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To the special girls in my life: 
 
Brittany Cain
Laura Nelsen
Kym Nelsen
and 
Pat Everett 
 
May we all have the strength and resilience (not to mention the spunkiness) of Bobbi-Jo Cotton.


 
chapter 1
 
I’VE SCREWED lots of boys. No, wait. Let me rephrase that. I’ve been screwed by lots of boys. It’s passive. They’re the actors, and I’m the flabby, pockmarked receptacle. 
“Hurry up in there, Bobbi-Jo!” my cousin Orville demands with a hearty thump of the bathroom door. “Miss Esther’s waitin’ on me.”
Bobbi-Jo is short for Roberta Josephine. My last name is Cotton. “Almost done,” I say. I swipe some shimmery blue shadow over my eyelids and shove the makeup into my backpack, where it will no doubt vanish in a black hole of Milky Way wrappers.
A car horn blares in the driveway, signifying Miss Esther’s waning patience. Orv sighs. “Jesus, Bobbi-Jo, if I told you once…”
I turn the crusty old knob and yank, hauling the door past a catch in the jamb. Orv just brushes by and flips the toilet open, starts pissing right in front of me. I shake my head and slip out. Under my breath, I mutter, “Goddamn uncivilized ape.”
Before I get two bites into my oatmeal—the cheapo instant kind with artificial apple flavoring Orv’s girlfriend, Denise, stuffs the cupboards full of as if it’s a health food—Orv is on my case again. “You never took the trash out yesterday,” he says as he rummages through the refrigerator for his lunch pail. He wiggles the pail out and sniffs the air. “Smells like a sewage plant in here.” 
Orv’s a decent enough guy: a little nice and a little annoying, like most people. I have a soft spot for him because of how he’s taken care of me. Maybe not soft enough, though. “Look who’s vying for Jerk of the Year,” I say, immediately regretting it. 
Miss Esther’s horn makes a last-ditch, squealing attempt at teasing Orv out of the house. 
Orv chews his thumb, hocks a loogie strait onto the chipped linoleum. “Just get this place cleaned up before Denise sees it,” he says stiffly, glancing around the ramshackle kitchen. “We had a deal.”
 I want to say something like, I didn’t ask for this or Don’t do me any favors. Instead, I force a plastic smile and shoot him a salute. “Aye-aye, Captain.”
Orv huffs out through the screen door, which rattles as it skids shut across the uneven porch. I think about that door a lot, how it’s my protection from things like thunderstorms and random violence (like the shooting last week, a block from the toothpick factory where Orv works). That door also keeps out the taunts of my peers and the love of my wayward parents, not that they’d bother to come knocking.
Sometimes it lets things in too. Things like Denise. Peppy, upbeat things that are so cheery I can’t help liking them when they bounce my way. “Did I miss Orv again?” Denise asks with a frown, an expression that seems to bother her face. She tosses her purse onto the countertop and plops down in a chair beside me. 
I nod and swallow. “By about half a minute.”
Denise is twenty, which makes her a year younger than Orv and five years older than me. She pulls the overnight shift at Welcome Home, an assisted living facility by the train station. Usually she gets back here fifteen minutes after Orv slides across Miss Esther’s front seat, but today she’s early. “Want a ride?” she asks me.
This falling-down house Gramp left Orv and me is only five-eighths of a mile from Industry High, where, four long weeks ago, I hit the tenth grade.
I twirl a spoon in my oatmeal. “Nah,” I say, even though I should accept the quasi-parental escort. Bullies are energetic in the morning. “I told Dr. Lassiter I’d help out at the shop later.” This means I’ll need my bike to get across town.
Denise pops out of her chair, smiles and pats my shoulder on her way to the sink. “Don’t say I didn’t offer.” 
 



 
My bike is in the garage, which is even more falling-down than the house. I jimmy the garage door a few inches off the cracked pavement and, with all of my two-hundred and twenty pounds, heave it toward the rafters. And, for once, it gives on the first try.
Riding a bike when you’re as fat as I am is part algebra, part circus act. A bit of math and a touch of magic. I cinch the straps of my backpack tighter, shimmy onto the undersized seat and kick off to a wobbly start. But in no time, I’m coasting along the weed-infested sidewalk, a cool breeze undercutting the tenacious North Carolina sun.
I don’t say this out loud, wouldn’t have the courage to let even Denise in on a dream so tender, but…
I want to be a cyclist. A competitor. The female Lance Armstrong.
When I reach the first crossroad on my route, Marigold Way, I stop at the sign and plant my feet in a patch of loose gravel, wait for the intersection to clear. Before it does, though, a shitty old beater car—a Dodge Dart, according to the once-proud insignia on its rear end—rolls up beside me, a cloud of pot smoke trailing out its open window.
I try not to look, but I can’t help it.
The guy in the passenger seat, a smartass freshman named Sydney Vale with goldfish-orange hair and giant, splotchy freckles, makes eye contact with me and bursts out laughing.
I snort softly to myself, peer deeper into the Dart, where I note Evan Richter slouching behind the wheel, his sunken squirrel eyes glassy and dazed. He screwed me three weeks ago, behind a dugout at the Little League field. Took all of five seconds.
The traffic on Marigold dies out, and the Dart glides away. As it goes, I spot Craig and Corey Benson, their twin black ‘fros unmistakable through the Dart’s rear window. They screwed me in the brush by the river over the summer, one after the other. Corey was better.
I put my feet to the pedals and pump, do the math on the Dart as I clear the intersection. Three out of four. I’ve been screwed by everyone but twerpy little Sydney Vale (mostly because I have a rule: no one younger than me). Otherwise, I could’ve been nailed by a hundred percent.
Around the corner from school, a scraggly stray cat I call Buttercup strides out from between two houses—much nicer houses than the hole where Orv, Denise, and I live—and starts trotting along behind my bike. By the way he hounds me, I figure the fleabag must have gotten it into his head he’s a dog. 
“Shoo!” I holler over my shoulder. I flail my arm around to convince him to go, but he refuses to bug off. I wouldn’t mind the puny sucker so much, but he’s one of the main sources of material for the jerkwad bullies. And I’m sort of sick of being referred to as “The Pussy Whisperer.”
I pull over and drop my bike in the grass. I’m close enough to school now that the torment may begin at any moment, but, for now, no one seems to notice me.
I slip my backpack off, unzip one of its cavernous pockets and root around. Buttercup mews a few words of encouragement, nudges my hand deeper. Eventually I come up with a mostly melted Milky Way (the end of my stash) and a few errant corn nuts that escaped the last garbage dump.
“Good kitty,” I coo. I deposit the corn nuts on the sidewalk, and Buttercup gives them a perfunctory sniff. With my teeth, I rip through the candy wrapper and squeeze the gooey chocolate into my mouth.
I scratch Buttercup behind his ears and on the back of his neck. This is sad, I think. Pathetic even. As sick as it makes me to admit it, I love this doofus cat more than my parents love me.
You know what’s worse than being abandoned by your parents, though? Not being allowed to be ticked about it. Because when your parents jet off to dig wells in remote third world villages, eradicate malaria, and funnel medicine to AIDS babies, your hurt turns selfish and insignificant pretty quickly.
 



