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Monday 10/20

12:15 A.M.

I hate my life.

Despise it.

I would trade it in a minute for anyone else’s.

That’s all. I have to say.

Good night.

Tuesday 10/21

1:06 A.M.

Back again, same place, different day.

Same life, too. Unfortunately.

Miserable.

Hateful.

Pointless.

Sleepless.

Night three of insomnia. I cannot believe it. The very last thing I need.

I’ve listened to all my CDs. I’ve even tried doing homework, but that just made me even more depressed.

I actually thought about calling Dawn. For about a second. Like, she would really be thrilled to hear me at this hour, complaining about the same old stuff.

So I’ll just sit here and do something that would make my teachers faint.

Write. Voluntarily.

Maybe I’ll bore myself to sleep.

Dawn used to say my name fit my personality. Sunny. The sunny Sunny Winslow.

I hate that. It’s so wrong.

Well, it does feel better to write this out. These journals aren’t such a stupid idea after all. Okay, let’s hit all the problems, from the top.

Number one. I am very upset about Mom. Three days ago I told her to call Dr. Merwin about her wheezing. I didn’t like the way she sounded. Of course, she waited until today, when she’s really sick. So now she has to go back to the hospital for observation. Plus she has to stop chemotherapy and radiation treatments until she’s better.

Number two. Dad. When the renovations in his store began, he became the Control Freak of the Century. This is his life now:

Most of “etc.” is taken up with sleep.

Which Dad has no trouble with. I can hear him snoring in the next room. He sounds like wood shop. I don’t know how Mom puts up with it. I don’t know how I put up with it.

I’ll just stay awake, that’s all. At school tomorrow I’ll look like a horror movie. Sunny the undead. Maggie and Dawn will give me more useless insomnia tips.

Like today. Maggie suggested I should look out the window and pick out constellations. Well, I don’t know how many stars she can see through the Palo City smog. The ones I saw all looked like the Big Dipper.

Dawn? She had insomnia too, over “the changes we’re facing.” which I guess means the eighth-graders’ switch from the middle school to the high school building. I don’t understand Dawn sometimes. She’s still my best friend but hello? I mean, we’re thirteen. We belong with the older kids. Especially the guys. Okay, we don’t “rule.” Okay, high school kids lured us to that party at Ms. Krueger’s empty house, just to get us in trouble. But only some of them did. Most of the others seem pretty cool. Like Ducky. Anyway, consider the alternative. Who wants to hang with teddy bear huggers and giggle over squeaky-voiced boys?

Maybe Jill does. Honestly, that girl really makes me sick. I’m glad Maggie and Dawn and I have drifted away from her.

If any of my friends—any of them, even Dawn—read this, they’d fall over. They think I’m so confident. So together. (Well, maybe not together. They saw me hurl chunks at that party. Not exactly a together thing to do.)

Sometimes I think I’m the only eighth-grader at Vista who tries to have any fun at all. Which is totally ironic, considering my frame of mind. I think the move turned everyone into zombies.

Including Maggie, who used to be so cool. That’s ancient history. She refused to cut math with me today. And she was so freaked out when I had my navel pierced. Dawn was too, but I kind of expected that. (Jill, of course, almost fainted, which makes it so much fun to flash my ring at her in the school hallways.)

I don’t know why I even bother trying to show signs of life. Nobody appreciates it. Everybody is mad at me for something. It’s not just Dawn and Maggie, either. Dad’s being a pain too. He keeps telling me I should be more serious. And all my teachers think I’m a slacker.

I know. I should start wearing plaid wool skirts, stop painting my fingernails black, join the math club, and discuss global politics at lunch. I mean, life is hard enough. PEOPLE SHOULD LIGHTEN UP, in my humble opinion.

I just yawned. That’s a good sign.

I am boring myself to sleep.

Just as well. My fingers are starting to hurt. I have never written this much in my life.

Wednesday morning 10/22

I just read what I wrote yesterday.

I’m glad I’m not my friend. I would drive me crazy.

Mom and Dad just passed by on their way downstairs to breakfast. Mom was yelling at Dad for not holding onto her enough. She seems so angry.

Well, she’s allowed. She’s allowed to be mad at the world. I would be, if I had lung cancer. (Actually, I am mad, at the tobacco companies.)

She’s also depressed about going to the hospital. For two days she has not worn her wig. She says she’s too tired to put it on. She wears a kerchief instead, to cover her thinning hair. She says it will all grow back when the chemotherapy ends. I can’t wait. Not that the hair matters. I mean, I’d take Mom bald and bearded if she were healthy again. It’s just that not wearing a wig seems like some kind of signal. As if Mom is starting to give up.

Maybe I’m thinking about it too much. Maybe she is just tired. Besides, wearing that wig must be like having a thick old hat on all day. Would I do it? No way. Kerchiefs for me, baby.

Wednesday 10/22

12:09 P.M.

Have I mentioned I hate public buses?

I HATE PUBLIC BUSES!!!!!!!

There. I mentioned it.

I am on one right now, going to visit Mom in the hospital. The driver is evil. Just to annoy us riders, he is aiming for every single pothole on Naranja Boulevard. I think he wants to get us all sick.

It’s lunch period. I should be sitting in the air-conditioned cafeteria of Vista with all the other eighth-graders. Instead, I’m sweating like a pig, bouncing down the street on a public roller coaster as I sit behind a fat man in a Hawaiian shirt eating a tuna salad sandwich. A lot of it is actually on the shirt, blending in nicely with the design. Why does tuna taste so good but smell so awful?

Here’s the hospital. Got to go.

Wednesday afternoon

I’m in social studies now. Mr. Hackett thinks I am writing a report on federal elections. I will, later.

NOTE TO ME—WATCH ELECTION VIDEO TONITE!!!!

But I can’t think about politics now. I have to write about what’s important.

I had the weirdest hospital visit. I am still recovering from it.

First of all, as I walked in, the receptionist was doing a crossword puzzle. When I said “Winslow,” she must have thought I was giving her a clue, because she kept on writing. I practically had to yell in her ear to get her attention.

After that start, I was sent off through about 5 miles of corridors. They build a new wing in that hospital every week, just to torment visitors. I love walking around in public places, staring into rooms full of sick strangers, with Duh all over my face.

Anyway, when I got to Mom’s room, she wasn’t there.

Her bed was empty. Dad was sitting next to it, with the phone cradled to his ear. He was practically hysterical. “What do you mean, they’ve already started digging?” he yelled.

Digging?

I almost fell over. I mean, my knees were actually weak. I guess hearing that question, and seeing Mom’s empty bed, and my crazy frame of mind—it all made me think that

I don’t even want to write what I thought. It’s too morbid.

I sat in a green vinyl chair next to the bed and tried to look calm, while I listened to Dad arguing with someone who was not me (for a change).

The “digging” was no big deal. Well, I guess it was for Dad. A new bookstore’s planning to open a couple of blocks away from his. Some bulldozers are digging a foundation.

Dad was stressing about how the competition was going to “ruin him.” I know I should have been concerned too, but I wasn’t. I was there to see Mom.

When the orderly finally wheeled her in, she was smiling.

Here’s the weird thing. Smiles are supposed to make you feel good, right? Well, I took one look at Mom’s expression and almost burst into tears. I was so shocked, I actually gasped.

Great, Sunny. Really suave. I mean imagine how she felt. It’s like having someone look at your face and cry out, “EWWWWW!”

But I COULDN’T HELP IT. Mom looked terrible. Like a time-lapse image of herself growing older before my eyes. How did she get age spots on her scalp? She’s only 42! And what happened to her arms? They used to be so thick and muscley from all those years of pottery. Now the skin sort of sags off them.

I mean, I saw her at home only this morning. She didn’t look nearly as bad then.

Am I overreacting? I must have been overreacting. The fluorescent lights in the hospital are harsh. (Even my skin looked a little green.) Plus Mom was not wearing any makeup—or a wig or kerchief, for that matter. I’m still not used to seeing Mom totally natural like that. And she’s been sick.

Still, seeing her smile was depressing. Like watching a flower trying to grow through the wreckage of an old building. (Not that Mom looks like an old building. I just mean—oh, I know what I mean. WHY AM I MAKING EXCUSES TO MYSELF?)

Mom could tell right away I was upset. “Are you all right, sweetheart?” she asked.

“Fine,” I said. “Just hay fever.”

I mean, ridiculous excuse or what?

Anyway, the orderly, Dad, and I helped Mom into bed. She tried to wave us all off. She said she was feeling much better, “strong as an ox.” I noticed for the first time a big plate of fruit on her night table, but she hadn’t touched it.

“Shouldn’t you eat, Mom?” I asked.

“I will,” she said. But she didn’t. Instead, she asked Dad about the store. Since he didn’t want to upset her, he pretended everything was fine, nervously picking at the fruit plate. Since he’s such a bad actor, Mom kept saying, “No, really, Paul, are you sure?” while Dad kept trying to change the topic.

I felt like a piece of furniture. I didn’t know what to say. So I just sat there.

My eyes kept wandering over to the fruit plate. My stomach began rumbling.

Then I thought about lunch. And I glanced at my watch.

I nearly jumped out of my seat. Lunch period was over. I didn’t mind, but I was afraid Mom would freak.

“Uh, I have to go!” I blurted out.

“Oh, dear,” Mom said. “I’m keeping you from school.”

“No, I kept myself!” I said, edging to the door. “I mean, I wanted to. I’m glad I visited. But I have to—”

“Do they still have truant officers these days?” Dad asked. I mean, come on.

“I can write your teacher a note,” Mom said, reaching for her glasses on the night table.

“That’s okay. Really.” I was already in the open doorway. Holding the doorknob. Racing away from Mom, having said barely a word to her.

Some visit. I felt so guilty.

“I’ll come back,” I vowed. “Tomorrow. After school.”

Zoom. I ran down the hallway.

I almost collided with Dr. Merwin, who was bustling around the corner. He didn’t even notice me. His face was buried in a manila folder.

I watched him stride into Mom’s room. “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Winslow,” he said softly. “I, uh, have the latest radiology report.”

Forget lunch. Something was up. I had to hear this. I tiptoed back to the room and stood just outside the door.

“As you can see here,” Dr. Merwin’s voice rumbled to the sound of rustling papers, “The spread seems to be holding firm, and the lungs are clearing. All good news.”

Hope, hope hope…

“But,” he continued, “as you suspected, we are showing a lump of some sort in the region of the clavicle.”

“Oh, dear,” Mom murmured.

“What kind of lump?” Dad asked.

“We’ll do a biopsy,” Dr. Merwin replied. “It is not in a zone we usually consider suspect, but we need to check it out anyway…”

That was all I could stand to hear. I bolted away.

A lump. Mom has another lump.

I should never, never be optimistic.

Hope is a disease.

Wednesday night

Why are all my teachers dorks?

While I was writing that last entry, Mr. Hackett was peering over my shoulder. I looked up and there he was, with his cheesy grin and his nostril hairs hanging out. He nearly scared me to death.

“So, Sunny,” he said cheerfully, “what discoveries have you made about the relevance of the electoral college in the modern political process?”

Or something like that.

I pulled myself together. “What college?” I asked.

I thought that was a reasonable question, but Janice Branford started snickering behind me. Her shadow, Dustin Schmidt, joined in, along with one or two others.

“Electoral,” Mr. Hackett said dryly. “You know, what we’ve been talking about for the last half hour?”

“Oh, that college!” I blurted out. “Sure. I mean, I think it’s very important to teach the voters…about who’s running and all.”

Mr. Hackett was not pleased. “Please stay after class, would you, Sunny?”

More snickering. All from behind me. (People are so brave when you can’t see them.)

I was furious. But it was near the end of class, so I had no chance to get back at anyone. I stayed after and Mr. Hackett gave me a lecture about paying attention. He said he was “concerned about my level of participation.” He didn’t give me a chance to speak for the longest time. Finally he asked, “Why were you late, anyway?”

“My mom is dying of cancer,” I said, “and I had to visit her in the hospital.”

As if he didn’t know, I thought. I mean, he had just snooped in my personal journal.

But he looked as if I’d just punched him. The color drained from his face. “Oh, my…” he said. “I—I knew she was sick, but I…Well, I can see how you’d be distracted, of course.”

“Yeah,” I murmured.

Mr. Hackett stood up. Now he had this soft, pitying, super concerned expression.
			“Well. If I can, uh, be of any help…”

“Thanks,” I said.

I rose from my chair and left.

I took the long way to math, past the gym, where fewer people would see me.

I was mortified. Absolutely mortified. Dying of cancer? How could I have said those words? How could I have used Mom like that? La-di-da, just another convenient alibi, right up there with “my dog ate my homework” and “I had a stomachache.”

AAAAAAGH!

Stupid. I am so stupid.

I just know Mr. Hackett’s going to want a family conference. And in the meantime, he’s going to blab to all the other teachers about what I said.

That is the last thing I need. I know the teachers are aware that Mom’s sick, but none of them knows how bad she really is.

And how bad is she? I don’t even know. One day she looks well, the next she’s weak and frail. The treatments are strengthened, the treatments are weakened. One night she’s coughing and wheezing, the next she sleeps like a baby.

