.

So I told her. Everything. From the burnt stew through the big argument.

Mom listened carefully. She joked that Mrs. Bruen should have used a microwave for the stew.

Finally she clasped my hand and said, “You’ll weather this one, Sunny. You always do. I have faith in you.”

“You used to say that to me all the time,” I murmured.

“That’s what mothers are for.”

I hugged her. “It feels so good to talk to you again.”

“Oh, I’m all talk. Visit me more often.”

“I will, Mom,” I said. “I promise.”

“Really?” Mom gave me a big smile. “Well, then, aren’t I lucky?”

For a moment I forgot where I was. I didn’t notice the cancer and the hollow eyes and grayish skin. Mom’s smile was big and blinding like the rising sun. I felt all my twitches go away and I was back home, a little girl again, curled up on the sofa with Mom, sipping hot chocolate.

“Mom?” I said.

I love you. That’s what I was going to say.

But Mom had a sudden twinge. She sank back into her pillow, eyes closed, teeth grinding.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Bedsores,” she said.

I was crashing back to earth. Back to the hospital room and the pain and the IV tubes and the white sheets and the view of the parking lot.

And I felt fifty times worse than I had before.

That’s the danger in visiting Mom.

You try not to let your hopes rise, but they always do. And the higher you go, the harder you fall.

That’s what Dawn doesn’t see.

She can’t have her heart broken at the sight of Mom’s body. She can’t look inside Mom’s eyes and see sorrows and triumphs and scoldings and kisses and late nights and lazy mornings and country walks and long drives and plays and pottery and softball games and sicknesses and years and years and years, all gone for good but somehow still there.

I can see them. It’s like they’re crowded together in a room the size of Mom’s soul. And the door to the room is about to close.

Dawn is so wrong.

I do think about Mom. I think about her every day. Every minute. I think about what’s going to happen. And part of that thinking is preparing. Arming myself. Forming a shell.

Because you have to. If you don’t, you fall apart.

Count my blessings?

It’s not so simple.

	
Thursday 4/9

5:07

Haven’t written in awhile. Not much to write.

Ducky’s doing great at the store.

Alex postponed his interview and didn’t give Dad a reason. Ducky’s trying to get in touch with him.

As for Dawn, I see her at our lockers at the beginning and end of the day. Sometimes we get drawn into conversations with Maggie and Amalia. Once or twice I’ve asked her how Carol is, and she usually says, “fine.”

We don’t tear each other’s hair out. But we don’t say much.

I like it that way.

I think she does too.

And that’s all the news.

Life still bites. But it could be worse.

I’m not sure how, but it could.

P.s. I’m visiting Mom tonight.

Her begonia died. The roots choked.

So I bought her another.

It’s small, but it’s in a big pot. So it’ll have room to grow.

Over time.

Mom will love it.


cover.jpg
-

California Diaries

<\ T¥O

p1axy T Waifing.
Waching.
Crash.





OEBPS/v2/note.jpg
- 1
1-am & Foo
4 ul

o

Lookin' 4 word

2Fr}&aj hrfe.
-— ED






OEBPS/v2/cover.jpg
AUTHOR OF THE BABY-SITTERS CLUB

ANN M. MARTIN
California Diaries






OEBPS/v2/logo.jpg
OPEN(I)ROAD





OEBPS/v2/note2.jpg