 
Dr. Harvey Lassiter is the closest thing I’ve got to a parent nowadays, because as hard as Orv and Denise try, I’m not sure they’ve got it in ‘em. 
I fly over to Harvey’s shop on my Target-special Schwinn, jam on its brakes and squeal its tires to a dusty stop. At a chunky metal rack out front, I chain it up. 
A little bell over the door jingles merrily as I rumble inside. “Hey, kiddo,” Dr. Lassiter says with an open smile. He doesn’t even have to look up from the jumble of tools and bicycle parts on the carpet in front of him to know it’s me. “Hope you’re ready to roll up your sleeves today.”
Dr. Lassiter—Harvey, as he insists I call him—is sixty-something years old with a full head of silver-white hair (the only feature that makes him look his age) and a trim, sinewy build. He used to be the principal of Industry High, where I landed in his office because of a schoolyard brawl I decided to win. A month later, he caught Noah Rice screwing me in the janitor’s closet. We both got a week of in-school suspension.
Harvey retired in June. The same week, he opened The Pit, a bicycle sales and repair shop in Industry’s shuttered downtown. Besides The Pit, three other establishments survive on this strip of baked earth: a payday loan store, a liquor emporium, and a Baptist church.
“Whatcha got for me?” I ask, trying to sound nonchalant. The phrase “roll up your sleeves” has me hoping Harvey’s going to let me do more than spiff up displays or punch sales into the computer. 
“I need you to design some fliers,” he tells me. “I tried to do a mockup, but it didn’t go very well, I’m afraid.” He frowns, gestures at the counter. “Have a look-see.”
I wander toward the register, dip my hand in a fishbowl of Milky Ways and pull one out. “A race?” I say, more to myself than Harvey, as I eye the stick-figure drawing he’s scrawled across the back of a paper grocery sack. I peel the wrapper from the candy and pop it (the candy, not the wrapper) in my mouth. As I chew, I gurgle, “You’re having…a bike race?”
“Not until spring,” he says. “I want to give folks a long lead-time, so they can train. Plus, I’ve gotta iron out some kinks with the town clerk. Permits and such.” A slippery grin tugs at the corners of his mouth, as if he knows what I’m about to say next.
“Can I…?” I ask, tucking my lip under my teeth. “Do you think I’d be able to…?” 
He shrugs. “No reason why you couldn’t,” he says optimistically. “But this is going to be a pretty rigorous affair. Not for the faint of heart.”
The paper sack advertisement, in its charming, childish way, informs me that competitors in The Pit’s inaugural “Yo-Yo” race will zing from Industry to Desolation, North Carolina and back (hence, the Yo-Yo moniker, I assume). “How far is it?” I wonder aloud. With just one car and forever-limited gasoline, Orv, Denise, and I seldom venture beyond a three-mile radius from home.
“Twenty-four miles and some change,” Harvey says. “Clocked it myself the other day. Of course, I’ll have to get a more precise measurement before the starting gun blazes.”
There’s a tub of art supplies jammed in the back of the closet in The Pit’s grubby office, including a quality array of acrylic paints I hauled down here myself (a final gift from Gramp) and used to decorate the display windows with exploding fireworks and lopsided, wavy American flags. That was back on Independence Day, and the damn paintings are still there. You’d almost think this place is too busy for me to take them down.
I duck out and return with the tub balanced on my hip, its handles digging into a roll of flab around my midsection and compressing my liver. “What about the windows?” I ask. I shuffle over to the bigger of the two panes and struggle to tuck the tub into a corner, where the few customers we get in this place won’t be bound to trip over it. “I could paint a sign up here.” I give the glass a friendly tap. “Something eye-catching and colorful. A kid on a bike, walking the dog?” I suggest, referencing the yo-yo trick. 
Harvey shakes his head, smirks as if I’m the smartest person he’s ever known. “That’s why you get the big bucks,” he says, and we both laugh.
Harvey doesn’t pay me in money. He can’t afford to. Instead, he keeps the fishbowl stocked with candy and slips me a few cans of cat food here and there, which I pass along to Buttercup.
The truth is, Buttercup is about as much of a stray as I am, since he’s always welcome at our falling-down door. (Not inside, though. Orv claims to be allergic.) At least the cat’s got people who care about him, I figure, even if they’re not the ones who are supposed to. 
 



 
Tom Cantwell is waiting for me outside The Pit when Harvey locks the place up for the evening. Tom wants to screw me. He’s a virgin. And my friend. I don’t do friends (another rule). Virgins, on the other hand? My specialty. 
“Night,” I call over my shoulder at Harvey, who is already strapping his helmet on and mounting his Trek. (He doesn’t own a car, only the most awesome bike known to man.) He throws me a courtesy wave and vanishes.
I turn to Tom. “What’re you doing here?”
He stares into space and kicks his stumpy BMX’s front tire, which is underinflated, as I unchain the Schwinn. “Nothing,” he says.
I roll my eyes, straighten up and, with a sigh, say, “Not this again.” The whole lack-of-screwing thing has driven a wedge between me and Tom, one of the few people in town I can count as a friend.
“What?” he says with mock confusion, as if screwing me wouldn’t dial down the tension between us.
“You know very well what.” I get the Schwinn going (admittedly slowly, since I’m not really trying to flee him). 
“Maybe I do,” he says coolly, following me in a nice straight line, his bike upright and all business as I sway mine playfully from side to side.
“I told you my policy.”
He snorts. “What if I hated you, like them?” he says, the word them sounding as if it’s infested with maggots.
“What if?” I shake my hair in the breeze, pretend not to care.
He buzzes ahead of me, waits for me to catch up. “Your policy is dumb,” he says. “I mean, it’s dumb that you have a policy.”
As I go to pass him, he cuts me off and skids to a halt, forcing me to stop too. Barely. I dig my toes into the dirt and say, “Can we change the subject?”
I pause long enough to really look at Tom (not my usual M.O.), something about the way his pale eyes shimmer in the setting sun weakening my defenses.
Another thing seducing me is the aching strum of cricket wings bowing against one another, their songs consuming the early autumn air. It’s been nine years since my parents dumped me (quite literally) on Gramp’s stoop in their harried rush to catch a midnight flight to Uganda. I stopped sensing the crickets seven years ago.
But tonight they return. “Do you hear that?” I say, my voice tinged with awe.
Tom cocks his head, strains as if he’s listening across a great distance. “Hear what?”
I rock my bike closer to his until we’re side by side, near enough to touch. “The crickets,” I whisper. “They’re singing.”
He chuckles faintly, leans in and says, “Yes, they are.” Awkwardly he lays a hand on my arm. Then, with supreme boldness, he kisses me, his lips as moist and warm as I’ve ever imagined any boy’s.
It’s my first time.


 
 
chapter 2
 
I MISSED nineteen days of school last year. If you miss twenty, you automatically flunk and repeat the grade. The fact that I got so close to the wire wasn’t an accident. It was a plan. A dangerous one, since a bout of food poisoning nearly shoved me over the line at the end of May. But there’s no way I can spend even one extra minute in a place that has so soundly rejected me.
Tom is an outcast too, but for different reasons than I am. He’s all overgrown and gangly, nothing but arms and legs and an upside-down peanut of a head. I suspect he reminds people of an insect. 
It doesn’t help that he has a mind of his own, either. Not too many kids our age appreciate that kind of thing, unless you’re blessed with the immutable good looks of a pop star or an underwear model.
Today I have somehow made it past the closing bell at school without anyone messing with me. But as soon as I hustle the Schwinn off Industry High property, Malcolm Gates starts in.
“Cotton!” he bellows from a few steps behind me. I don’t answer. “Yo, Cotton!” He sounds agitated, which makes me wonder what kind of hassle I’m in for. Truth be told, I prefer the kind where the jerkwad and I slip off for a quick screw to the kind where said jerkwad belittles and intimidates me for the whole world to see.
And I’m in luck.
Malcolm catches up and steers me by the handlebars of the Schwinn down a dead-end street where a bunch of old folks hibernate behind their neatly manicured lawns and freshly sealed driveways. 
I’ve been down this road before. Several times, in fact. A hundred yards beyond the last house—a golden rancher with a scattering of pink flamingos in the yard—is a dilapidated tree house at the edge of the woods, probably a relic from a time when the geezers on this block had kids my age.
I shoot a glance over my shoulder, back toward school. Right before it happens, I get a surge of adrenaline. A final tug of conscience. A whisper I’ve trained myself to ignore. 
I prop the Schwinn against the trunk of the tree and start seesawing up the makeshift ladder. From the ground, Malcolm cups my ample bottom in his hands (girly hands that are three sizes too small) and gives me a helpful boost. Then he scampers up behind me.
As always, the tree house is drowning in refuse: a mountain of stubby cigarette butts; jagged, menacing beer bottles; fast-food wrappers galore; a number of spent condoms.
I’ve been on The Pill since I was twelve, when Denise carted me off to the clinic for a “big girl” checkup. There was nobody else to take charge of such matters except Orv and, back then, Gramp, both of whom were pretty old-school when it came to the vagaries of the female cycle. Sometimes I worry about diseases, but not too much.
Behind me, Malcolm unbelts his jeans (I can tell by the way his buckle jangles against his button-fly) and then starts pawing at the elastic waistband of my shorts. I make to turn around, figuring he’ll want to get on top. Missionary is the preferred position of boys around here. But Malcolm grabs my hips, keeps my back to his front, pulls me to my knees.
Only one other boy has screwed me doggie-style: Justin White, Industry High’s star quarterback. It’ll be two now, I guess (though it’s probably no coincidence, since Malcolm is Justin’s go-to receiver). 
Malcolm tugs one side of my shorts down in a careless, offensive way that makes me feel more like a prostitute than a needy tubbo with a flat-lined sense of self-worth. But that’s not the worst of it. When he goes for the other side, my shorts and underwear stick between two rolls of flab and refuse to come down. 
He hangs his chin over my shoulder and says into my ear, “Hey, Billy, a little help here?”
Billy? As low as I am, you wouldn’t think I could sink any lower. 
I yank my shorts back up. “My name is Roberta Josephine Cotton!” I spout as I spin around. A look of pure bewilderment shoots across Malcolm’s concave, eyebrow-dominated face. “Excuse me!”
Malcolm fumbles with his pants, and I shove past him for the tree house exit. He grabs for my arm but misses. “What…?” he mutters as my toes hit the first rung of the ladder.
Three feet from the ground, I fling myself off the tree and dive for the Schwinn, which I mount sloppily and race to pedal away. My heart bangs in my ears, and tears spurt from my eyes like a pinhole leak from a garden hose. 
I don’t look back.
 