I don’t mind confiding in Dawn or Maggie, but I don’t want the whole school asking questions. Or looking at me as if I’m some helpless, pitiful soul.

This is not a public affair.

Honestly, I am so sick of all this.

I AM SICK OF…

Hospital visits.

Hair in the sink.

Medicines all over the house.

Know-it-all doctors who are always wrong.

Running out to the drugstore all the time.

Not being able to leave home on weekends because Mom can’t travel.

Visitors who act as if they’re paying last respects and cry as they drive away in the car.

I DO NOT NEED THIS.

If I keep my chin up and act happy, I feel guilty. If I worry too much, I lose sleep.

I need to get away, do something fun. But can I? No. Our big trip to Lake Tahoe, which we planned for months? Postponed when Mom got sick. My big blowout party at our house for all my friends? Canceled.

“We have to put things on hold,” Dad says, “until we know more about Mom. Just be patient.”

Well, that’s easy for him to say. He has the store. It’s his life.

But hello, what about MY life? I’m supposed to have one too.

I feel as if someone is standing over me with a remote, pressing the Pause button.

I keep waiting for things to get back to normal. But sometimes I think that’s a stupid idea. I don’t know what normal is anymore. When I think of the future, my mind turns into soup. Will Dad and I move to a smaller house? Will he totally freak out? Will he start dating? Will I have to take a job in his store, or learn to do the bills and make dinners the way Mom does?

Honestly, sometimes I wish Mom would just go ahead and die so we can get on with everything.

Oh my lord.

I wrote that. I really did.

Are you happy now, Sunny?

What is wrong with me? I sound like such a spoiled, stupid little girl.

I think I will burn this journal. Burn it and destroy my horrible thoughts with it.

Thousands of people survive cancer. Maybe millions. What about that article in the paper today about the actor who survived—and he’s now touring the country with a one-man show about his life! Not to mention Dawn’s article about the holistic doctor who’s helped people go into remission, using medicine, herbs, and positive thinking.

Positive thinking. That’s the important thing. It builds up energy. Kind of a force field of healthfulness. Dawn believes that is absolutely true.

MOM

WILL

NOT

DIE.

I know it. I know it. I know it.

I have to go to sleep.

My brain is a mess.

Thursday afternoon 10/23

Writing this on the fly. Well, on the john, actually. Not on it, in the usual sense. Just sitting here, with the stall door shut, trying to have some privacy between classes.

Some dweeb is actually smoking near the sink. In order to write down the news of the day with a little privacy, I have to sit here and risk lung cancer.

(This is one thing I do not like about the shift of the eighth grade into the high school building this year: a lot more kids who smell like ashtrays and think they’re way cool. Yum.)

Okay. I have to say this:

MATH BITES!!!

Now I feel better. I have cleared the air. The smoke doesn’t bother me as much.

I was mad at Ms. Whalen today.

First of all, if she weren’t such a boring teacher, maybe I would pay attention in class. I tried, but I almost fell asleep. So instead, I read a Newsweek article about cancer remission rates. It was filled with graphs and numbers and statistics. I was actually learning a lot of math.

But the Whale had to be sarcastic. When she saw what I was reading she said something like, “Since you’re smart enough to actually bypass my lesson plan, perhaps you can share with us the definition of a tangent.”

So I told her, “Just go to any beach. You’ll find tons of them.” I mean, it was a harmless joke. Tan gent. Nobody even got it.

Except for the Whale, who told me I could practice my “stand-up routine” in the principal’s office.

I was kind of proud of myself. Getting out of the Whale’s class is like escaping prison.

Not that Mr. Dean’s office is exactly fun.

I was kind of expecting him to give me a big angry lecture. But he did something worse.

He walked in with a tight, closemouthed smile, his eyebrows tenting upward into his creased forehead. I am beginning to recognize this look. The “I feel your pain” look.

“Sunshine,” he said in a soft voice (I wonder if he knows how much I hate people calling me by my full name), “if anything’s troubling you—”

“I goofed off in Ms. Whalen’s class,” I explained.

“Yes, I know,” Mr. Dean said with a chuckle. “Well, I realize Ms. Whalen can be a bit intense—”

“I was reading a Newsweek article.”

“I see. You know, at times of great stress, we all feel the need to escape. But in the long run, we reap the greatest benefit by going on with our lives, sticking to our tasks, trying to give our all. Despite the onset of personal tragedy…”

“She’s not dead yet, Mr. Dean,” I snapped.

Mr. Dean’s smile vanished. “I beg your pardon?”

“Can I go now?”

Somehow I knew he wouldn’t yell at me. For a moment, his eyes had an angry glare, but then it disappeared. “Uh, well, sure, Sunshine. If you’re ready. But I just want you to know, I am here for you if you need to talk about…anything.”

“Thanks.”

I was out of there like a shot. I walked into the front hallway and looked at the sports trophy case. I wandered down to the cafeteria. I went to the bathroom. And here I am.

Time to go. Details at seven.

Thursday night

I was wrong. Details at 10:44.

It’s been a long night, and I am wired. Also totally, totally creeped out.

But first things first.

Okay, where was I? Oh, yes, back to the john.

I closed my journal, waded through the secondhand smoke, and walked back to math class—just as the period was ending. (Perfect timing!)

The Whale, of course, was not done with me. As I picked up my books and left, she called me over to her desk.

“Sunny,” she said, “you’ll be a lot happier if you stick to the work, believe me.”

This was sounding familiar.

“If you just put your thoughts in order,” she went on, “math can be simple and predictable.”

Yeah, and if I click my heels three times, I’ll go to Kansas. I hate the Whale. I don’t know how I kept my cool. But I did. I thanked her and left.

I didn’t scream until I was around the corner.

Unfortunately, Ducky was there, and he got it full blast in the left ear.

“Yeeow!” he said.

“Put your thoughts in order?” I yelled. “That’s easy for her to say! All she has to do is come to school and put kids to sleep every day. And she gets paid for it!”

Ducky was staring at me with this weird expression. Like, What did I do to deserve this?

I don’t blame him. I mean, I barely know him. The first time we met was when he drove Dawn, Maggie, and me home from that party—and I nearly puked all over his car.

“Sunny?” he said.

“Grown-ups can be so stupid,” I barreled on. “Don’t any of them remember what it was like to be a kid?”

“Whoa, what happened? Why are you so angry?”

Got a few hours? I wanted to say.

I was not, however, going to mention Mom’s lump, which I wasn’t even supposed to know about. Not in the middle of the hallway of Vista to a guy I hardly even knew.

Then I looked up at Ducky.

He was giving me this concerned look. But friendly concerned, not phony like Mr. Dean.

“I mean, hey, you don’t have to tell me,” he said with a smile. “I’ll walk you to your locker?”

I don’t know why, but I just calmed right down. Something about that expression. Or maybe it’s just his face in general. It’s so open.

Ducky has great eyes. Really large and dark and beautiful. Which, I guess, is why some of the older guys call him Bambi. When they’re not quacking at him or making fun of his clothes.

I don’t know how he puts up with those jerks. Guys are so weird. It’s like, when they reach a certain age, they have to drop their sense of humor and forget about style. Today, for instance. 90 percent of the guys showed up in T-shirts with flannel shirts over them. It’s like, the uniform. Ducky? A bowling shirt, cool sneakers, and green overdyed jeans. More guys should do that.

And more should learn how to listen, like Ducky was doing.

“Just…stressed out, I guess,” I replied. “I didn’t sleep too great last night.”

Ducky nodded, and we both started heading toward the lockers. “You know what I do?” he said. “Force my eyes open. That way, you’re not fighting your body. You’re faking it out. It wants to stay awake? Fine. Stare at a point on your ceiling. Just stare. In five or ten minutes, guaranteed, your eyes are closing like iron doors.”

We turned the corner near our section of lockers. Dawn and Maggie were already there, gabbing away.

Maggie was looking very future-veterinarian-of-America. Dawn, of course, looked like…Dawn—a peasant blouse and jeans, Doc Martens. Her long blonde hair was gathered at the top in a French braid.

“You have lockers together?” Ducky asked with a grin. “So I can, like, bother you all at once?”

“Oh, hi, Ducky,” Maggie said as if she’d known him for years. “I guess I can invite you over tonight too.”

“Invite?” Ducky and I both asked at the same time as I headed for my locker.

“Dad has a rough video edit of Fatal Judgment,” Maggie explained, “this upcoming thriller? He brought home from the studio? We have to promise not to talk about it, though—otherwise we could get sued or something.”

“Cool,” Ducky said.

I must have been in a fog. I was not really listening to the conversation. I was thinking about the Whale’s class and my visit to Mr. Dean’s office—and I was really glad the day was over.

Dawn walked home with me. On the way, I told her what had happened with the Whale.

“You didn’t!” she cried out. “Sunny, you’re all wound up. You need a vacation in some faraway place.”

“Venus might be nice.”

“Have you tried meditating?”

I mean, really. I just burst out laughing. Dawn didn’t look too pleased.

“I’m serious,” she said. “I’ve tried it. It stops all your bad thoughts. You know, sometimes it’s not easy having a stepmother like Carol—”

At least Carol is healthy, I didn’t say.

Mom and Dad’s old photo albums popped into my mind. The hippie pictures. The old, painted Volkswagens, the fringed bell-bottoms, the peace signs, the summer in the Buddhist retreat—everything seems so quaint and cute. Mom must have weighed about 90 pounds. (Actually, she’s probably close to that now, but she looks much different.) And Dad, with his long, kinky hair past his shoulders, and a chestful of beads. What was their favorite pastime back then? Meditation.

“That’s something my parents used to do,” I said. “It didn’t help them.”

“How do you know?” Dawn replied. “Your parents are two of the nicest, most centered people I know.”

“Yeah, centered on themselves,” I muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

That was nasty.

But it felt good to say it.

Later Thursday night

I thought I was sleepy.

Wrong again.

Just as well. I never did finish writing about tonight, and I have to. I still feel so weird about what happened.

Okay. Back to where I left off. Meditation. I was trying to take Dawn’s advice seriously as I walked inside the house. My thoughts were so sour, my brain was about to curdle.

As I reached into the mailbox, I pretended my mind was a big blackboard. On it were all the images of the day—Ms. Whalen, Mr. Dean, the smoke in the bathroom. I took a big mental eraser and began wiping from right to left.

Stop…all…thoughts.

I started feeling blank. Empty.

Not exactly exciting, but better than being depressed.

As I opened the front door, I glanced at the mail.

A hospital bill, with the word urgent stamped on the front. (Bing! I thought of Mom, lying on the hospital bed.)

A big envelope from Dad’s HMO. (I imagined Dad arguing over the phone about insurance.)

A catalog from Alfredo Puccini Wigs and Hair Design. (I pictured Mom trying on an ugly wig like the one on the cover.)

A letter from a wills and estates lawyer. (I don’t even want to mention what that brought to mind.)

Meditation? Right. Not in this lifetime.

I stepped into the front hallway and dropped the mail on the end table, right next to the answering machine.

It was blinking “1,” so I pressed the Playback button.

“Sunny?” Dad’s voice said urgently. “Call me at work, as soon as you get in.”

Click.

That was it. No good-bye, no nothing.

Something was wrong. Something he couldn’t talk about.

My heart was racing. I picked up the receiver and pressed the Autodial button for the bookstore.

“Winslow Books,” Dad’s voice said.

“Is Mom all right?” The words flew out of my mouth.

“Hi, Sunny! Can you hold a moment?” Click.

Just like that. I’m practically passing out, and he puts me on hold. I nearly screamed.

Click. “Sorry, Sunny, it’s crazy here. The good news is, Mom’s coming home tomorrow. At six P.M.”

“You mean…the lump…?”

Ugh. I wanted to swallow the words right back down. Dad had never told me about the lump. Now he knew I’d been eavesdropping.

“Benign, thank goodness,” Dad replied, “and easily treated. Not to worry. Now the bad news.”

I braced myself.

“The fridge is empty,” Dad went on, “and I’m going to be stuck here until at least eleven. So could you pick up a few groceries at Leo’s? You know, stuff Mom can eat when she arrives home. Tell Leo to bill it, okay?”

“Sure,” I muttered. “’Bye.”

I hung up the phone and slumped against the wall.

I was sweating. My heartbeat was going like a tom-tom. As I let the news sink in, I began calming down.

Mom was going to be all right. For now.

Then I began to be mad at Dad. He couldn’t have left a more detailed message on the machine so I wouldn’t worry? He had to turn me into a stress case—over what? A piece of good news and a shopping list?

And why hadn’t he cared that I’d eavesdropped? That bothered me. Wasn’t I important enough to be angry at?

In that fabulous mood, I went on my shopping trip.

Of course, I had to buy too much to fit in my backpack. Leo scowled at me when I returned some of it. (I don’t know why he was so angry. I was the one who had to lug it home on a bike.)

I was starving when I arrived. I helped myself to a dinner of bruised fruits and vegetables.

I’d barely started eating when the bleeping of the phone nearly made me jump out of my skin. I cannot get used to Dad’s habit of turning the kitchen phone ringer on high whenever Mom is in the hospital.

I grabbed the receiver. “Hello?”

“Hi, Sunny!” Mom said. “Um, I guess you couldn’t make it?”

Oh my God.