 
My parents have shown their faces in North Carolina exactly once in the nine years since they left, and that was six years ago. And only because they were nominated for a humanitarian award that was up for grabs in Washington, D.C. Apparently Industry was a convenient stop-off on the way to or from the ceremony. They spent forty-five minutes with me at a McDonald’s, every second of which they wasted yammering about orphans and droughts and a freaky flesh-eating bacterium. It broke my heart.
“Where are we going?” I ask Orv and Denise in a whiny tone I hope wears on their nerves as much as it does mine. If they’d just answered me the first four times I’d asked, we could be cruising along in blissful silence right now.
Orv steadies his eyes on the road and curls his spindly fingers around the steering wheel, which bucks and shimmies whenever the Royale surpasses sixty miles per hour. 
Denise twists sideways in the passenger seat, smiles all the way up to her eyes. “Don’t you like surprises, Roberta?”
Not only has Denise dolled me up in a poufy polka-dotted skirt as if I’m a prized sow she plans to show at the county fair, but suddenly she’s calling me Roberta? “It’s Bobbi-Jo,” I say flatly. “And, no. Not particularly.”
“We’re almost there,” Orv says. “Just keep your britches on straight.”
I want to be mad, since I sense something unnerving on the horizon. But all I can do is laugh, which raises Denise’s hopes. “That’s the spirit,” she says, chuckling right along with me. “Relax and be yourself.”
I give a confused half-shrug.
The highway is deserted. Orv tucks the Royale into the slow lane behind a clattering dump truck and locks the cruise control on fifty-five. It occurs to me that, once upon a time, way back when Gramp rolled this car off the dealer’s lot brand new, it was a pretty spiffy machine.
A few minutes pass with nobody saying a word, time I spend watching rocks jump out of the bed of the dump truck and ping off the Royale’s sun-bleached hood (and wondering what Orv and Denise have cooked up). 
An eighth of a mile before the next exit (to a place called Hollyhock) Orv hits the brakes and glides the Royale toward the off-ramp. For no reason, my muscles tense. “I don’t feel well,” I say. I crank the window down, and a cool breeze washes over me. But it’s not enough to quell the jags of nausea gulping through my gut. I plead, “Can you pull over?” 
Orv shakes his head. “Here?”
We are now on a two-lane country road with long stretches of muddy tire tracks crisscrossing the pavement. A gob of vomit spits from the back of my throat into my mouth. “Anywhere.”
Denise scans the shoulder of the road and settles on a bare, sandy patch of land she indicates by poking at the window glass. I grip the door handle as the Royale eases over, every ounce of my energy concentrated on suppressing my gag reflex. Before Orv has a chance to reach across the steering column and shift the Royale into park, I pull the door handle and eject. The Royale comes to a full stop as my palms and bare knees press into the sand, a splash of vomit painting the brown grass before me.
My eyes are pinched shut, so I don’t see Denise when, from somewhere behind me, she spouts, “Holy Toledo!” (She has an aversion to cursing.) “Are you all right?!”
I steal a sideways glance and spot Orv’s good tennis shoes, the navy-blue ones with bright white laces, heading in my direction. The shoes stop. “Here you go,” says Orv. He shakes a handful of crumpled napkins at me, which I weakly accept and use to wipe my mouth. Denise helps me dust myself off, and then we get right back into the Royale and press on. 
 Past a delinquent gas station and a field of mangy pumpkins is one of those old-time dining cars with a giant neon sign beckoning customers to “Eat at Pablo’s.” Orv slows the Royale, makes the turn into the lot without signaling. I take a few deep breaths in hopes of settling my stomach. “We drove all the way out here for this?” I mutter.
Denise frowns. “Just give it a chance,” she says. “I bet you’ll be happy you came.”
Orv leads the charge as we shuffle up the cement steps, which lend a sense of stability to what otherwise resembles a fly-by-night affair. Inside the diner, I am so distracted by the glinting of stainless steel (which covers nearly every surface) that, at first, I don’t notice Duncan and Marie. When I finally spot them curled up at a circular tufted-vinyl booth in the corner, my brain does a double-take. The rest of me freezes.
“Roberta Josephine!” my mother squeals, her warm brown eyes pinned on my stunned expression. “Get over here!” She throws her arms up haphazardly. “Let me have a look at you, sweet darlin’.”
I stay put, move my gaze to my father’s face, searching for an explanation. But all I find is an apologetic grimace that might as well be a shrug. “Hello, Bobbi,” he says. “Lovely to see you.”
Stiffly I force my lips to utter, “Hello, Duncan.” I throw a nod my mother’s way. “Marie.”
Orv and Denise plunk down and start making chitchat, but I am struck with a rabid case of fight-or-flight. After a couple of minutes of shifting around awkwardly on my kitten heels, though, I’m left with no choice but to join them. From the edge of the booth, where I reluctantly perch, I watch Marie dazzle Orv and Denise with tales of untamed bushmen, cobra close-encounters, and wild-elephant stampedes, all the while tossing French fries into her carefree, smiling mouth and gesticulating with crazed abandon. The oversized shawl she wears—colorful and obviously handmade—sways violently as she speaks, its fringed trim picking up French fry grease and depositing it across the table in streaks and dots.
My father is the opposite of my mother, this much I remember from my younger years, a time when my wellbeing somehow trumped my parents’ medical ambitions (they’re both trauma surgeons) and even their spiritual calling to the ministry. 
“What are you doing here?” I ask Duncan, who adjusts his eyeglasses and regards me as if I’m a bacterium upon which he has unexpectedly stumbled. Or maybe a new species of subhuman worthy of a field study. 
He locks eyes with Marie, his face tense and twitchy, the half-smile he offers me forced. “Pookie,” he says in an uptight-yet-sugary tone, “didn’t you tell Bobbi we were coming?”
My mother pops her shoulders into a shrug, rolls her eyes as if my father is being dramatic. “I told Denise.” She wags her hand through the air. “I can’t help it if she didn’t…”
“But…what are you doing here?” I repeat. Under the table, I slip my hand into my skirt pocket and withdraw a Milky Way, which I tear open and begin chomping.
Instead of answering me, my mother nudges Orv out of the booth and slinks out behind him, the shawl trailing in her wake. My eyes widen as she straightens her hunched frame, her stomach protruding. She runs her hands lovingly over her belly and, sporting a wide grin, yelps, “Surprise!”
I blink. 
Stare. 
Blink. 
Stare.
Unless I’ve consumed tainted candy and am now hallucinating…
Marie is pregnant. 


 
 
chapter 3
 
MY PARENTS are hypocrites. After years of lecturing everyone on the virtues of Namibia, Zimbabwe and Ethiopia, they hightailed it back to the good ol’ US of A to pop out the newest Cotton. (A boy, they tell me. They’re naming him Roy.)
And while Roy finishes cooking in Marie’s volcano of a belly, they want me to move into the barn they’re renting (yes, a literal barn) in Hollyhock and help them “feather the nest.” 
What I want to do is hang with Harvey at The Pit, train for the Yo-Yo, and maybe kiss Tom Cantwell again.
 



 
I mope into The Pit, the normally peppy bell dinging halfheartedly over my head. Out the side of my mouth, I mumble, “Hey, Harvey.”
Something strange has been happening since I painted that folksy ad for the Yo-Yo on the display window: actual customers (!) one of whom has Harvey’s rapt attention. “This model should suit you just fine,” he tells the woman, a middle-aged teacher-type with a mop of fake blond curls. He taps the bike’s fender encouragingly. “Don’t you think?”
The woman seems more enamored with Harvey than the bike. She smiles, twirls her hair and, with a flirtatious lilt, says, “Does it come with riding lessons?”
I amble over to the counter, absently hook my fingers into the fishbowl for a Milky Way but end up withdrawing them in surprise. Harvey has swapped my favorite candy for some crinkly-wrappered, fruit-and-nut-clustered granola bars. 
Another middle-aged woman—this one petite, brunette, and a bit biker-chick around the edges—strides into the shop with a boy of about ten, who is tugged as if by a magnet toward our new skateboarding section.
I stay put at the register, wait for Harvey to steer the teacher-lady my way, which he does swiftly and with finesse. When I offer her our bike-repair plan for an extra thirty dollars, she accepts with a vigorous nod and a “Why, thank you!”
Ten minutes later, I ring up a vintage orange Penny board for the kid, who pays me with a fistful of crumpled ones and fives and a bunch of loose change. Once the kid clunks out the door, Harvey and I again have The Pit to ourselves.
“What’s up with these?” I ask, dangling one of the granola bars between my thumb and forefinger and wearing a sour face.
Harvey gives me a sly smile. “Nutrition,” he says. “Fuel.” He moves in and drapes a supportive hand over my shoulder. “You can’t keep eating junk,” he tells me with a wave at the windows, “if you’re going to win this race.”
I glance down at my vast jellyroll (known in normal-sized folks as the upper abdomen), which overhangs the counter and blocks whatever view I might have had of my shoes. “Come on,” I say, despite my disappointment. “There’s no way I’d ever…”
“We don’t know that,” Harvey snaps. “It depends on who signs up and how hard you’re willing to work to beat them.”
“But…look at me,” I say. “Don’t you think…?”
Harvey shakes his head. “No, I don’t. What I think is that you have a challenge in front of you. A challenge you can meet with the right mix of effort and determination. The only way to fail is to quit—or never to try in the first place.”
Once in a while, Harvey slips back into his principal persona, and I just follow along. “You’re probably right,” I say, trying to conjure an upbeat expression. “When do we start training?”
Harvey studies me for a moment and then breaks out in a wide grin. “Whenever you give the word.”
I grin back. “Word.”
 



 
The girls at school hate me. Not just because I’m a tubbo, but because I’m a tramp. Because I let their brothers and boyfriends screw me with impunity. Rumors have been floating around Industry High since halfway through last year, when I let Alphonse James take my virginity, opening the flood gates. 
Most of the guys know the rumors are true, because either they’ve screwed me, or one of their buddies has. The girls seem reluctant to believe that any boy would dip a toe in my pond, let alone the caliber (I use the term loosely) of guy who’s been known to skulk around my shore. Mostly the girls loathe me out of suspicion. And fear. I can sense the shudders roll through them in the hallways, when, for the briefest instant, they realize I’m not so different from them.
I have special permission from the principal (Harvey made sure of it before he abdicated the throne) to take my lunch in the band room with my kissing buddy, Tom, who plays a mean clarinet, and two or three rotating band geeks, depending on the day. Realistically, this is my pool of friends at Industry High.
I slide my backpack off my shoulder and drop it to the gritty floor, trying to balance my lunch tray one-handed. As I rock my way onto a wooden stool, a dented apple skips across the tray and threatens to jump overboard. I catch it just in time. “Hi,” I say to Tom, who seems oddly mesmerized by my lunch selections. I chomp a big hunk out of the apple. “How goes?”
Tom shrugs.
Our fellow diners today are Ruby Talent—an amiable flautist with severe corrective lenses, a chipmunk’s overbite, and a name more suited for Broadway than the Industry High marching band—and Bernard Jenkins, a chunky (not quite tubbo) trumpeter with an effeminate voice and a futuristic watch that beeps every half hour to remind him to ingest his various medications. I murmur greetings to both of them and then turn my attention back to Tom, who, when compared to the rest of our motley group, looks—dare I say?—normal. “Are we still on for Saturday?” I ask.
When I told Tom about the Yo-Yo race, and, particularly, my plans to compete, he vehemently disagreed. He said I didn’t need to lose weight (yeah, right), like that was my sole reason for entering. I’m beginning to suspect, based on his attraction to someone of my enhanced voluptuousness, that Tom may be a closet fatty-lover. “I guess,” he says, begrudgingly agreeing to uphold the practice session we’ve scheduled prior to my first real training with Harvey, “but I promised my dad I’d help him rake in the morning, so it’ll have to be after three.”
Tom’s father and stepmother own a trailer park a couple of miles north of Industry High, where they lord over their single-wide tenants (in a benevolent way, of course) from their snazzy, top-of-the-line double-wide. “Okay,” I say. “I’ll bike over. It’ll be a good warm-up.”
Bernard’s watch beeps. He flips open one of the compartments of his pill organizer and gnaws through a disc-shaped yellow medication that reminds me of a Necco wafer. Ruby eyes the pill and asks, “Can I have one?”
Bernard grimaces. “My mother counts ‘em.”
“You could say you dropped it,” she suggests.
I glance at Tom, whose soft lips part as if they’re poised to comment on the potential drug deal. Instead, he says to me, “If you come at four, nobody else’ll be home.”
Why doesn’t he just come out and say, Can I screw you at four on Saturday? At least that would be more dignified than the weaselly game he’s playing.
I clamp my knees together. “I’ll see you at three.”
 



 
I coast through the entrance of the Ocean Gates Mobile Home Community (Seriously? Industry is in the boonies, nowhere near a salty body of water), my stick-straight hair matted to my damp back, sweat crusted over my downy eyebrows, a random bug or three splattered across my tent-sized tank top. Tom’s house is on the left, immediately following the turnoff from the main road, which I remember from a previous visit here for an end-of-school shindig.
I lean the Schwinn against the steps and rap on the door. Then I wait. No one answers, so I knock again. A few seconds later, a motor turns over behind the trailer park’s office, the only permanent structure on this patch of North Carolina woodland, its A-frame design reminding me of a teepee. 
The tail end of a battered pickup reverses into view, then its full body. Inside are Tom’s father and stepmother, windows down, stereo cranking out some old fogie hits. From a trio of sun-browned, grease-stained fingers, a cigarette hangs out the driver’s window.
Tom’s father catches sight of me, and I wave. “Oh, hey there…Bobbi,” he says with a twang and a grin. He pulls the truck onto the lawn. “Tom’s feedin’ the chickens.” He gestures at the stockade fence with his cigarette, spilling a puff of hot ash onto the grass. “Go ahead back.”
“Okay,” I say. I lumber down the steps and head for the fence, which is tied shut with a length of frayed rope. Over my shoulder, I shout, “Thanks, Mr. Cantwell!” There is no reply other than the truck’s engine ticking ominously as it creeps away.
Tom’s backyard is nothing like the one Orv, Denise, and I share, prompting me to consider trailer park ownership a worthy occupation. Gramp used to refer to our dusty little plot of land as “Postage Stamp, USA.” Tom’s place, on the other hand, boasts a rolling green expanse the size of a football field, complete with a giant trampoline, an above-ground pool, and a tidy little chicken house. 
I slip inside the fence and meander. The chicken coop reminds me of an elaborate dollhouse an obscenely rich parent might lavish upon his or her spoiled offspring. “Knock, knock,” I say as I tug its wood-framed, wire-mesh door ajar.
Tom jumps, clattering the rake he’s holding against a giant metal birdfeeder. “Geez,” he says, “way to sneak up on a person.”
I giggle. “Sorry.” I step just over the threshold (there’s not enough room in the coop for someone of my ampleness) and strain to hear over the hiccupping squawks of ten or twelve hens pecking around. “What’d you forget about me?” 
He tucks the rake into a corner and ushers me outside. “Nah.  I got a late start this morning,” he says with a ghost of an eye roll. “It’s Wilma’s birthday.”
“Oh.” From what I know of Tom’s stepmother, Wilma, she’s sort of like the Julia Roberts character in Pretty Woman: a hooker with a heart of gold. (Not literally, of course. Wilma works part-time as a bartender at The Plough Horse and, in her off time, sunbathes and churns out macramé knickknacks.) 
Tom hikes up the back steps, pauses at the screen door and says, “Want a drink?”
I shrug. “Sure.” I trudge along behind him, into the double-wide’s bright, wallpapered kitchen. He scuffs a stool away from a faux wooden island and motions for me to sit, then pours two ice-filled tumblers of lemonade. We gulp in eager bursts, awkward and silent, not sure what to make of each other after so many years of being “just friends.”
“We should get to work,” I say once the glasses are emptied and sweaty, water rings pooling in their wakes. If we don’t start the training session pronto, there’s a distinct possibility I’ll end up letting Tom Cantwell screw me.
He gives me a sweet, doe-eyed smile, clangs the glasses together on his way to the sink. When he passes the refrigerator, his gaze hangs for a moment on the five-by-seven Glamour Shot of his late mother that’s slapped to the freezer with a bunch of random magnets. I can’t help noticing that the woman has (or had) the same number of chins I do. Tom catches me looking, nods toward the living room and says, “Let’s go.”
 