I’d promised Mom I would visit. And then what did I do? Totally forget.

Duh.

What a fool.

I apologized about a thousand times. I could tell Mom was hurt, but she kept on insisting it was okay. “I’ll be coming home tomorrow, after all,” she reminded me.

“I’ll help bring you back,” I insisted.

“Great,” Mom replied. “You’ll meet my support group.” She went on about them for awhile, about how they’d all survived cancer and gone on to lead normal lives. That was encouraging, I guess.

Then, just as Mom was going to hang up, she let go of the big one. “Oh! I almost forgot. How did you like the little surprise on your dresser?”

“Uh, what surprise?”

“I asked your dad to leave it there today. I meant to give it to you before I left—”

“I haven’t been upstairs yet. Hang on. I’ll check.”

I ran up to my room. Sitting in the middle of my dresser was an ancient gift box.

I took off the top and pulled out another box. This one had a hinged top and was made of dark wood, with music notes carved into the sides. I opened it and a lullaby began tinkling. I kind of recognized it, but it sounded as if some of the notes were missing. Inside the box, a tiny porcelain ballerina twirled jerkily. Her tutu was yellowed with age, and some of her facial features were missing.

My first thought was: Mom is losing it. I mean, I might have enjoyed this when I was four or five.

My second thought was: Dad made a mistake and put the wrong thing on my dresser.

I went into Mom and Dad’s room and picked up the phone extension. “A music box?” I said.

“I know, it’s corny—”

“No! It’s just that—well, I’m just not sure why you gave it to me.”

“It’s an heirloom,” Mom explained. “My grandma left it to me. It may be valuable. I figured you should have it.”

“Mo-om, that’s the kind of thing you do when you’re about to—” I almost said die. But I stopped myself. “When you’re about to have grandchildren or something.”

Mom laughed. “Oh, well. Save it for them.”

We talked awhile longer, then said good night.

I walked back to my room and set the music box on my dresser.

An heirloom. The word was spinning around in my head. It still is. How can Mom be thinking of heirlooms?

Stop…all…thoughts.

It doesn’t work. Writing the words down doesn’t even help.

After the phone call, I walked downstairs. My appetite was practically gone. I nibbled on some carrots and made a small salad, but that was about it.

I read a little, watched a little TV, and went to bed early. And now here I am, still wide awake.

The light is casting weird shadows. On my dresser, the music box looks about three feet tall.

There. I just put it in the closet, behind my shoe boxes on the top shelf. I feel better now.

The trouble is, I’m still wide awake.

Maybe I’ll take Ducky’s advice.

Just keep my eyes open and stare at the ceiling.

Friday 10/24

10:00 A.M.

It worked. After about two hours of staring.

I am fed up.

I am washed out.

I cannot face another day of trying to stay awake at school.

So I won’t. I am going to do something for ME. Something I deserve.

I am about to take myself on a trip.

It all started this morning, when I couldn’t get out of bed. I smelled the coffee Dad was making downstairs, I heard him call out my name, I heard the radio blasting.

But. I. Could. Not. Move.

I finally woke up when I heard Dawn’s voice outside my window, saying good-bye to her parents as she was leaving for school.

School.

Hackett. Whalen. Dean.

The idea made me sick.

I stumbled to my closet and opened the door.

What a pathetic sight. It looked like a rack at the thrift shop after a busy day.

I realized no one had done laundry in ages.

Duh. Had I expected the clothes to clean themselves? Dad was too busy, Mom was in the hospital. I should have thought of it myself.

I went to the bathroom hamper and grabbed an armful of clothes. I staggered downstairs, threw them in the washing machine, and turned it to the quickest setting.

To get to school by 8:40, I’d have to fly.

As I fixed myself breakfast, I flipped on the radio and heard the weather report.

Bright. Temperatures near 90. Good air quality. The last thing the announcer said was, “The surf’s up, dudes!”

That was when I had my idea.

A vacation.

No big deal. Just a half day away from school, away from Dad and all the stress.

The sun would feel great. The water would be nice and warm. I would be ALONE!

And I wouldn’t have to wait for the laundry. All my bathing suits were clean.

I had to do it. Had to.

Okay, I’d miss some classes. But big deal. In homeroom, Mr. Leavitt never does anything except read the newspaper aloud anyway. And Ms. Carter’s at some conference, so there would be a sub for first period. And then study hall, followed by gym…

No one would even notice I was gone. This was great.

How far was the beach by bus? It couldn’t be too far. Amy and Barry Clay take the trip all the time to visit their dad at his concession stand there.

And I knew for a fact that the buses run all day.

I ran upstairs and changed into a bathing suit. I managed to find an old Disneyland T-shirt and a pair of ripped shorts. I put them on over the suit, loaded all my money into my pocket, and headed back downstairs.

The washer was still going. No problem. I’d finish up after school.

I took my backpack, grabbed a towel from the bathroom, and got ready to leave.

Now I am at the bus shelter, sitting on the bench. I’m feeling a little weird about this. I keep thinking some big van with truant officers will squeal around the corner to pick me up.

Do truant officers exist anymore? I doubt it.

Well, just in case, I’m wearing my big, floppy hat and sunglasses. Frankly, I think I look pretty cool. I can always pretend I’m someone else. Call myself Angelica or Camilla or something.

Palo what? Sunny who?

For today, that world and that person don’t exist.

I am free.

Friday

8:31 A.M.

Am on the bus now. Have decided not to go to Palo City Beach.

I realized Mr. Clay will be there. Even if I stay away from his concession stand, he might see me. And he might recognize me. Even with my disguise.

Second, what if one of my surfer buddies sees me? What if Ms. Carter really didn’t have to go to a conference, and she’s out soaking up rays?

It’s just too big of a risk.

So I’ve decided to stay on the bus until the end of the line: Venice Beach.

I can’t remember how far that is. I know it’s near L.A., around the Santa Monica area.

On the plus side, I’m sure no one there will recognize me. On the minus side, it may take forever to get there.

Oh, well, if it does, I’ll just stay on the bus and come back. No big deal.

Friday

10:17 A.M.

Venice Beach!

I have been here about a half hour. Just walking.

It’s weird to be here in the middle of a school day. Not one familiar face. No one calling to me. No one telling me where to go or what to do.

I am scared out of my mind.

I am having the time of my life.

Venice Beach is so peaceful. The surf’s calm, so the water is dotted with bathers lying on their boards, waiting. To my right, a few people are trying to fly kites. To my left, some weight lifters are working out in an outdoor, penned-in area on the sand. Most of them are guys. I can’t stop staring at their bods. Their necks are the size of tree trunks. Their pecs look as if they’re carved out of stone.

A little way down the boardwalk, someone has set up a boom box. Bladers are whizzing by at blinding speed, turning, dancing, leaping. I can’t believe some of the bathing suits. They show practically everything.

I’m sitting next to this place that sells fresh-squeezed fruit juices. It smells great. I think I’ll have a “kiwi-pineapple-strawberry-honeydew hi-energy zinger” and lay in the sun.

What a life.

I could make a habit of this.

Friday

1:17 P.M.

I stayed way too long. The bus is coming in three minutes. If it’s on time, I can make last period. Maybe.

At least I’ll be home around the time I always return from school, in case Dad calls. Which he probably won’t.

Still, I have to go. Or I may stay here forever.

My life has been changed, big-time.

I was having a good enough day just hanging out. I swam, I snacked, I even had a long conversation with a cute surfer.

That would have been fine. I was all set to leave Venice Beach at 11:00, and I would have boarded that bus with a big, satisfied smile on my face.

I almost did, too.

But then I met HIM.

And now I’m floating.

I was sitting on a bench, brushing off my feet so I could put on my sandals. I could see (and feel) a splinter just under the big toe of my right foot. So I crossed my legs, turned my foot sole-up, and tried to squeeze the splinter out.

There I sat, in that attractive and flattering position, my face inches away from my throbbing toe, when a guy plopped onto the bench next to me.

I glanced up and nearly fell over.

He was cute, but not in a model-y way. Tougher. Strong, chiseled-looking chin, slightly crooked nose that looked as if it had been broken. He had a great tan too. I figured he was eighteen or so.

His shirt was off, wrapped around his waist, and a green backpack lay on the ground near his legs. As he leaned over to adjust his blades, his wavy black hair fell over his face.

Which was too bad. Sort of like drawing a curtain over a work of art.

I let my foot drop to the boardwalk.

“Splinter?” he asked.

Great. He’d seen me communing with my toes.

“Uh…huh-huh-huh,” I began. What was I doing? Agreeing? Laughing? Trying to say an actual word? I have no idea. That’s just what came out.

“You’re better off sitting on the jetty,” he said.

Duh, answered my face. At this point, I have no idea why he wasn’t blading away full speed.

He nodded toward the surf. “Sit on the rocks and dip your foot in the salt water. That’ll wash off the sand and soften the skin. A couple of scratches, and that baby is out of there.”

“Oh.” I was managing some fully formed words now. “Okay.”

Now he was looking straight at me—and smiling. Smiling! Why? I hadn’t even given him a hint that I spoke English.

But I didn’t mind it a bit.

Some writer once said that the eyes are the windows to the soul. I believe it. Anyone who looked into Dawn’s eyes would see her optimism and strength. Catch Ducky’s glance for a second and you think: compassion, sense of humor.

I was looking through the clearest blue-green window now. The soul inside was speaking loudly. I didn’t understand the words, but I liked the message. I liked it a lot.

“You ever been out there?” he asked. He was taking off his blades now.

“Where, the jetty? Sure,” I lied.

“I haven’t. I don’t live around here.” He tied his blades together, put them in his pack, then stood up and slung the pack over his shoulder. “Come on.”

He was crossing the boardwalk now, heading toward the beach in the direction of the jetty.

I glanced over at the bus stop. A bus was pulling away.

Panic.

I shook myself. I gave myself a good, quick, mental slap in the face.

Forget about the bus. Time to grow up. Time to seize the moment and be myself.

I quickly caught up to the guy.

Okay, now, I will try to remember our whole conversation. I think I can. My mind sort of tape-recorded it.

“Where are you from?” I asked.

“All over. I was in San Diego for awhile. Las Vegas before that.” He smiled. “I could take only about two days of that.”

I laughed. “Oh, yeah. I know what you mean.” (Gack. Have I ever been to Vegas? Do alligators fly?)

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Camilla.” I do not know why I said that. I could feel my insides flinch. Must have been my soul talking. “You?”

“Carson.”

“Carson what?”

“Just Carson.” He dug into his pocket and pulled out a half-eaten bag of nuts. He threw a few toward an empty section of beach.

A flock of seagulls swooped down out of nowhere. Some of them grabbed the little morsels and flew off, while the others screeched angrily.

Carson laughed. “When I was in Texas, some guy hired me to work at the airport. The job was to shoot seagulls, to keep them from getting sucked into jet engines.”

“Ewww, are you joking?” I said. “You did that?”

“No way. Soon as I heard the job description, I was out of there. I worked in a bookstore instead.”

“Really? My dad owns a bookstore.”

“It’s boring, but you get to read. I wanted to work in the music section, but I was the youngest one there, and everybody thought they could boss me around. So I quit.”

“So, how old are you?”

“Closer to birth than death, I hope.”

“Big help!”

We were at the jetty now. Carson picked up a flat rock and skimmed it on the surface of the water. “Age is a bad traveling companion.”

I think that was what he said. Something like that.

We both walked onto the jetty rocks. The tide was high, so when we sat down, our feet dangled in the water.

“So you just…wander around,” I said.

Carson nodded. “Yup. No ties, no lies. I stay where I like, I leave when I’m ready. I work when I need to and live simple. I like it that way. When you’re tied down, you’re always making compromises, you know? I like being totally free.”

Whoa. Talk about two souls matching. He was taking the words right out of my mind. I liked his philosophy a lot. “I feel the same way,” I said.

“Most people don’t, even when they say they do,” Carson went on. “I guess I’m just a free spirit.”

“Me too.”

“Are you into Kerouac?”

“What?”

“Jack Kerouac? On the Road?” He pulled a raggedy paperback out of his pack.

“Oh, that. Uh, well, sort of, but not lately. I mean, I haven’t looked at it in a long time.” (Like my whole life.)

“You should read it. That and Catcher in the Rye. Those guys are me. Totally.” I thought he was going to lend me the book, but he put it into his pack again. “How’s the splinter?”

I raised my foot out of the water. I was about to lift it to look at my toe, when Carson reached down and took my foot in his hand.

“Sit back,” he said.

It wasn’t easy finding a comfortable position, but I did. The sun was bright, so I shielded my eyes with my arm.

I couldn’t see what exactly Carson was doing. I felt a short, sharp pain. Just a twinge.

“There,” he said. “Done.”

I sat forward again. I looked at the bottom of my toe as gracefully as I could manage.

The splinter was gone. Only a faint, straight pink line remained.

“Thanks,” I said.

“No problem.” Carson grinned and stood up. “Well, see you.”

“Wait! I mean, you’re going?”

“New blades. I need to break them in.”

“Oh, right.”

Carson began walking back toward the boardwalk.

“You know, I have some too,” I blurted out, limping after him. “Blades, I mean. At home, though.”

“Cool,” Carson replied. “You should bring them here.”

“I will. Maybe we can blade together.”