 
Tom’s father lets him drive that dilapidated work truck around the trailer park, since, technically, Ocean Gates is private property. “I clocked a few routes,” he tells me as we spin our bikes out of the gravel driveway. He waves an arm toward the sun, which glows orange in the mellow autumn sky. “If we do Pebble, White Sands, and Boardwalk, it’s a mile almost exactly. We could do it three or four times and build up our endurance.”
“You got any routes mapped for speed?” I ask, figuring I’ve already worked the endurance angle on the ride over and will be tasked with repeating the performance upon my return home.
Tom nods, pops a wheelie and bounces back to earth. “Sea Spray,” he says. “It’s a straight shot. Not a lot of houses back there, either.”
I cruise up beside him, encourage my stringy hair to flutter in the breeze like a Sports Illustrated swimsuit model’s. “What’re you waitin’ for?” I ask, trying to sound flirty and carefree, like a normal fifteen-year-old. Like a girl who prays to Jesus for a shot at her first real boyfriend. Like a girl who hasn’t spread her chapped thighs for every backward ape to grunt her way.
Tom goes into race mode, whizzes out in front of me like a bottle rocket toward the heavens. I pump harder, faster, give him the best run I can. But it’s no use: A girlie tubbo without so much as a fiber of muscle in her being has no chance against a gangly nerd-boy on a testosterone-stoked mission.
I fall back, try to settle my ragged breaths, clear the perspiration from my brow with the back of my hand. Tom senses my surrender, peers over his shoulder and shouts, “Come on, Cotton!”
Ahead of Tom, a cream-colored compact car with a navy-blue passenger door reverses out of a driveway. I grip the handlebars of the Schwinn and squeeze its brakes into action. But Tom is the one in danger. Before I can blurt a warning, he smacks into the car’s rear quarter-panel, skids over its trunk, and lands on the pavement with a thud. The BMX boomerangs into my path.
I drop the Schwinn to the ground and chug around the car, which has halted in the middle of the road. When I reach Tom’s side, he’s already struggling to his knees. “Are you okay?” I squeak. I suck in a breath, offer him my arm as a crutch. With a string of groans, he makes a creaky ascent to his feet. 
In my peripheral vision, I notice the tiny, narrow frame of a person coming our way. “Oh, dear,” a woman’s shaky, wet voice says. 
I move my eyes from Tom’s ripped jeans to the woman’s pruned, perplexed face. “Don’t you look where you’re going?!” I cry. “You almost killed him!” (Well, maybe not, but it felt good to say.)
Tom runs a palm over his chest, as if he’s verifying his heartbeat. “I’m all right,” he murmurs, his words weak and slow. 
In a dreamy tone, the woman says, “Do we need an ambulance?”
“Where’s my bike?” asks Tom.
“Can you walk?” I say. He takes a few cautious steps. “What about your lungs?” I continue. “Are you breathing okay?”
He puffs his lungs full of air, winces a little. “I don’t know,” he admits with a stunted shrug.
“Should I call an ambulance?” the woman repeats.
A young dude on a Harley roars up, stops and squints at us. “Y’all set?” He stares down the BMX, which I now realize has a blown tire.
Tom hobbles in the direction of the bikes, and I follow. “Fine, I guess,” I answer for him. 
“You sure?” the guy says.
Again, the woman: “I’ll get the phone.”
“Forget it,” I snap. “His parents own the place. They know where you live.”
 


 
 
chapter 4
 
AVOCADO GREEN. That’s the color of the phone thrumming its throaty ring against our sunny yellow kitchen wall. It’s a sound that reminds me of Buttercup’s measured purring: comforting in its predictability. It also makes Orv, Denise, and me special, since we’re probably the only folks left in America without cellular phones.
“Hello?” I say, the word coming out in a gasp.
“Roberta?” It’s Marie. She doesn’t recognize my voice.
I consider pretending to be Denise. “Speaking.”
“Oh, good,” she says, all syrupy. “I’m glad I caught you.” I don’t respond. “Your father and I would like you to come over for dinner.”
The phone cord, which was once twelve feet of tight coils, is now slack, undone, as limp as a morning glory in the midday sun. I trail it along behind me as I scuff into the living room, a library copy of Into Thin Air tucked under my arm. “What for?”
“To eat,” she says. (I wish she was being sarcastic, but I don’t think she knows how.) “And to talk.”
I plop down on the scratchy plaid couch. “About?”
“Pardon me?”
“About?” I repeat louder.
She hesitates. “Well, about…” I imagine her blinking her wide chocolate eyes, trying to come up with a phrasing that doesn’t put us at odds. “Don’t you want to be part of this?”
By “this” I assume she means the baby, Roy. “It’s not really my business,” I say diplomatically. The response that pops into my mind is much meaner.
She clucks with incredulity. “But…of course it’s your business,” she says, as if she’s talking herself into the idea. “We’re a family.”
The woman can’t possibly be buying what she’s selling. Donating an egg and hanging around just long enough to make sure the little critter you’ve spawned doesn’t gnaw its own leg off hardly makes one a parent. “I like it here,” I say, pinching a few strands of shag carpeting between my toes.
Marie’s voice shoots up a couple of octaves. “It’s settled then,” she says. “You’ll stay in Industry during the week and Hollyhock on the weekends.”
I snort. “I don’t think so. Harvey needs me to—”
“Don’t get fresh, Roberta Josephine,” my mother interrupts. “If we have to, your father and I can—”
“What? What can you and Duncan do?”
A long pause thickens the air. When Marie’s voice comes back, it’s a whisper. “We’ve missed you, Bobbi,” she says. “Won’t you come share a meal with your father and me?”
The part of me that loves my parents tussles with the part of me that’s been stung by them. “Okay,” I force myself to say. Because even though I may regret granting it to them, my heart tells me that Duncan and Marie deserve one last chance. 
 



 
As I sit cross-legged on the bristly grass at the edge of our driveway, tracing abstract shapes in a gully of dirt with a birch twig and waiting on Duncan and Marie to fetch me, mangy old Buttercup’s adorable face peeks out from under the Royale.
I’m no expert on cats, but I think Buttercup’s what you’d call an orange tabby; he’s got a faint stripe pattern to his creamsicle-colored fur that reminds me of a tiger’s (and makes me figure I should’ve christened him something more rugged, like Rocky). What I don’t like about Buttercup are his eyes, which resemble milky, yellowish-green pools of baby puke. 
I hold the twig in the air, and Buttercup rubs his neck, his cheek, the tip of his nose along its pocked-bark exterior, scratching a series of previously dormant itches. “They’re late,” I tell him about my parents, who should’ve been here fifteen minutes ago.
He nudges my fingers in an understanding way. Absently I reciprocate, stroke his saggy belly, tickle him until he whips away, agitated from the over-petting. “Get back here,” I say at his tail, which slices through the heavy, storm-charged air. “Buttercup!”
At the sound of his name, he cocks his head, goes into a prissy pout, his pink nose upturned, shoulders ramrod straight, not to be bothered with the likes of me. Nothing hurts me more than Buttercup getting in one of his moods, punishing me by disappearing for days on end. Luckily I’ve perturbed him to such an extreme only twice in our seven-year friendship.
I pucker my lips, squeak out a high-pitched kissing sound that coaxes him back to my side. Before I can make nice with him again, though, an unfamiliar brown minivan sputters to a stop at the curb out front (or where a curb ought to be, since our sick, patchy lawn bleeds right into the crumbling street). My mother’s shadowy form twists around in the passenger seat, and the van’s back door slides open from the inside.
I give Buttercup a goodbye scratch under his chin, and then, with a grumble and a huff, haul myself off the grass. When I clamber into the back of the van, Duncan and Marie go mum. “What?” I say. 
Duncan responds, “Hmm?”
Two of the three seatbelts have been mysteriously removed from the backseat. The final one is twisted in knots, its buckle stuck in a way that won’t allow it to stretch across my abdomen. “Nice deathtrap you’ve got here,” I mutter.
“Good to see you, Roberta,” my mother says.
I fiddle with the seatbelt until we hit the highway, at which point I resign myself to living dangerously. By the time I get this nasty, gnarled mess straight, we’ll be sitting down to a meal in Duncan and Marie’s barn in Hollyhock. “What took you so long?” I complain.
 “Our appointment at the ob-gyn ran late,” Marie says breezily.
My parents, a pair of trauma surgeons accustomed to living in the third world, are so concerned about this pregnancy—and my soon-to-be brother, Roy—that they’ve enlisted obstetric help? “That’s weird.”
“How so?” Duncan asks. “Medical professionals are frequently behind schedule.”
I tug a Milky Way from my pants and munch it down in two bites. Tomorrow, I swear, I’m gonna quit these things. “That’s not what I meant,” I say. “It’s weird that you guys went to a doctor, because…well, you’re doctors.” This is the most intimate thing I’ve said to my parents in my whole memory. And I regret it.
Marie taps her belly. “We’re not taking any chances this go ‘round.”
My father says, “Certainly not.”
I toss the candy wrapper onto the pristine-yet-shabby floor. “Are we almost there?” I ask. The van is starting to feel like an overgrown cage.
Duncan sucks his teeth. “Nine minutes, give or take,” he tells me. 
That’s better than ten, I guess. “What’s for dinner?” I try asking. Because, truth be told, I’m rather hungry.
My mother laughs. Not a friendly guffaw or a healthy, isn’t she precious? chuckle. More of a derisive snicker, the kind of laughing-at people try to disguise as laughing-with. “One track mind, huh, Roberta?”
I extend my leg, rap my toes against the back of her seat. “It’s just Bobbi,” I say. “Or Bobbi-Jo. I haven’t gone by Roberta in years.”
“I don’t care for either of those,” my father says, in a tone that comes off sounding like a period at the end of a sentence. “But it’s your name, so it’s up to you.”
Score one for the good guys. “Bobbi, then,” I say. Case closed.
Silence envelops the van for a good five minutes before Duncan powers on the radio, which plinks out a perky, instrumental tune. I inhale another Milky Way and think of Tom, who has been incommunicado since that old broad clipped him, laying him up with a hairline fracture of the right tibia. Come to think of it, Buttercup’s got a bit of a hitch in his step lately too. Perhaps I should bump him up on my worry list.
At last, Duncan pilots the van down a rutted dirt drive and jostles it to a stop kitty-corner to an ancient rust-and-earth-colored barn. But before we can make a dash for the entrance—a modern steel door cut haphazardly into the side of the barn and currently ajar—the sky opens up, dropping a steady ding of pea-sized hailstones on the van’s tinny roof and hood.
Duncan and Marie don’t seem to notice the turn of bad weather. Or to care. They slip leisurely out of the van, and, with little choice in the matter, I traipse along behind them.
“I didn’t hear anything about hail,” I comment once we’ve made it safely inside. 
I don’t know what I was expecting my parents’ barn to look like, but this definitely wasn’t it. I guess maybe I’d had two opposing visions dancing around in my mind: feral jungle hut or proper English tearoom (which goes to show how painfully limited my knowledge of Duncan and Marie really is). Because, as I look around, the scene that most readily comes to mind is an upscale city loft: sophisticated urban chic. 
Duncan drops his keys into a silver bowl that sits atop an island of what looks like glossy, reclaimed lumber, stained a deep, reddish mahogany. “What do you think?” he asks as I overtly stare.
“Not bad,” I say with an impressed nod. The place is one big, open room with a rolling ladder (the kind libraries use for reaching overhead stacks) leading to an actual loft space, which I can’t see much of from the ground level. “Where’s my room?” I wonder.
Marie chuckles, rubs gentle circles around the underside of her belly, the voluminous caftan she wears swishing and swaying across the creaky wooden floor. “The upstairs is partitioned,” she tells me. “A room for your father and me, and a spot for you and the baby.”
“Oh.”
Duncan peers into the fridge, his back hunched as he rearranges glass bottles of farm-sourced milk and freshly churned butter in tidy, wax-paper packets. If it weren’t for the Food Network, I’d be uneasy about the way Duncan and Marie live, their habits odd in comparison to the head-above-water ways to which Orv, Denise, and I are accustomed. Instead, I find my parents exotic.
My mother motions at a bamboo stool with a crescent moon-shaped seat that reminds me of the grin Gramp would suppress—quivery and notched at the edges—whenever I said something inappropriate but funny. 
I take Marie’s cue and sit (a little too forcefully, I guess), splitting the seat with a drawn out craaack! The sound ping-pongs off the walls and hangs in the air like the ring of a church bell. I cover my mouth and mumble, “Sorry.”
Duncan sets a cluster of grapes directly on the island and Marie begins nibbling them. “You know, Bobbi,” she says, the tone of a lecture creeping into her voice, “it wouldn’t hurt you to pursue a…healthier lifestyle.” She eyes the stool, which is now threatening to buckle under my weight; if a few more fibers give way, I’m a goner.
Duncan follows the grapes with a big wooden bowlful of salad and a plate of cucumbers and hummus. “The way you eat over there,” he says, referring to Orv, Denise, and me, “it’s no wonder…”
He shuts the refrigerator and I blink, realizing that these bunny offerings are what we’re meant to have for dinner. “Are you guys vegetarians?” I say.
Duncan doles out the salad on colorful square plates like the ones I’ve spied in the Pottery Barn catalogs Denise leaves sprinkled about the house. (She peruses the advertisements for inspiration and then decorates on the cheap.) My plate is orange; Duncan’s is robin’s-egg blue; Marie gets the purple. I pick at the edge of a lettuce leaf as Marie says, “There are whole continents ravaged by hunger. The production of meat consumes too many resources.”
“So you’re vegetarians?” I repeat.
“It’s healthful and environmentally responsible,” Duncan tells me, finally claiming a stool of his own. “And it’s the only way we can feed all seven-billion people on the planet. Flesh isn’t a viable option.”
I eat around a soggy mushroom and change the subject. “How long are you guys staying?” I ask. “I mean, when are you going back?”
Marie squints. “Back?”
“To…wherever,” I say with a twirl of my fork, embarrassed about not remembering which country they’ve most recently conquered. “On your mission.”
“We’ve got a new mission now,” Marie says, beaming at her belly. She locks eyes with Duncan, who looks abnormally emotive. “Isn’t that right, dear?”
A bulb of a tear forms in the corner of Duncan’s eye. “Perfectly right,” he murmurs, the tear spilling. “Perfectly.”


 
 