“Whatever,” Carson said with a shrug.

But it was a friendly shrug. And a positive kind of whatever. Although you can’t always tell.

We didn’t say much more. My foot kind of ached, and he walked fast, so I had to concentrate just to keep up.

He was already sitting on a bench, putting on his blades, when I reached him.

A moment later he was on his feet, picking up his backpack. “Watch those splinters,” he said with a smile.

And that was it. He was off, rocking from side to side as he glided into the crowd.

But his smile is still with me. I cannot wipe it from my brain.

It stayed there while I put on my sandals. It stayed there while I looked at the bus schedule.

And it’s still here, looking over my shoulder, floating in the air like the grin of the Cheshire cat, only better.

Stayed tuned for Part Two.

Someday.

Friday

8:17 P.M.

Yuck. Sorry. That stain under the last entry is kung pao sauce. Okay, I’m a total pig. But I’m starving, and I’m being forced to eat takeout Chinese food in my room, alone.

Well, not forced. I chose to come here. It beats sitting in a living room full of strange grown-ups asking me dumb questions while I’m trying to eat tofu with kung pao sauce.

I could have picked up some lunch at Venice Beach, but did I? Nooooo. Of all days to forget. The beach wore me out. It’s not like I did anything except meet my match, the absolute coolest guy on the West Coast—

You are exaggerating, Sunny. You don’t know a thing about him. He is still a stranger. You may never see him again. Get over it.

Okay, now that I’ve gotten that out of the way, I can let my inner self speak.

I WANT TO SEE HIM AGAIN.

Carson. It’s such a cool name. I wonder what it means. Probably something like “noble warrior” in Welsh. Or maybe something more humble, like “excellent splinter remover.”

The bad thing about a name like Sunshine is that it has no mystery.

Anyway, I didn’t finish writing about my trip, so here goes.

How could I go to school after that? It just didn’t make sense to show up right before the final bell. Besides, it’s easier to make up an excuse for missing a whole day than part of one.

I was deeply mourning the loss of Carson. But I was also reentering My Real Life, and that fact was making my stomach rumble.

As I walked up Eldora Road. I was beginning to realize that going to the beach was a major stupid mistake.

What if Dad had come home? What if Mr. Dean’s office had left a message on our answering machine, asking where I was? What if Dawn or Maggie had called?

Or all of them?

What if something had happened to Mom and I was miles, away, playing hooky and talking to total strangers?

Who did I think I was, anyway, messing up so many people’s lives for a day at the beach?

I thought that until I walked inside the house. Then I got over it.

Dad wasn’t home. The answering machine was flashing a big zero. Nothing had happened.

Which is exactly what I’d predicted.

I still had plenty of time to help bring Mom home from the hospital. She was supposed to be released at six.

Dumping my backpack, I ran outside and fetched my bike from the garage.

As I sped down the driveway, I almost ran into Dawn.

“Is everything okay?” was her greeting. “When you didn’t show up for dinner at Maggie’s last night, we were all worried that something had happened—you know, with your mom.”

Ugh. I had totally forgotten Maggie’s dinner invitation.

I hate having to apologize all the time. But I did, again.

When Dawn started prying about where I’d been today, I just cut her off. I told her I had to go pick up Mom.

It was the truth.

I figure I’ll tell her the rest when I have some more time.

Like next year.

Mom was in a great mood when I walked in. She was dressed in her regular clothes and sitting up at the edge of her bed. She gave me a big hug and kiss.

I was so relieved—one, that nothing bad had happened to her while I’d been gone, and two, that she had no idea I’d cut school.

“What can I do to help?” I asked.

“Nothing, honey,” Mom replied. “But that’s sweet of you to ask. Sylvia’s been helping out.”

“Sylvia?”

Mom’s eyes darted toward the door. I turned around and saw a well-dressed, silver-haired woman walking in, all smiles. “This must be your daughter!” she exclaimed, extending her hand. “Hi, I’m Sylvia Mattson.”

“Sylvia is a member of my support group,” Mom explained. “She’s going to drive me home because your dad is—”

“SURPRI-I-I-ISE!”

The sudden cry nearly made me jump. Behind Sylvia, five or six other people had popped their heads in the door. They were all grinning.

Mom clasped her hand to her mouth. She was as shocked as I was.

One of the new crowd, a middle-aged guy with a shaved head, stepped into the room and said, “We are all taking you home, girl. In style!”

He swept open the curtains of Mom’s window and gestured outside.

A stretch limo was waiting at the curb.

Mom was practically in tears. “You must be joking.”

The guy with the shaved head raised an eyebrow. “We’re not called a support group for nothing, darling. Now, let’s get you out of here. The driver charges by the minute.”

The others barged into the room, laughing, hugging Mom, hugging me, hugging each other, chattering away. They all told me their names, but I don’t remember any of them.

“You’re coming with us, right, Bunny?” asked one of them.

“Sunny,” I said. “And, uh, no. I brought my bike.” (I had been planning on putting it in the trunk, but I didn’t have to tell them that.)

Mom seemed happy. She had lots of help. I felt kind of useless. So I kissed her good-bye and left.

When I arrived home, I ran to the washing machine and shifted the morning wash into the dryer. Then I began putting together a salad for dinner.

Next thing I knew, Mom and the support group were marching through the front door.

That was when Mom told me I didn’t need to make a salad. The group had planned to order some Chinese food.

“But it’s a beautiful salad!” Mrs. Mattson said. “I guarantee it’ll be eaten.”

I was happy to see Mom. But, to be honest, I had not been expecting Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs for dinner.

Everybody started yapping away. So I excused myself and went to my room.

Well, the food came. About 20 cartons’ worth. But when I went downstairs to get some, I decided Mom had joined Overeaters Anonymous by mistake. Almost all the food was gone. Including my salad.

Mom was sitting in the big armchair, facing the sofa. Someone had placed a few pillows around her. She looked so old and frail. She’d put on her wig, but somehow it made her face look shrunken. Three group members were crowded on the sofa, leaning toward Mom. Others were sitting in chairs they’d pulled up beside her, and a couple sat on the floor at her feet.

She was surrounded with all kinds of support. Pillows, love, food, friendly faces.

She wasn’t eating much. Her plate was on the coffee table, an untouched pile of noodles in the center.

The support group members were a different story. They were inhaling the food.

I tried to imagine each of them as thin and weak-looking as Mom. They all must have been, at one point.

Then I tried to picture Mom robust and hungry and energetic, like them.

That was much harder to do.

I used to be a positive person. Not anymore.

Optimism is such a strange thing. It’s like a beautiful ice sculpture on a clear, sunny day. Everything seems perfect, but no matter what you do, the sculpture starts to melt.

I thought about staying downstairs, but everyone was talking about tumors and hospitals and insurance, so I quietly snuck back up to my room.

Unfortunately, I did not bring enough food. I am actually licking the sauce off the plate. I hope there are no hidden cameras.

Oh, well, I’ll have a big breakfast tomorrow.

Good night.

Saturday 10/25

10:34 A.M.

I am on a snack break.

Yes, today I’m a working girl. Dad asked me to help out at the store. Just odd jobs, like ripping the covers off paperbacks that have to be returned to the publisher (some strange bookstore custom, I guess) and picking up books that kids drop on the floor.

I’m glad I don’t officially work for Dad. He’s a terrible boss. Doesn’t really tell you what to do, and then, if you don’t do what he had in mind, he yells at you.

At least that’s what he does to me.

So right now I’m hiding from him in the Parenting section. I found a book called 20,001 Names for Baby, which gives the definition for every name you could possibly think of. I looked up Carson. It means “son of marsh dwellers.”

I guess some things are better left unknown.

Okay, time out for a book review.

I discovered that Dad carries On the Road in the autobiography section. It’s one of his favorite books, which raises him a notch higher on the coolness meter (and almost makes up for his incredible crankiness today). I can see why Carson likes this book. The author, Jack Kerouac, simply took off with friends, traveled across the country, and had adventures. His style is weird, and you have to read certain paragraphs about four times to understand them. But the language has this incredible rhythm. It hypnotizes you.

I wish I knew where to find Carson, so we could talk about the book. (And give it an official two thumbs-up.)

HAVE TO STOP THINKING ABOUT CARSON! BACK TO WORK!

Oops. A fresh batch of board books has landed on aisle 6. Time to clean up.

Saturday 10/25

9:27 P.M.

I HATE THEM.

I DON’T CARE WHO READS THIS ANYMORE. I HATE MOM AND DAD, AND THAT’S JUST THE WAY IT IS.

Saturday

10:49 P.M.

I was being harsh. I didn’t really mean it. Well, not all the way.

I just wish that for a little while—a few minutes one morning, maybe—Mom and Dad could switch places with their old selves. Mom would be normal again, and Dad would be happy with his nice, cozy, unrenovated store. Then I could tell them what’s really on my mind AND NOT FEEL SO GUILTY!

My life is a total wreck. I have stopped being Sunny Winslow. I have morphed into a new life-form. Robo Slave Daughter.

Yes, parents, you can create one in your own home! She requires no maintenance! She disappears when she’s not needed! She doesn’t speak unless she’s spoken to! She changes all her plans at a moment’s notice whenever you want her to! Imagine the possibilities!

I am sick of it. First of all, I have to watch every word that comes out of my mouth. Dad flies off the handle at the slightest thing. He’s so overworked, he barely comes home. And when he is home, all his attention is on Mom. I could dye my hair white, march through the house in diapers, and burp to the tune of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” and he probably wouldn’t notice.

I tell myself to be reasonable. I try to understand. But sometimes I can’t. Sometimes my parents push me over the edge.

Like today.

After work, I was exhausted. Never mind that I’m legally not old enough to have a real job. I was at the store for five hours, on my feet practically the whole time. I did inventory, swept the stockroom, and helped customers.

Before lunch, I managed to avoid Dad pretty much. Afterward, I saw him too much. He yelled at me for leaving crumbs on the carpet. He yelled at me for creasing the cover of On the Road. He accused me of interrupting him while he was helping a customer. (I didn’t. I said “Excuse me.”)

Did I get paid? No. Did Dad at least thank me? Sort of, with a quick grunt.

But I put up with it. I knew he was under pressure. I wanted to help.

Around 3:30, I biked home. My leg muscles ached, but I didn’t really care. I was excited about seeing Mom. We hadn’t had “alone time” for so long.

The door was locked, and no one answered when I rang. When I let myself in, I found a note on the kitchen table:


	GONE TO SUPPORT GROUP MEETING, THEN DR. MERWIN’S OFFICE FOR FOLLOW-UP VISIT. SEE YOU FOR DINNER! LOVE, MOM.



So much for alone time.

Oh, well. What I really needed was rest time anyway.

My legs creaked as I walked up to my room. I was about to plop down on my bed when I saw a shoe box on my dresser.

I hadn’t put it there. I didn’t even recognize the store name printed on the side.

Inside it was a pile of jewelry. Weird jewelry. I dug my fingers in and sifted through clunky wooden necklaces, enormous rings, rainbow-striped bracelets, huge brass belt buckles.

Awful. Every single piece. I mean, if I tried my hardest to create the most hideous jewelry in the world, I could not come close to the collection before me.

A folded note had been tucked in the corner. I picked it up and read:


	RETRO, HUH? CAN YOU BELIEVE I SAVED THIS STUFF? I’LL NEVER WEAR IT AGAIN, AND I THOUGHT SOME OF IT MIGHT BE BACK “IN.” ENJOY! XXXOOO, MOM.



Heirlooms. A whole boxful of heirlooms.

The ice sculpture was practically a puddle.

I felt my headache rage back. Full blast. I stuffed the note and the jewelry in the box, then lay down on the bed. I closed my eyes, figuring I’d rest for a few minutes.

I woke up two hours later, at the sound of the back door closing.

“Anybody home?” called Dad’s voice.

“I am!” I called back.

I could hear the clattering of pots and pans in the kitchen. I shook off my sleepiness and walked downstairs.

Dad was furiously turning the salad spinner. “I only have until seven or seven-thirty. My new assistant manager called in sick, so I have to go back.”

I asked if I could help.

Seemed like an innocent question. Well, not to Dad.

He opened the spinner and began ripping the lettuce with his hands. “I was kind of hoping…” Rip! “Some dinner…” Rip! “Would have been prepared.” Rip!

“Sorry, Dad—”

“Weekend homework again?”

“No, I was just resting.”

Dad flung the leaves into a glass bowl. “You know, we’re all very busy here, honey—”

“I know, Dad!” I opened the fridge and took out a bottle of juice.

“You don’t have to speak to me that way, Sunny—”

“I just said—”

“In a family we all have to pull our own weight—”

Dingdong!

“I’ll get it!”

“I’ll get it!”

I ran out first. I could not stand being in that kitchen one more second.

Mom was at the door, arm in arm with Mrs. Mattson. We all chatted for awhile as I helped Mom inside.

Dad swooped into the front hall, wearing a kitchen apron. “Welcome home!”

He and Mom hugged, so I let go. Then they walked into the kitchen together. I tagged along.

“We’re not quite ready for dinner,” Dad said. “I put soup on the stove and I’m microwaving some leftovers. I’ll help you to the bathroom, while Sunny does her share in the kitchen.”

My share?