chapter 5
 
EXACTLY ONE important person has ever hailed from Industry, North Carolina, as far as I know anyway: Lex Arlington (at least that’s his stage name). As the legend goes, he began his career in local theater (meaning three counties over, in Guilford), where he honed his craft before launching for the big time: a squalid Los Angeles apartment and a steady trickle of TV spots for soda pop and mini hamburgers. Two years ago, he got cast as a hunky young lawyer on Penal Code 911. Now he’s a household name.
And he just strolled into The Pit.
 I’ve heard the rumors of Lex sightings around town, which seem to pop up once or twice a year, especially around Christmastime. But I never imagined I’d be lucky enough to witness one firsthand. “May I help you?” I say in my pleasant, public-persona tone to Lex and his companion, a leggy, sunglasses-clad brunette with a warm, orange glow and Silly Putty lips. 
Where the hell is Harvey? He’s missing the biggest thing to hit The Pit since…well, ever. 
Lex is athletic and blond, with eyes like freshly mown grass. The irises of a pharaoh. “Didn’t this place used to be a barbershop?” he asks, a hand nonchalantly draped over the handlebars of a Trek Speed Concept 9.5, the most expensive bike in the shop. Maybe now that he’s rich and famous, luxury goods are drawn to him like planets to the sun.
I form my lips into a nervous smile. “I think it did,” I find myself saying, not at all sure this is true.
The brunette laces her fingers around Lex’s and pulls him toward our meager selection of rollerblades, which conjures a wholesome image in my mind of the twosome skating hand-in-hand along a sunny California boardwalk. “Looking for anything in particular?” I ask, following along behind them but keeping my distance.
While the brunette spins the wheels of a sweet K2 skate with her thumb, Lex asks me, “You don’t know who I am, do you?”
This is perhaps the strangest thing anyone has ever said to me. I glance toward the backroom in hopes of spotting Harvey, but he must be bogged down with the monthly inventory. “You’re on TV, right?” I say.
He smiles. “You’re good. You had me going for a minute there,” he says with the same wink he’s employed to melt the hearts of a hundred gorgeous starlets back in Hollywood. “What’s your name?”
 I have the weirdest feeling that he should know my name already, like we’re friends through the TV. “Bobbi-Jo Cotton.”
“These should work,” the brunette interjects, dangling a raspberry-colored K2 by its tongue. “Size eight and a half.”
My feet are tiny. Size six. Stumps on a bloated tree. “Okay,” I say. “Let me check out back.” I scurry for the stockroom and, as I pass Harvey’s office door, raise my voice and say, “Hey, Harv, come here.”
I don’t wait for him to answer, my eyes trained like a laser on the neat rows of rollerblades I can see through the door-less stockroom entry. When I reach the K2s, a glad rush washes over me for the fact that Harvey’s made me organize the back-stocked merchandise so meticulously. 
But there are no eight and a halfs. I pull an eight and, miraculously, a nine (a size we don’t order too often due to its sluggish sales rate) and spin back out into the hall, where Harvey drifts from his office into my path. 
The size nines bang into his arm, then crash against the wall. “Sorry!” I gasp.
Harvey rubs at his elbow and eyes me with confusion. “Everything all right?”
“Come on,” I say, pushing past him. “You’ll never believe…”
Harvey trusts me, no questions asked. With a minimal sigh, he shuffles toward the sales floor, where Lex and the brunette are curled around each other on the extra-deep window ledge, my advertisement for the Yo-Yo race looking childish over their tilted heads, which are poised to kiss. 
I clear my throat as I approach. “We’ve got an eight and a nine,” I say in a hopeful tone, “but no eight and a half.”
The brunette stands up and Lex leans back, tucks his hands behind his head. I glance over my shoulder at Harvey, whose expression is inscrutable. “Can I help you with something?” he asks the brunette.
I dart my bulging eyes from Lex to Harvey and back again, but Harvey remains immune to my eyeball pointing. The brunette says, “I’ll try the eights.”
I lead her to a rickety Asian-style bench in front of the cash register, where she slips off her rhinestone-encrusted flip-flops (those can’t be diamonds, right?!) and crams her bare foot into one of the rollerblades. I hold out its mate and say, “You can try ‘em on the sidewalk, if you want.”
She gives me a closed-lipped smile that is quite lovely and not the least bit bitchy, as I’d expected. (The tabloids portray all of Lex Arlington’s conquests as money-grubbing trollops.) Softly she says, “Thank you.”
While the brunette ventures out onto the pothole-ridden walk, I pretend to dust the front counter. And I eavesdrop.
“How many’ve you got so far?” Lex asks Harvey.
“Mmm…let’s see,” Harvey says. “Twenty-six? No, no. Twenty-eight, counting Mr. and Mrs. Willard.”
“That’s it?”
Harvey shrugs, his back to me, his frame just wide enough to eclipse my view of Lex. “It’s meant to be an intimate affair. Not more than fifty riders, tops—although the permit covers us for a hundred.”
Lex lowers his voice, and for a few seconds, I’m in the dark. Then Harvey’s voice comes back, bright and bouncy. “Ten thousand?” he says, as if the number astounds him.
Lex stands. “To divvy up as you see fit,” he says. “And another ten for charity. Asthma’s prevalent around here, isn’t it?”
“It is,” replies Harvey.
“So the American Lung Association might make sense. It’s your call.”
Harvey simply nods. “That’s mighty generous of you.”
The brunette struggles with the door, so I rush over and shove it open from the inside. She blows by me, splashes down on the bench and says, “I’ll take ‘em.”
Lex grins at Harvey. “Do you accept out-of-state checks?”
“Sure do.”
“And where are those registration forms?” says Lex.
If I could do a cartwheel, I would. Instead, I say, “Right this way.”
 



 
Brent Flynn is a repeat customer and the only boy who calls to schedule appointments to screw me. I like that he knows my name and brings me little gifts (trinkets from the vending machine at the Bowl-A-Rama) as some kind of reward for when it’s over.
“Hello?” I squeak when I pick up the phone, my throat tense in anticipation of hearing Marie or Duncan.
“Bobbi?” It’s Brent. He’s called enough now that I recognize his voice.
I lean against the kitchen wall and spiral the phone cord around my finger. “Oh, hi.”
“What’re you doin’?”
“Nothing much,” I say. I think about Brent, how he might be a good guy (unlike the rest of the trolls who screw me), how he’s never uttered a mean or degrading word in my presence, how he’s extraordinarily sweet and polite to Melissa, his long-term girlfriend, who’s a virgin and intends to stay that way until she and Brent are married.
“I’ve got my dad’s car until nine,” he says. “Can I come get you?”
Between my legs, a sneaky little humming sensation begins percolating. Even though it’s wrong to keep letting these boys screw me, I can’t stop. Probably I’d have better luck quitting the Milky Ways. “Okay,” I say. If I’m going to give up the screwing, at least I could end on an up-note, with the quasi-respectable Brent Flynn. 
Brent says something I don’t hear due to the way Orv’s just clomped into the house. “Gotta go,” I blurt into the phone and then quickly hang up.
Orv stops in his tracks and stares me down. “Who was that?”
“Huh?”
I slink into the living room as if I’ve been headed there all along, and Orv follows. “Who was on the telephone, Bobbi-Jo?” he persists.
I’m not supposed to get calls from boys, and usually I don’t, with the exception of Brent and, sometimes, Tom. I click the TV (one of those clunky, prehistoric tube sets that looks like an overgrown robot’s head) on and say, “Ruby?”
Orv collapses into the thrift store La-Z-Boy and begins unlacing his work boots. “Don’t lie. You ain’t very good at it.”
I flip through the stations until I land on one of Orv’s favorite shows: Swamp Loggers. As borderline poor as we are, we still manage to squeak out the thirty bucks a month for satellite TV. “I have no reason to lie,” I proclaim to a symphony of chainsaws and earth movers. “We have a study group for Biology. I’ll be gone an hour or so.”
“Who’s ‘we?’ ” Orv asks, raising an eyebrow.
“Me, Ruby, Brent, and…I forget the other kid’s name.”
“Where’s it at?”
“Ruby’s house. You can call her mother, if you want,” I bluff.
Orv’s eyes widen as a mud-caked guy on TV is nearly pancaked by a runaway load of timber. “How’re you gettin’ there?” 
“It’s too far to bike,” I say, baiting the hook. “Either you can give me a ride, or…” I pause as if I’m awaiting his response. “…or Brent can pick me up.”
Out of the side of his mouth, Orv says, “How long’s he had his license?”
I shrug, even though Orv is now staring past me in a TV daze. “At least six months,” I say with confidence. 
“Be back by ten.”
 



 
I don’t need a psychiatrist to tell me why I treat my body like a trash heap. I’m not an idiot. What I am is a sucking hole of neediness with an utter lack of boundaries and an underdeveloped conscience. 
I ease into the passenger seat of Mr. Flynn’s late-model sedan (the nicest car I’ve ever been screwed in) right in our cruddy driveway. Brent gives me an uneasy grin and reverses the car into the street, but he doesn’t clear the lawn before Denise comes barreling alongside us, clutching my lead brick of a Biology text.
“Hang on,” I say. 
Brent stops the car and I power down the window.
Denise skids to a stop. “Gosh, Bobbi,” she says in the most exasperated tone she allows herself, “you forgot your book.” She hands it to me with a shallow huff.
“Oops.” I lay the tome across my knees. “Thanks.”
“Hi, Bret,” Denise says, leaving out the n in his name, like half the student population of Industry High. Denise works with Brent’s mom at Welcome Home (well, sort of, since their shifts only overlap by fifteen minutes). Mrs. Flynn has the day shift, and Denise is perpetually on graveyard.
Brent leans over and squints at her. “Hey.” I swear I can feel his pulse quicken, as if he expects us to be caught.
The only “sex incident” Orv and Denise are privy to is the time Harvey caught Noah Rice screwing me in the janitor’s closet. They went even more ballistic than real parents would have (or so I assume).
“Did you get any dinner?” Denise asks me. “I made Tuna Helper.”
“That’s all right,” I say. “We’re gonna have something at Ruby’s.” With a polite smile, I try to suggest she’s overdoing the mother thing. After all, if Marie didn’t care to fill the role, why should Denise (who’s only a few years older than me) go to such trouble?
“Okay,” she says, sounding disappointed. “See ya later, then.”
Brent pops the car back into gear, and I shoot him an apologetic eye roll. Then, for the ten minutes it takes to get across town (to a secluded spot a block away from the Greyhound station, down a blind alley where no one will bother us), I quietly ponder whether I’m about to break one of my steadfast rules: no screwing friends. I’ve never thought of Brent as a friend per se, since he’s out of my league on every parameter imaginable (looks, brains, money, respect), even as a potential pal. But maybe our relationship—if you can call it that—is changing.
It’s not like I keep track or anything (honestly, I’m afraid to know the total number of lewd acts or the even the running tally of boys), but I think Brent’s screwed me ten or eleven times, every one of them in this long-forgotten alley.
He kills the headlights as we round the corner, and we coast the last fifty yards in total darkness. Finally the car stops and the engine shuts down. And that tiny voice in the back of my mind starts wagging its finger.
I kick my shoes off.
“You ready?” says Brent.
I unzip my pants and tug them down, freeing a leg and leaving my underwear bunched around the opposite ankle. Brent strips off everything but his t-shirt. I recline the seat as far back as it will go and open my legs, and then he climbs over.
 