I gritted my teeth. I walked into the kitchen and calmly stabbed a cucumber to death. Then I threw together a salad and set the table.

Be grateful, I told myself. This will be our first family meal in ages.

“So,” Mom began as we sat down, “what did you think, Sunny? Can you believe I actually wore that jewelry back then?”

Dad said something so dumb I nearly choked. He kind of chuckled about how in style all that kind of stuff is.

All I said was, “It’s a little different, Dad,” and he looked at me as if I’d just said I was going to bomb his store.

“Don’t worry, I won’t be offended if you throw them out, Sunny,” Mom said. “I just thought you’d want to look at them. Actually, I think you’d really like my beautiful old madras cotton dresses—”

“Uh, thanks, Mom,” I replied, “but you don’t have to leave me…surprises. Really.”

“Oh, I don’t mind—”

“In fact, I don’t want you to.”

I had to say it that plainly. Mom just wasn’t getting it.

She sighed. “You know, during all these hospital stays, I think about all the clutter in my life. I’ve become obsessed with cleaning up. That’s all. And I figure, if you can use any of it, why not?”

“Well, it’s just that—those gifts, they’re so—” Morbid, I wanted to say. “Unfashionable. I mean, not age-appropriate or whatever.”

That was when Dad broke in and started accusing me of not being grateful.

“I am grateful,” I snapped. “I just don’t want any heirlooms, okay? I don’t. I’m allowed to say how I feel.”

Dad’s face was turning red. “We don’t need to be told what you are and aren’t allowed to say in this house. This is an issue of manners, not free speech—”

“What’s the difference? No one listens to me anyway!”

“Sunshine, you are out of line!” Dad thundered. “At a time like this, when your mother is ill, and I’m under pressure at the store, the least you can do is help make our home environment pleasant!”

I stood up from the table. “You want a pleasant environment? Then renovate! Hire a whole team of daughters you can boss around, and then send them home so you don’t have to talk to them.”

I didn’t even hear a response. The only sounds I was aware of were my footsteps on the stairs and the slamming of my bedroom door.

Sunday 10/26

10:05 A.M.

I thought I’d wake up in a better mood.

I didn’t.

Dad served Mom breakfast in bed today. I ended up eating Cheerios alone in the kitchen.

I thought about apologizing to Mom. She didn’t deserve my outburst yesterday, really. But if I did, I’d have to face Dad too.

Forget that.

To be honest, I didn’t want to be around the house at all today.

Dad was going to stay home for half the day to be with Mom. And Mr. Schafer was coming over with Carol to bring Mom a gourmet lunch. Okay, so if I wanted to see Mom alone, I’d have to wait until this evening. Until then, this house was going to be too crowded.

“I’m going over to Maggie’s for awhile,” I announced.

Mom and Dad were deep in conversation. They said okay in midsentence.

I packed my blades and a bathing suit, and I left.

This bus stop is much more crowded on the weekend than during the week. I almost got on the one to Anaheim by mistake. It’s a good thing I didn’t.

The bus to Venice Beach is due in two minutes. I think I see it.

Already I’m in a MUCH better mood. It’s a perfect beach day.

If Mom and Dad call Maggie’s house, I’m in big trouble. But I’m sure they won’t even think of it.

Robo Slave Daughter—out of sight, out of mind.

Sunday

11:53 A.M., Venice Beach

I really have to do this more often. I am having the BEST day!

I thought I’d be nervous sneaking away. I wasn’t. When I arrived here, I felt as if I were returning to a favorite old spot.

Venice Beach is so cool on the weekend. I bladed up and down the boardwalk, but I kept stopping to see things.

A guy juggling beach umbrellas. A women’s weight lifting contest. A dog Frisbee throw. Jet-skiing. Parasailing.

I body-surfed. I drank a papaya shake. Now I’m stretched out on my blanket, occasionally reading On the Road.

The weather is perfect. The sun is toasting me lightly, but the cool breeze makes it comfortable.

You know what? I am not devastated that Carson isn’t here. Yes, I looked for him. No, not a trace. I was pretty upset at first, but now I feel: If he shows up, fine. If not, it won’t kill me. I love being ALONE.

I absolutely MUST have one more ride on the waves. If I do it now, I’ll have enough time to dry before the bus ride home.

Sunday

2:07 P.M.

The house was silent and gloomy, as always, when I arrived. Mom was asleep in her room.

The first thing I did was call Maggie. Her dad answered and said she was out shopping with her mom. I know he would have told me if Mom and Dad had called him.

I had pulled it off. Cool.

I took a quick shower, then called Dawn. I was really missing her.

“Sunny!” she exclaimed. “Oh, I wish I could have come to lunch with my parents and your parents! I was soooo busy! Mom and Dad said you weren’t there either.”

I made some dumb excuse. She told me she was going to her step-grandparents’
			for dinner. And that was that.

Okay, so I didn’t tell her about the beach. But she didn’t ask.

And I do NOT feel guilty.

Monday 10/27

3 P.M.

Why does everything have to change so fast? Why couldn’t it have stayed the way it was last evening?

I mean, everything seemed cool. After Mom woke up, she asked about my homework (which I hadn’t started yet), but I changed the subject. Fortunately she did not ask about my trip to Maggie’s house.

Dad came home for dinner, then went back to the store.

Your basic boring evening. I’ll take that over arguing any day. Besides, when I started to get bummed, I would just think of my little secret.

It’s amazing how well that works.

I remembered my homework at bedtime, and I started a book report about On the Road. But that made me think of Carson, so I tried to sketch his face by memory. And eventually I drifted off.

It could have been my first full night’s sleep in weeks.

It wasn’t.

Around 3:00 A.M., Mom’s voice woke me up. It was coming from her room.

I went to my door. Dad was in his pajamas, heading for the bathroom. He looked so groggy, his eyes were slits.

“I’m getting your mom some water,” he informed me. “She’s not sleeping well. Go talk to her.”

I went into the bedroom. Mom was on her side, her eyes wide open. “Hi, Sunny. Is it cold in here?”

“A little.” I pulled up a cotton blanket that was folded near her feet.

Dad came shuffling back in and gave Mom a paper cupful of water. She swallowed it fast and then said, “Will you read to me, Paul? That always puts me to sleep.”

A joke, I think, but Dad didn’t laugh.

First he read to her while I went back to bed. Then he started falling asleep, so he called me in to read to her.

Soon Mom fell asleep too.

But I didn’t.

Breakfast this morning was brutal.

My eyes were closed through most of it. My skin stung from sunburn. I could barely eat. Mom and Dad were upstairs, fast asleep.

Or so I thought.

I was just about to leave for school when Dad called down: “Sunny, could you get Dr. Merwin on the phone? Your mom’s running a fever, and I can’t get through!”

I picked up the kitchen extension. I must have gotten a busy signal 20 times before the phone finally rang.

When I explained everything to Dr. Merwin, he said, “Bring her right in.”

Next thing I knew, Dad and I were helping Mom out to the car. She was hunched over and coughing.

Dad drove Mom to the hospital, and I ran to school. I arrived in the middle of homeroom.

Mr. Leavitt yelled at me. I yawned. He yelled even louder.

I fell asleep in science class. Ms. Carter was not amused.

Ms. Newell wasn’t either, when I told her I hadn’t finished my book report.

Mr. Hackett gave me another long lecture about commitment. I couldn’t help yawning in the middle of it, and he sent me to the principal’s office again, where Mr. Dean sympathized with me so much I wanted to puke.

I flew out of that office and ran right into Dawn and Maggie, who were talking to Ducky in the hallway.

I was totally blown out. I did not know what was going to come out of my mouth.

“What were you doing in there?” Dawn asked.

“You didn’t hear? About Mr. Dean and me?” I said, raising an eyebrow. “It’s serious.”

Ducky burst out laughing. Dawn blushed.

Maggie, however, was staring at me. “How did your face get so burned?”

“He has a deck out behind his office,” I said, walking away. “We were sunbathing.”

Dumb questions, dumb answers.

Well, Maggie did not speak to me the rest of the day. That girl cannot take a joke.

Dawn kept giving me weird looks in the hallway.

I guess Ducky has a sense of humor. Before last period, I saw him in the hallway and he was as friendly as could be. “You were at the beach this weekend, huh?” he said.

“Yup.”

“Me too. Next time you go, call me. I’ll give you a ride. We can all go—Dawn and Maggie too.”

What could I say? It was nice of him, but I couldn’t say yes. And I couldn’t exactly tell him the whole truth. So I said, “Well, I didn’t go to that beach.”

Before he asked another question, I was gone.

After school I avoided all of them—Maggie, Dawn, and Ducky.

Wait a sec. The answering machine is blinking.

Oh, great.

More later.

Monday 9:45 P.M.

WHY IS HE ALWAYS YELLING AT ME?

I CAN’T TAKE IT ANYMORE.

He acts as if everything is my fault. He gets so angry about life and then he takes it out on me.

Even that message—that answering machine message I started writing about before—even that was rude.

“Pack a bag and take it to your Mom. She’s in the hospital with pneumonia.” Click.

That was it.

I mean, hit me over the head a little harder, why don’t you?

Not only that. Didn’t he CARE? Sure didn’t sound like it.

Me? I cared.

Cancer. Bronchitis. Pneumonia.

WHAT NEXT?

I put together a backpack in record time. I flew to the hospital on my bike. I was nearly killed when I went through a stop sign.

Mom was on oxygen when I arrived. She couldn’t really talk, so I gave her the pack, held her hand while babbling on about who knows what, and left.

I was pretty calm on the way home, until I passed City of Angels Pottery Studio. I thought about how I used to visit Mom there after school when I was little. That made me depressed.

Soon everything—stores, streets, smells—began reminding me of Mom when she was healthy.

That did it.

I started crying. Like a baby.

I never cry. What is happening to me?

I was acting as if Mom would never be healthy again. I was giving up.

When I arrived home, the house was dark and empty. It was like walking into a room without air.

I had to talk to someone.

Dawn? Not after the way she was acting toward me today.

Not Maggie, either. She was mad.

I didn’t know Ducky well enough.

So I started writing. THEN DAD HAD TO COME HOME AND START BOSSING ME AROUND.

He’s mad at the dirt in the house. He’s mad because he has no clean shirts. No raisins or nuts in the house.

AND IT’S ALL MY FAULT, OF COURSE.

I don’t know what to do.

I think I will explode.

Tuesday 10/28

9:30 A.M.

Good-bye.

Off to you-know-where.

Tuesday

2:35 P.M., Venice Beach

Stop shaking, Winslow.

Write it all. Every last detail.

Savor it, kid.

Okay. This morning. The minute I arrived here, I strapped on my blades and took off. The boardwalk was so open. Much less crowded than it had been on Sunday. I was flying.

I wasn’t thinking about Mom or Dad or school. My head was clearing by the second.

I did not expect Carson to speed by me in the opposite direction.

I turned and nearly hurtled into a crowd of weight lifters.

“Hey!” I called out.

Carson spun around. He gave me a blank look.

“Sunny!” I reminded him. “Remember?”

CRRRRRACK! Lightning split the air. Thunder shook the earth. The skies opened and a choir of angels descended.

Well, maybe not. But Carson did smile. That was cool.

He skated closer. “You brought your blades.”

“I live in them,” I replied. (A lie, yes, but it just seemed the right thing to say.)

“Yeah. Me too.” That smile was a killer. “Well, see you.”

“Wait! I was about to go that way too.”

Carson nodded. “Uh-huh. Well, actually, I was going to get some joe.”

“Joe? I love joe!” (Not.)

“Cool.” he shrugged and headed toward the Java Voom Cafe.

I skated behind him to an outdoor table on a small terrace. A waiter came right over to us. “Cup of joe,” Carson ordered. “Large.”

“Same,” I said.

When the waiter returned, he placed two steaming, black, awful-smelling cups before us.

“Nice place,” I said. (Duh.)

Carson nodded and stared out to sea. He looked totally relaxed. As if I weren’t there.

I sat forward. I sat back. I blew on my coffee. I smiled. I noticed how huge my feet looked. I remembered the pimple I’d seen this morning near my left nostril.

Why wasn’t he saying anything?

Finally, after about 17 hours, he sipped his coffee and said, “No school?”

“Nahhhh. I’m just—well, today is—we didn’t—” I took a deep breath. “I’m cutting.”

Carson laughed. “All riiight!”

Nice to know someone approved.

“I mean, sometimes you just can’t go,” I said boldly. “If they don’t like it, too bad.”

“They probably don’t care, anyway,” he remarked.

He sipped his coffee. I sipped mine.

He looked out to the ocean.

I nearly had a heart attack.

The coffee was awful! ALL coffee is awful. What possessed me to order some and actually drink it? I must have been insane.

I started coughing.

“You okay?” Carson asked.

“Uh-huh,” I said. “Went down the wrong pipe.”

Carson quickly fetched a cup of water for me.

I swigged it down. “Thanks. Strong coffee.”

“Tastes like mud to me,” Carson remarked.

“Me too!”

Carson spilled his cup onto the brick floor. He didn’t even look to see if anyone was watching.

I frankly didn’t care either. Over it went.

Both of us started laughing.

“Out of here,” Carson said, standing up.

He pulled a few bills out of his pocket and slapped them on the table. Together we bladed down the boardwalk, past the shops. Carson showed me how to do a few spins. I tried to imitate him and plunged into the sand.

Carson fell down beside me.

We stayed there, giggling at first, then just lying still. People whizzed by us on skates, bikes, and skateboards, but we didn’t pay them any attention.

“I want to get my feet wet,” Carson suddenly announced.

We took off our blades, slung them over our shoulders, and walked toward the water. Just before the surf, where the sand is wet and firm, we turned left.

As we walked, we watched a group of little birds run after each receding wave, only to be chased back by the next one. “Why do they do that?” I asked.

“Sandpipers,” Carson said. “They eat the algae left by the wave. They don’t have much time, so they have to grab what they can.”

“That’s what my dad says about people.”

“What? They eat algae?”

“Noooo!”

Carson was grinning. I punched him in the shoulder.

At that moment I felt really close to him. I linked my arm in his. He didn’t mind.

I realized I hadn’t told him a word about myself—or at least a truthful word.

“Carson,” I said. “My name isn’t Camilla.”

“I know. It’s Sunny.”

I stopped in my tracks. “How do you know?”

“You said so, back on the boardwalk.”

Agggggh. I could feel my face turning red. “Well, see, I guess Camilla is sort of a—I don’t know, a—”

“Road name.”

“Huh?”

“Lots of people use them. People who hike the Appalachian Trail, guys who hop trains. Me.”

“You? Why?”

“Because people might recognize my real name on a Wanted poster.”

“What?”

“Joke,” Carson said with a laugh. “You know what’s the coolest thing in the world? Walking into a strange town and starting a life from scratch. Finding a place to live, work, friends…it’s like you’re a new person. Sometimes you need a new name too. I don’t know why. It just feels right. I’ve been Neal Cassady, Dean Moriarty—”

“From On the Road!” I exclaimed.

Carson looked impressed. “It’s practically my bible.”

“So, how do I know Carson’s your real name?”

“You don’t,” Carson said with a sly grin.

I gave him a shove. “You can’t fool everybody, you know. I guess you’re not going to tell me anything about yourself.”

“What do you want to know?”

“Your age, where you’re from, how you got here, your last name…”

“Seventeen, Cleveland, hitching, and it doesn’t matter.”

“Okay, I’ll guess the rest. You graduated high school, and you’re really not as tough as you sound. Your mom and dad gave you money to travel around the country for a year.”

“I didn’t graduate. I just left school. Who needs it? I’ve had plenty of jobs since I left, and I didn’t have a diploma.”

“My parents would kill me if I tried that.”

Carson snorted a laugh. “My mom hardly noticed. She probably just discovered I’m gone. Her boyfriend’s thrilled, I’ll bet.”

“That’s so sad, Carson.”

“It was, when I was there. I don’t think about it anymore.”

“So I guess that makes you a runaway.”

“A dropout runaway,” Carson said dryly. “You afraid of me now?”

“No! Why would I be?”

Carson shrugged. “You look like you come from a nice, normal family.”

“Oh, puh-leeze!” I cringed. “You don’t know! My dad is never home. My mom—well, she can’t really function. She’s in the hospital all the time. And when she’s not, she’s with this support group. I’m, like, invisible in the house, until work needs to be done. Then I’m the hired help. Some life, huh? I don’t have one. My house is this big prison. And don’t get me started with school. That’s even worse.”

It really, REALLY felt good to get that out of my system. You know what I liked best about Carson? He didn’t judge. He didn’t tell me what to do.

He just listened.

We walked silently for awhile. A wave rolled over our feet, carrying a perfect white seashell. Carson picked it up and handed it to me. “It’s for good luck.”

I turned it over. Its smooth inner wall shone in the sun. “It’s beautiful,” I said.

I rested my head on Carson’s shoulder and listened to the gulls. I was kind of hoping he’d ask more about me, but he didn’t.

Which was fine, to tell the truth. I didn’t want to admit my age. And I would have, if he’d asked. I was feeling very open and truthful.

Oh, well, that will be my secret.

We were approaching the cafe again. I could see a clock through the window and my heart sank. The bus I wanted to take was going to arrive in a few minutes.

“I have to go,” I said. “Maybe we can do this again?”

“Sure.”

“What would be a good time? Maybe Friday morning?”

Carson gave me a half smile and shook his head. “No plans. I hate plans. If you want to come and hang out, cool. I’m here a lot.”

“Okay. Then maybe I’ll see you.”

“I hope so.”

And that was that. Carson waved to me as he bladed away.

Well, I was wrong about the bus. I’d missed it. Now I’m waiting for the next one.

I’ve had lots of time to write and think. I’m a little numb. But I am calmer than when I started writing this.

So what now? That’s the big question.

I’m full of strange feelings.

I have never, ever been more attracted to a guy. I have never met anyone as exciting. I could spend weeks and weeks with Carson and not get bored.

Do I love him?

I don’t know.

I’m not dying to kiss him and trade rings or whatever. I don’t want to E-mail and call him every day and go on dates every weekend. I mean, let’s face it. He’s a runaway. He’s a loner.

He’s just like me.

Every word he said could have come from my mouth. The difference? He’s really done something about the way he feels. Me? I’m heading back home, ready to cover myself with excuses.

So what is it I’m feeling? Is there a word for something more than love?

I’ll think of one on the ride home. Here comes the bus.

Wednesday 11/5

10:04 A.M., study hall

This note saved my life today. Printing the letterhead was easy. The handwriting was the hard part. Fortunately, Mom had a prescription from Dr. Merwin lying around, and this is exactly how terrible his handwriting looks.

I give myself an A+ in forgery and espionage. (Maybe I’ve finally found my true calling.)

For my journal writing, though, I deserve a big, fat F. It’s been one whole week since I last wrote, so I have lots of catch-up.

Here goes. First of all, Mom’s feeling better. She’s home. She spends a lot of time on the phone, and Sylvia drives her around all day. (Sylvia’s middle name is Loves-to-Shop.)

Dad? Well, all the new windows in his store were measured wrong, and they’re too short. He went ballistic. In fact, now I’m afraid he’s going to have a heart attack. I have hardly seen him this last week. (I think he’s making the new windows himself.)

Now back to the big news: my transformation into a world-class forger.

I had no choice. My teachers were really getting on my case. Well, most of them. Mr. Hackett finally ran out of pitying looks and started getting angry. He was the one who demanded a note.

Dawn and Maggie know something’s up. They’re being kind of distant, as if they’re not sure how to approach me.

Frankly, I don’t care what people think anymore. I’ve enjoyed all my trips to Venice Beach this week. Especially Saturday’s, when I brought a surfboard. (I told Mom I was going to the local beach. She offered to drive me, but I told her Ducky would.)

I am a horrible, two-faced liar. But I’m getting used to it. It’s better than being a miserable, sulking, depressed girl who hangs around home and burdens everybody. Now, when I’m feeling bad—off to the beach, come home smiling.

I still can’t stand being in this house. But it’s nice to have an escape.

And I’m not harming a soul.

It helps that Carson has been at the beach every single time I’ve been there. My favorite visit was the one on Saturday. Carson’s eyes went wide when he saw my surfboard.

“Nice board,” he said.

“Do you surf?” I asked.

“Sure.”

“Then rent one.”

“Nahh. I twisted my ankle.”

“But you can blade?”

Carson’s face turned beet-red. I burst out laughing. “I hear the surf’s great up there in Cleveland.”

“Well, I—I didn’t say I was great at it—”

“Have you been on a board in your life, Carson?”

He looked out into the distance, as if he’d spotted some rare species of pacific sandpiper. “Uh…well, no.”

“Come on, I’ll teach you.”

I grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the surf. At first he sputtered and protested, but he came.

Well, guess what? Carson No-Lastname is not perfect. In fact, if I were to grade him on Beginners’ Surfboard Technique, I’d give him a D. He flailed his arms, he couldn’t center himself on the board, he couldn’t stand, and his timing was atrocious.

I must say, though, he was a good sport. Each time he fell, he got back up and muttered something like, “Gotta shift my weight,” or “That was closer.” He only became angry once or twice, but that was because I laughed at him.

He was so determined.

And he was so cute, I couldn’t stand it.

Afterward we sat at Java Voom again. (This time I had herbal tea.) We spent about an hour making up stories about the people who passed by. We were howling.

I feel so comfortable with Carson now—as if I’ve known him my whole life. We finish each other’s sentences. I know just by the look in his eye what he’s thinking.

So why won’t he tell me his last name? Or anything personal, for that matter. He lets me in and lets me in, and then—wham! The door slams in my face.

I didn’t even bother asking him questions today. But I still want to know everything. I’m starting to dream about him now. This is

Wednesday

3:45 P.M.

Guess who interrupted my last entry? Ms. Krueger. She just walked into study hall and sat down next to me.

“Sunny,” she said, “I have been trying to decide how to approach you. You came up at our departmental meeting.”

I almost laughed. Me? A topic of discussion among teachers that weren’t even mine?

Oh, well. After that party, Ms. Krueger had said she’d be keeping an eye on Ducky, Dawn, and me. She was true to her word.

“I guess I must be pretty interesting and complex,” I said.

Ms. Krueger laughed. “Well, you’re human. And I figure it’s time the teachers stopped treating you like a fragile teacup. What’s up?”

“Up?” I shrugged. “You know…”

“You’re missing school.”

I started to mention Dr. Merwin, but Ms. Krueger cut me off. “Ms. Newell showed me the note,” she said. “Signed Dr. Michael Merwin, M.D. I don’t know of any doctors who write both Doctor and M.D. with their names.”

“Oh.” I felt about three inches tall. “I wonder why he does that.”

“You know, some teachers don’t believe that Dr. Merwin wrote that. But I told them I didn’t believe you would do something illegal.”

“Illegal?”

“Look, Sunny. I can’t climb into your head and know what’s going on in there. But you need to go to school. And you can use the school. Use your friends. Use me. I will sit and listen to anything you want to say. Anything. But I’m not going to beg you, and I’m not going to drag you. This is just an open invitation, no expiration date.”

I nodded. I mean, that was nice of her, but what was I supposed to say? I’ll never take her up on the offer.

Ms. Krueger stood up with a smile, touched my arm gently, and left.

Now what? She knows I had forged the letter. Do the other teachers? Are they all humoring me?

I was still in shock when I left study hall.

I didn’t even notice Ducky when I passed him in the hallway.

“Don’t say hello,” he called out.

I grunted something in return.

His smile disappeared. “Hey, are you all right?”

“Fine. Cool.”

“No, you’re not. Not with that look.”

Where did this guy get off? “With what look?” I snapped. “You don’t even know me.”

“Whoa, sorry. Just trying to help.”

I took a deep breath. I was too wound up. “It’s…nothing.”

“Look,” Ducky said, “if you ever want to talk…I’m here, you know.”

I couldn’t believe he wasn’t furious at me. I thanked him and started to walk away—and he was smiling at me.

Smiling.

Suddenly I realized something. I really could take him up on his offer.

I spun around. “Ducky?” I called out. “Can I ask you some…guy advice?”

Ducky faced me and shrugged. “Well, I’m not sure I know what guys think. But I’ll try.”

“Okay. Say you’re a high school senior who ran away from home? And you’re just bumming your way across the country and you’re hanging out at the beach? And you meet this girl—”

“Who just happens to be thirteen and goes to Vista?”

“Don’t interrupt. Anyway, the two of you are so alike it’s not even funny. Except for one thing. She blabs everything to you, but you’re quiet and you like to be alone, so you don’t tell her much. Not even your last name.”

“So far I don’t like the sound of this.”

“I see him almost every time I go to the beach, Ducky. He seems to like being with me. We blade together on the boardwalk. We sit at the cafe and joke about the weight lifters. He even let me teach him to surf.”

“I don’t know…” Ducky sighed. “I mean, if the guy didn’t like you, he wouldn’t be there every time you go. Chances are he wants to see you too.”

“You think so?”

Ducky shrugged. “Don’t you?”

My heart was pumping. I thanked Ducky, kissed him on the cheek and ran toward my locker.

His words made sense. Carson must feel something for me. But how could I know for sure?

Well, I was going to make him tell me.

When the bell rang for the next period, I was out the door.

Lots of kids were outside for a recess, and no one noticed me leaving the school and heading for the bus stop.

A bus was pulling up as I arrived. It got me to Venice Beach by 1:00.

It took me about ten minutes to find Carson. He was sitting on a bench, reading a paperback. He did kind of a double take when he saw me. “Hey, where have you been? This is about the time you leave.”

“I just got here,” I replied. “I cut school in the middle of the day.”

Carson looked amused. “Not bad.”

I sat down next to him. “You missed me, huh?”

“Well, I—” Carson angled himself away, his face turning red.

“So, you want my address and phone number?”

“Huh? Well, I don’t have a pen—”

“I do.” I began unhooking my backpack. “I’ll write it down. You have to give me yours too.”

“Whoa, wait a minute. I can’t do that. I don’t have an address or number.”

I grabbed some paper and a pen and began writing. “Then call me sometime. I won’t mind.”

“Okay. Whatever.” I gave him the sheet and he scanned it quickly. “Where’s Palo City?”

“Closer to Anaheim than here.”

“Far, huh?”

“The bus is cheap. Want to come with me? My treat.”

What was I saying?

Carson laughed. “No, thanks. Maybe another time.”

“Carson, now that I’ve given you that, will you at least level with me?”

“I always do.”

“Okay, then I want to know your last name. That’s all. I mean—”

“Frame.”

“We do know each other, and—” Screech went the brakes in my mind. “Frame? That’s it? Carson Frame?”

“It’s Albert Carson Frame on my birth certificate.” Carson said. “And you?”

Oh my lord. I could not believe I hadn’t told him. “Winslow!”

“Cool,” Carson said with a shrug. “Was I right?”

“About what?”

“About names. They don’t matter, do they?”

I must have been grinning like a fool, because my cheeks hurt. “Nahh, not at all.”

I’m riding home now. I feel about ten pounds lighter. I think I may levitate off the seat.

Ducky was right. Carson had been waiting for me. Waiting for me at the beach, waiting for me to make a move.

And I did it. I broke the ice.

In one short trip, everything has changed.

Albert Carson Frame is wrong. Way wrong. Names matter. A lot.

Without a name, you’re a phantom. Carson and I could have drifted in and out of each other’s lives until someday we floated apart forever.

Now we’re real. Real people with real identities. No more secrets. No more closed doors.

I trust Carson now. Totally.

Wednesday night

I have to write this fast.

I am cold. I can barely see the page. I should have brought a flashlight with me, but it’s too late for that now.

A car just drove by and someone screamed at me out the window. I couldn’t make out the words, and I’m glad.

What am I doing?

I know what I’m doing. I have just made the biggest decision IN MY LIFE. I can’t second-guess it now.

It all started this afternoon. When Dawn yelled at me.

Well, she had a reason to. She saw the beach towel sticking out of my pack as I walked past her house, on the way home from the bus stop.

“Your mom was in the hospital,” she said, “and you were at the beach?”

Ugh. My secret was blown. But I was more concerned about Mom. I mean, she had been home when I left.

“She’s in the hospital?” I asked.

Well, Dawn just started ranting. I have never seen her so mad. First she explained that Mom was in for tests—nothing major—but that Dad had been waiting for me in his car after school. When Dawn couldn’t find me, she guessed that I was on a late field trip.

“I covered for you, Sunny!” she yelled. “Now I’m a liar, just like you! I hope you’re happy.”

“I wasn’t lying!” I replied. “I never said I wasn’t at the beach!”

“I am not hearing this. This is not Sunny Winslow speaking. What is with you, Sunny? You’re like a different person. I don’t even know you anymore.”

“No, you don’t!”

I couldn’t talk to her. I was worried about Mom. I was worried about Dad. I was worried about me.

Dawn, frankly, was way down on the priority list.

And she wasn’t helping her cause by screaming at me.

“Fine!” she said. “Turn your back on your best friends. Keep secrets. Just don’t expect us to hang around for long.”

I was seeing red. “This is not about you, Dawn! You know, I have a point of view too!”

“Then tell it to me someday! But in the meantime, think about your mom and dad, Sunny. At least you can be loyal to them.”

“I am loyal! They’re the ones who don’t even know I’m alive!”

“How can you even say that?”

Dawn was shaking her head in disbelief. I caught a glimpse of her earrings. They were shaped like big eyes with long lashes. I’d seen them before somewhere.

And I knew where.

Suddenly I forgot about our argument. “Where’d you get those earrings?” I asked.

“Your mother gave them to me!” Dawn shot back.

I just started sputtering. “But—why—?”

“Maybe she’s happy someone cares about her!”

With that, Dawn stormed toward her house.

I felt as if I’d been punched in the stomach.

Still do.

Now Mom’s giving her family heirlooms to Dawn? Since when has Dawn become the daughter? Why doesn’t she just move in? Then she might even be written into the will.

This is my reward for all the hospital visits, all the work at Dad’s store, all the shopping and cleaning. I finally do a few things for myself, and blink—I’m out of sight, out of mind. Replaced by my best friend.

A phantom. That’s what I am. A phantom in my own family.

After Dawn left, I marched across our lawn, let myself into the empty house, and stomped upstairs to my room.

I went right to the closet and pulled out the antique music box. Raising it high over my head, I threw it.

It hit the floor with a loud crack. The wood shattered. Springs flew against the wall. The ugly little porcelain ballerina spun through the air and landed facedown at my feet.

I did the first thing that popped into my head. I stepped on her.

When I lifted my foot, her arms and legs were broken off at odd angles, leaving tiny dust piles at her shoulders and hips.

Ballerina, R.I.P. Ignored, stepped on, broken.

Like me.

That was when I made my decision.

It was clear as day. I had no other choice.

Which is why I am here at the bus stop again. For the last time.

I am going, going, gone. Packed up and ready. I have my toothbrush, my soap, and my blades. I left Mom and Dad a note. I’ll bet Dad doesn’t even notice it until tomorrow.

Who cares? By then I’ll be far away.

From this day on, I am on the road.

And I will not look back.

Wednesday night

I am writing this at a table in Java Voom. I haven’t ordered anything, but the staff doesn’t seem to mind.

I am exhausted and hungry. I’ve just searched the beach for Carson. I bladed practically all the way to Santa Monica. I didn’t find him.

Carson said he didn’t have a phone number or address. I wonder what that means. Does he sleep on the beach? Under the pier?

The sun has set. Soon it’ll be nighttime.

What do I do now?

Thursday

2:15 A.M.

I can’t believe what time it is. And where I’ve been. And what has happened in my life during the last few hours.

I have to write this down. Even if it takes me all night.

When I last wrote in this journal, sitting at Java Voom, I was on the verge of tears. I was also starving.

I checked my wallet. Stupidly, I had not packed much cash. I scanned the menu, checking the prices.

“Looking for what’s-his-name?” asked the waiter.

At first I assumed he was talking to someone else. But his eyes were on me. “Excuse me?” I said.

“The guy you’re always with. He was in here awhile ago.”

“Really? Did you see where he went?”

“He went to the cashier and traded some bills for quarters. Either he’s doing laundry or he’s at the arcade.”

“Thanks!”

I took off down the boardwalk. The arcade was a blaze of garish light in the darkness. It was crowded. As I walked in, the beeps and sirens and explosions were deafening.

Carson was working a video game all the way in the back. I watched over his shoulder. When he saw me, he did a double take. “Heyyy, have you played this?”

I hadn’t. I don’t even remember the name of the game. But it doesn’t matter. I was so relieved to see Carson.

I tried playing, but I was a total wimp, which made both of us laugh. Fortunately, Carson ran out of quarters, so we took a walk.

The moon was low and swollen. Its reflection on the water was like a trail of fire to the horizon.

I remember every word of what we said. I’ll never forget it.

First, Carson put his arm around me. “Cold, huh?”

“I don’t mind,” I replied.

“What are you doing here at night?”

“I thought you’d never ask. I ran away.”

Carson stopped walking. “You what?”

“Ran away,” I repeated. “Like you. I couldn’t take it.”

“Oh.” Carson raised his eyebrows and exhaled. “Uh, maybe we should sit down.”

This was not the reaction I expected. I thought he’d be happy. Or even amused.

Was he going to lecture me now too?

We walked back into Java Voom. The waiter spotted me and gave me a thumbs-up. Carson ordered coffee and a sandwich. I ordered a muffin and hot chocolate.

As the waiter ran off, Carson asked, “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“If I spent one more minute in that house, I would have broken every window,” I replied. “I have to run away, Carson. I have no choice. I can’t be tied down to them anymore.”

He nodded. “I know what you mean. People aren’t meant to live in one place for a long time. The idea of a permanent home and stuff—it’s only a few hundred years old. For millions of years before that, people traveled all the time. We’re programmed to.”

“Uh-huh. You’re doing it, and you’re happy.”

“I see all kinds of cool places. I’m thinking of going south to Mexico, and then maybe work my way down to the Panama Canal.”

“I’ve always wanted to go there!”

“But I might go the other way too. I hear the badlands of South Dakota are totally awesome. And Montana has these huge ranches where you can get a job working with horses. But I also might want to check out this creative writing school in Iowa, where you can meet famous authors and maybe learn to write like Kerouac. I mean, cool or what?”

It was more than cool. It sounded like paradise to me. “Can I come with you?”

Carson smiled. “Yeah, right.”

The waiter appeared with our orders, and I fell silent. When he was out of earshot, I leaned into the table and said, “I’m serious, Carson.”

Carson’s smile vanished. “Who-o-oa. Sunny, you can’t—I mean, I thought—how do you expect—”

“I don’t have a lot of money. But I can work too. And I’m really good at buying stuff cheaply—”

“Look, I know you’re angry and all, but—”

“You’re running away. I’m running away. It’s perfect. We can keep each other company.”

“But I don’t want company, Sunny. I mean, no offense, but that’s the whole point. You run away to be unattached. Not to tie yourself down.”

“A family is tying yourself down—a house, a school, a town. But this is different! We’re exactly alike, Carson. I want to see the same things, go to the same places. We’ll be able to share stuff, help each other when we’re sick—”

“Sunny, how old are you?” Carson interrupted.

Gulp. “I’llbefourteenthisyear but what I’m trying to say is—”

“Wait a minute. You’re thirteen?”

Why, why did he have to complicate this? “I said I’ll be fourteen—”

“Sunny, whoa, hold it. Have you really thought about this? I mean, is your life that bad?”

I swallowed deeply. I’d been keeping the whole truth from Carson, and I was determined not to do it anymore.

I told him everything—about Mom’s lung cancer, the chemotherapy, the radiation treatments, the hair fallout, the sicknesses, the tests, the scares, the trips to the hospital. About the annoying support group. About Dad’s business problems and his workaholism. About all the family fights and my secret identity as Robo Slave Daughter. About my so-called friends who had turned on me.

Carson sipped his coffee. He didn’t look at me. He didn’t say a word or even nod. But I could tell he was listening intently.

When I was done, my cheeks were streaked with tears and my voice was hoarse. I felt cold and vulnerable, as if a layer of skin had been stripped from me.

He handed me a paper napkin. “You need this. Want something else to eat?”

“Is that all you can say?” I exploded. “I just told you the story of my life. Do you think that was easy? Didn’t you hear a word of it?”

“Let me get this straight, Sunny. You have a mom and dad. They’re still married and they both care about you.”

“But—”

“But they’re real busy. Your mom has cancer, and your dad’s having business problems. So they can’t see you, and that makes you angry. But you have these really close friends. You see them all the time. When you started skipping school, they got on your case. Because they care about you too.” Carson shook his head in disbelief. “And you want to run away from all that?”

“You don’t get it, do you? Carson, my life is a mess. It’s falling apart. I can’t sleep at night. No one sees me for who I am. I have to run away. And if you’re not going with me, I’ll go by myself. And I better go now before they chase after me and try to drag me back. I thought you, of all people, would understand, but I guess you don’t.”

“I understand,” Carson said, almost under his breath. “It’s a tough thing. I feel bad for you. I feel bad for your mom and dad too. But think about it. You have people who want you back. If I had what you have, I’d never have left home in the first place.”

“What I have?” I shot back. “Puh-leeze. Oh, I guess I’m wrong. My life is just a paradise. Why did you leave home, Carson? What makes you so different? So—so superior?”

Carson glared at me. Without saying a word, he stood up and walked toward the exit.

“Wait!” I called out, running after him. “Where are you going? I—I want to listen! Talk to me, Carson!”

Carson spun around. “Sunny, do you have a motto?”

“A motto?”

“Like, for yourself. For life.”

“No…”

“You know what mine is? Don’t complain; don’t explain. It’s the only useful thing I ever remember my dad saying. I try to live by it. It makes me happy. Well, I’ve already broken both rules. Consider yourself lucky.”

“So you do have a family!” I exclaimed. “Tell me about them, Carson! Did something bad happen? I mean, you don’t have to tell me the details if you don’t want…”

Carson’s face was darkening. I could see his jaw muscles working. I braced myself for a big, angry blast.

But all he said was, “’Bye, Sunny.”

Before I could reply, he was out the door.

I lunged forward to go after him. I opened the door and stepped onto the boardwalk.

The night crowd had arrived, full force. The boardwalk was practically shoulder to shoulder with people. Carson was somewhere in there, swallowed up and moving fast.

I stood there, frozen, trying to hold back a scream that was welling up inside me.

I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned quickly.

The waiter was standing behind me, holding out a bill. “Excuse me?” he said. “Will you be leaving your table?”

“Uh…yeah.” I took a look at the bill, then dug around for money in my pocket.

I had enough to cover, with a little to spare. I gave the waiter what I had.

“Will you be needing change?” he asked.

“Okay,” I replied.

His eyes widened. “You will?”

A tip. I had to leave a tip. “Uh, no. Keep it.”

Boy, did he give me a nasty look.

Frankly, I should have given a look back to him. He had almost all my money now. I was broke.

Broke, alone, and homeless.

I felt as if the floor had just dropped away from my feet and I was plunging into blackness.

Suddenly, running away seemed like a majorly dumb idea.

I grabbed the bus schedule out of my pocket. I followed the departure schedule down to the final listing.

Which was right then.

My backpack was still in the cafe. I ran inside and scooped it off the floor. Then I bolted for the bus stop.

I could see a bus waiting, its engine running. “WAAAAAAIIT!” I screamed, flailing my arms.

VRRRRRROOOM! The bus answered.

It pulled away before I reached the stop.

A man in a driver’s uniform was standing there, looking at me blankly.

“When’s the next bus?” I asked.

“Five A.M. tomorrow,” he answered.

Big help.

I spotted a pay phone nearby. I fished in my pocket for change.

One quarter. Period.

(I shouldn’t have tipped that waiter, after all.)

I dropped the quarter in the phone and punched in my number.

“Hello, you have reached the Winslow residence,” said my voice. “We can’t come to the phone right now…”

I hung up. What could I say? “Mom and Dad, I changed my mind about running away, so when you get in, could you pick me up at Venice Beach?”

No way.

I turned back toward the beach. Music was blaring from one of the shops. People were milling around, shopping, talking.

Maybe things wouldn’t be so bad, after all. Maybe Venice Beach stays like this all night. Maybe I could camp on a bench, or on the sand. Maybe lots of people do the same thing.

I walked slowly along the boardwalk, remembering the hours Carson and I had spent blading. I passed the area where we’d fallen into the sand, laughing. I looked out at the jetty where he’d removed the splinter from my toe.

By the time I reached the arcade, I was a wreck.

I hurried to a more secluded spot, far away from the arcade racket. Under a tall streetlight, I sat on an empty bench.

Carson’s words came back to me: My mom probably just discovered I’m gone. Her boyfriend’s thrilled, I’ll bet…You have people who want you back. If I had what you have, I’d never have left home in the first place…

I hadn’t really listened to him. I was so busy complaining, I hadn’t understood what he was trying to tell me.

Whatever had happened to him must have been awful. Judging from his reaction, it made my life look rosy.

I felt like a fake. A whining, tagalong, chicken-hearted fake. The moment Carson disappeared into the darkness, what was the first thing I did? Head for the bus home.

Home to my nice, normal life.

What if I had made that bus? I thought about how I’d have to explain myself to Dad, who was probably just coming home from work, sweaty and miserable. I thought about tomorrow—school, a hospital visit, food shopping, laundry, probably a few arguments along the way with Dawn, Maggie, and my teachers.

It all made my stomach turn.

I was furious at Carson. Was? I am. With him, I could have run away. He’s older, he knows his way around, he has more job skills.

Without him, I’m really in trouble.

How dare he leave me like that? How dare he judge my problems and decide I’m not worth his company?

How dare he make me feel like a fake?

Maybe his problems ARE worse, but that doesn’t make mine less important. My anger and disgust, all the pressure I’m feeling—they’re real. I am sick of my life. Sick of my mother being sick. Sick of my dad’s demands. Sick of not being understood by everyone, including Carson.

If those feelings are fake, then why am I here? Why am I so unhappy?

A couple passed by, eating ice-cream cones and giggling to each other. I felt hungry again. And lonely.

A gust of ocean breeze made my skin prickle. I left the bench and began walking.

And walking.

By midnight I was still walking. But not too many others were. The crowd had cleared. The shops were closing up.

Suddenly Venice Beach wasn’t looking so friendly.

The sand was a dull bone-white in the moonlight, all mottled with footprints. Little piles of rocks and trash jutted up here and there, like underground creatures emerging. A few stragglers walked slowly by, stopping to pick things up.

Panic. Blind panic. I was going to have to sleep here? Alone and out in the open?

As I walked along, I caught sight of a tall sign I’d never noticed. In big letters it read NO CAMPING, NO FIRES, NO SLEEPING.

Great.

The wind had picked up, and I was shivering. I looked around frantically. Just to my left was an elevated pier. It began at the boardwalk and continued out over the sand and into the ocean. It was supported underneath by arched columns.

If I slept under there, who could see me? It would be private. It would also be a warmer shelter, shielded from the wind.

That was when I heard the footsteps behind me. I stopped and looked around.

A man was window-shopping. At a store that had closed.

I walked again, a little faster. The footsteps started again.

I looked over my shoulder and saw the same man. He was lit from behind, and all I could make out was a black leather jacket and long, stringy hair.

I stopped again. So did he.

I took off at a dead run. I ducked into the nearest open store, an old-fashioned five-and-dime. Quickly I darted through the aisles until I was all the way in the back. I pulled something off the shelf, pretending to be shopping.

“May I help you?” a voice asked.

I nearly jumped. I turned to see a short, balding man wearing a name tag.

“Oh…just looking.”

“What size men’s briefs do you need?”

Yikes. So that’s what I was holding. I tossed them back.

Then I saw the man again.

He was in the next aisle, looking through the shelves, busily moving things around. I could see now that the jacket was black fabric, not leather. His hair was pulled back into a ponytail now too, but he didn’t fool me.

I leaned close to the clerk. “Um, do you know that guy?” I whispered, gesturing toward the man.

The clerk glanced over without moving his head. “No. May I help you?”

“No! Uh, well, thanks, but I have to go.”

I flew out of there. I scanned the boardwalk and saw a few lonely figures, but I didn’t stop for a closer look.

I headed straight for the pier and ducked under the nearest arch.

It was pitch-black. I felt around until I touched the cement wall. It was cold and clammy, but I sat against it, panting for breath.

Tears were cascading down my face. I felt like a prisoner on the lam. How was I going to make it through the night? What if rats lived under the pier? Crabs? Kidnappers?

Calm down, Sunny. Think.

Okay. All I had to do was stay still. If I couldn’t sleep, so what? I could keep my eyes open all night and nap in the morning, when it was safer.

Then, when I was rested, I’d have to make a plan. Maybe I could lie about my age and find a job. I could serve coffee at Java Voom. Save enough money and travel to Mexico or South Dakota.

The sound of a car engine broke the stillness, followed by the crackling of a two-way radio. I peeked out of the darkness and looked toward the boardwalk.

A police car had pulled to a stop.

I ducked back. Oh. My. God. They were after me. Dad had sent a dragnet out.

I froze. I tried not to make a sound.

After a few moments I peeked back out again.

I saw two police officers emerging from a convenience store. One was carrying a box of donuts, and the other held two capped paper cups. They started laughing and climbed into the car, which continued cruising down the boardwalk.

I let out a deep breath and sank back against the wall. My energy was gone. My eyelids were drooping. A dream was starting to seep into my brain…

Scritch…scritch…

My eyes sprang open. The sound was to my left. Deeper into the blackness.

I squinted. My vision had adjusted about as much as it could, and I tried to focus on a couple of small, distant shadows. But they weren’t moving.

I leaned back again and stayed rock still. Listening. Hearing nothing but the soft lapping of the waves.

Snap!

A sudden flare of light. To my left.

I froze.

A match was flickering about three feet away. In its amber light were two bloodshot eyes and a gap-toothed grin.

“Cigarette?”

The voice was like a slap. I bolted.

“POLICE!” I shrieked.

My shoes dug into the sand, slowing me down. I tried harder to run, but I bumped into something and fell. I rolled once and felt sand in my mouth and hair. Spitting and coughing, I scrambled to my feet.

I heard a burst of wild laughter. To my right, near the water, a man in a raggedy coat was doubled over, pointing at me.

Who were these people?

What was I doing here?

I heard a scream and realized it was me.

I was hysterical. Sand was in my eyes now. I ran blindly.

“EEEEEEEAAAAAAAAAAAGHHH!”

“Sunny?”

How did they know my name? They were calling me!

“Sunny!”

I stopped running. My heart felt like a jackhammer.

But I knew that voice.

“Over here!”

He was waving to me from the open door of a car in a small, deserted parking lot beyond the convenience store.

“Ducky?” I could barely get the word out of my parched throat.

Ducky was walking toward me now, a curious smile on his face. “What happened to you, girl?”

“Duckyyyyyy!” I practically tackled him to the sand. All I could do was hold him tightly and sob and sob.

“Sssshh,” he said gently, wrapping his arms around me. “Are you okay?”

“I’m so glad you’re here! It’s horrible—I was almost—how did you find me?”

“I heard you screaming, and I said, ‘Sunny?’”

“Not funny!” I said, laughing through my tears.

“I heard your parents have been worried sick. When your dad brought your mom home from the hospital tonight, they saw your note and freaked.”

“M-my mom’s ho-home?” I said, choking back sniffles.

“She was feeling okay, so the doctors let her go. Anyway, your dad called Dawn, and she called me. And I remembered what you said about meeting your boyfriend—you mentioned something about a cafe, a boardwalk, and weight lifters.” Ducky smiled. “I had a hunch.”

“Th—” Sniff. “Thanks, Ducky.”

“Well?” he said. “What now? Are we going home or running away?”

Ugh. Mom and Dad had told everyone about the note. If I went home now, I’d be explaining myself for months.

For a moment I considered asking Ducky for some money and walking off.

But that moment passed. At this point, the last thing I wanted was to be alone.

“Take me home,” I said.

Ducky’s cool. He called Mom and Dad from a pay phone and told them we were on our way. I didn’t talk to them. I couldn’t.

I fell asleep on the ride home. Ducky had to wake me when we were in front of my house.

I climbed out and waved good-bye as he drove off. But I couldn’t go inside. I couldn’t face them. Not yet.

I turned and went straight to Dawn’s. I stood outside her window and tossed pebbles at it until a light blinked on.

The window opened. Dawn looked surprised. Relieved a little. But definitely not pleased. She did come to the front door, though, and she wasn’t swinging a baseball bat. Those were good signs.

“Hi,” I said.

I thought she was going to yell at me, but she didn’t. Instead, she put her arms around me and started to cry, blubbering about how worried she had been.

It felt good. Really good.

For awhile.

When we went inside her house, the first thing Dawn did was call Mom and Dad. She held the receiver out to me.

“Hello?” it was Dad.

“Hi, Dad, it’s—”

Before I could say another word, Dad started gasping. I thought he was having a heart attack, but he was crying.

Mom picked up the other extension. She sounded breathy and tired. I told her I was at Dawn’s, and she said, “Are you okay, sweetheart?”

I felt like a total worthless subhuman. Mom was up late, feeling horrible, all because of what I had done—and she was asking me if I was okay!

I had let her down, big-time.

I opened my mouth, but all that came out was a strangled croak. And then tears were running down my cheeks.

“Shush, sweetie,” Mom said tenderly, “It’s okay. We’ll talk it out when you come home. It’s been tough for you. I understand…”

I was practically hiccuping my sobs now, but I managed to say good-bye. Dawn had found a box of tissues and set it before me.

I blew my nose and took a few deep breaths. “Sorry.”

Dawn was shaking her head. “Sunny…why?”

It was a simple question. But just thinking about an answer was like preparing for a major war. I didn’t have the energy to do it.

“Can we talk about it tomorrow?” I asked.

Dawn shrugged. “Okay. Sure. If that’s what you want. I guess I’ll walk you home.”

No way. The thought of it turned me inside out. I could not face Mom and Dad. I couldn’t stay up and answer their questions. I was ready to collapse.

I asked Dawn if I could spend the rest of the night on the living room sofa.

She puffed out her cheeks and exhaled. I knew she wanted to yell at me. I could see it in her eyes. And I wouldn’t have blamed her if she did.

But all she said was, “You call your parents and tell them. I’ll get a blanket. And you owe me an explanation, first thing in the morning.”

Dawn has amazing self-control.

I nodded and promised to tell her everything. And I called Mom and Dad right away.

They’re mad at me too. I just know it by their voices.

Tomorrow is going to be awful.

Thursday 11/6

Study hall

I was right.

Dawn was up at 7:00 this morning. She wanted to talk to me before her dad and Carol awoke.

I barely remember what I said. Just the basics, I guess. The way I was feeling, how I met Carson, what happened last night.

It must have sunk in, because Dawn was pretty nice to me. Not exactly warm and cuddly. Not exactly full of forgiveness. But concerned.

I’ll take what I can get.

Going home afterward was the worst. If Dawn hadn’t walked with me, I might have bolted for the bus stop.

But she did. And I didn’t. And I had to face Mom and Dad. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I tried to be honest. I told them I felt neglected. I told them how tense and afraid I’d been. I explained why I found Mom’s “heirlooms” so upsetting. And I admitted my trips to Venice Beach.

Well, not all of them. And I didn’t mention Carson.

Mom and Dad listened gravely. The whole thing was a big shock to them.

They reacted kind of the way I expected. Dad asked a few angry questions—“Why didn’t you tell us?” and “Don’t you think it’s been hard for us too?”—but mostly they listened. Mom even comforted me.

“Things will be better,” she said, “as soon as I’m back to normal.”

Right.

That statement really turned me inside out. I had to fight back tears.

Normal?

I could not tell Mom what I know. Normal is a thing of the past. I know enough not to expect normal anymore.

Somehow I made it to school today. But my brain is pretty useless. Dawn is still acting weird. Maggie isn’t talking to me. Only Ducky is friendly.

So my work is cut out for me here.

Sometimes I wish this were all one big story, and this were the hard part. The middle, where everything goes wrong before everything goes right.

But it’s not. And happy endings are for fairy tales.

I would never, ever tell anyone this, but I’m scared.

Really scared.

And I desperately want to escape.

Somewhere.
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