 
I’m pretty sure Harvey is gay, but I don’t plan on asking him about it. It doesn’t matter to me. Quite a few folks around here still get riled up over that sort of thing, though, so it’s probably wise of him to keep his private life…well, private. 
“Bonjour!” I say in my best French accent as I stride into The Pit, buoyed by the first decent day of sophomore year. If anyone had snide comments to lob at my head today, I must have surreptitiously dodged them. Plus, I’ve been off the Milky Ways for thirty-six hours and going strong.
Harvey is behind the counter, wearing a frazzled expression and tapping the retractable end of a ballpoint pen on a legal pad: click-on, click-off; click-on, click-off. He doesn’t seem to notice me approaching.
I halt in front of him and say, “What’s happening?”
He clicks the pen twice more before looking up, and when I catch a glimpse of the curled, ink-whiskered edges of the legal pad, I understand why his brain is in knots. There must be ten sheets worth of haphazardly scribbled names and numbers and dollar signs. “Need some help?” I inquire. 
He slaps the pen down on the counter. “This damn race has just…” When his gaze hits mine, he finally registers my presence. He shakes his head. “I think I may have bitten off more than I can chew, so to speak.”
I spin the legal pad my way. “What’s wrong?”
The bell over the door signals a customer, causing Harvey to lower his voice. “Since Lex Arlington put up that prize money and turned the Yo-Yo into a charity ride, I’ve been fielding calls from every corner of the state. I can hardly keep track of the entrants and pledges, let alone wrangle with the town over new permits.”
“Forget about this,” I say, clasping the pad to my chest. “I’ll have a spreadsheet whipped up in no time, color-coded and everything.”
Harvey’s eyes crinkle. “Maybe tomorrow you can man the fort while I twist some arms at town hall?”
“You got it.”
I leave Harvey to deal with the potential customer, a guy in his mid-twenties with a cockeyed baseball cap and saggy pants, while I fire up the old desktop computer in the office. I get halfway down the second page of data before I spot something odd and unexpected: the name Duncan Cotton. My father has entered the Yo-Yo and claims to have collected three hundred and fifty dollars on behalf of the American Lung Association. I force my fingers to tap out his name, in the column for adults, aged thirty-one to forty-four. (Harvey’s divided the race into heats, each vying for a portion of the ten-thousand dollars in prize money; the other ten grand, along with all the pledges, goes to asthma prevention and treatment.) 
The next name on the list is Mario Smith (isn’t there always a Mario Smith?), but I can’t bring myself to type it through the tears that sting and blur my eyes. As I rake a yellow, number-two pencil over my father’s name, a tragic factoid whacks me: I was born on March twenty-first, the same as Duncan, and still he doesn’t find me worthy of love. 


 
 
chapter 6
 
I’M STARTING to think the “old wives” might be right, because ever since I gave up the Milky Ways, my acne has been receding. The scars, on the other hand, are stubborn reminders of the old, weak me. 
It’s taken Tom’s leg more than six weeks to heal, but finally his doc says he can get back on the BMX. I hike the front steps of his house and ring the doorbell, which I somehow missed the last time I was here, even though it’s shaped like a bullfrog. If I didn’t know better, I’d figure the kitschy thing was one of Wilma’s macramé projects gone wild.
The door jerks open and Tom smiles. “It’s about time,” he says in a tone that sounds like a joke but also kind of serious. I guess if I’d been caged like a grizzly for so long, I’d be itching to scale some trees too. 
“I got a charley horse,” I say. “Had to pull over.”
He chuckles at my goofiness, shuts the door and accompanies me down the steps. Once we get situated on our bikes, an eerie flash of déjà vu hits me. “You sure you’re okay?” I ask. “Maybe you should wait another week. Or two.”
He glides into the road. “Why? You afraid I’m gonna beat you?”
I chug along behind him, just like before. “Well, excuse me for caring,” I say with a mock huff. “See if I bother doing that again. Oh…and there’s no way you’re beating me.” It feels nice to say something cocky and know that 1) maybe I actually can beat him, since he’s injured and all, and 2) even if I don’t, he won’t rub it in my face.
“We’ll see about that.”
Like Tom planned last time, we make the rounds from Pebble to White Sands to Boardwalk and back again. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat. “Whew,” I say, grinding the Schwinn to a halt at the intersection of Pebble and…whatever cross-street this is, which I have no ability to discern based on the lack of signage. “What’s that? Eight miles?”
Tom stops a few feet ahead of me, as always. It must be a guy thing. “Yup,” he says. “A mile out and a mile back, times four.”
I’d like to quit now, since my knees ache like they’ve got screws twisting around inside them and my lower back is on fire with pain. But Tom is almost vibrating with energy. “What’s next?” I ask.
He stares at me for a few seconds (a few silent, intense seconds that somehow tell me he wants me, or loves me, or both) before saying, “We should probably take a break.”
Is my pathetic state that obvious? I wonder. Then again, it’s sweet of him to notice. “Okay,” I agree, only too happy to rest my sore ass (this seat needs a pillow bungeed around it) and my overtaxed lungs. 
It’s been a balmy fall this year, but now, two weeks before Christmas break, a chill has begun to set in. Good thing I’m too overheated to take much notice of it.
Tom tells me to leave the Schwinn by his fence, where he tucks the BMX between a riding mower and the pickets (is that what you call the vertical boards of a fence?). He unties the gate, and we waltz past the chicken house for the prefab deck (another feature I don’t recall from my last visit, leading me to conclude that it’s new) and then mosey into the house, him holding all the doors as we go. 
This time when we get inside, he springs a surprise on me. “I meant to show you something…” he says vaguely, “…when you came before. But, uh, we never…”
I don’t know the layout of his house well enough to anticipate where he’s leading me (although, since it’s a double-wide trailer, it probably isn’t much different than the compact little ranch where Orv, Denise, and I live). Across from the bathroom he stops and opens a door that I figure is a linen closet.
But it isn’t. “You have a basement?!” I squeal. There are steps behind that door; stairs to the underground. 
He grins, and for the first time, I appreciate how bright and welcoming his mouth is. “Uh-huh.”
In my fifteen years, I have never been inside a basement. Most of the houses around here are on slabs, their owners (like Orv, Denise, and me) too poor to invest in such upscale amenities. “That is so cool,” I mutter, more to myself than Tom, who clicks on a number of tap-lights that are randomly stuck to the walls of the stairwell and then starts descending.
“Be careful,” he tells me, the stairs creaking and groaning under my considerable girth. “These things are pretty steep.”
I grip the railing tighter. “No problem.”
When we get to the landing, my mind is blown even further. Not only does Tom have a basement, he has a finished basement (soothing, earth-toned paint, speckled carpeting, a sofa that’s a notch above the one I lounge across every day). And that’s only the half of it. The opposite side of the place has a retro-looking black-and-white tiled floor and two giant game tables: ping-pong and air hockey.
Tom nudges my arm. “You wanna watch some TV? I’ve got Seinfeld on DVD.”
I love sitcoms, especially the old ones, where people had cell phones the size of winter boots. And don’t get me started on Kramer. “Sure,” I say. I sink into the squishy sofa and wait.
Tom rummages around in the entertainment center until he finds the discs, which he fires up on the flat-screen. “Here,” he says, passing me an icy Coke. 
I crane my neck curiously. “Oh, a mini-fridge?” I say. “Nice.” Even though I’m a Diet Coke girl, I pop the top and take a few long gulps.
As the perky theme music bings and crackles, Tom eases in next to me on the sofa. When his thigh touches mine, I get a freaky, hot charge, as if I’ve narrowly escaped being struck by lightning. Tom wastes no time saying, “You look pretty today.”
Why is this boy so set on screwing me? If he doesn’t knock it off, he’s going to demolish a perfectly good friendship. I roll my eyes and say, “Right.”
“You shouldn’t do that, you know.”
I wrinkle my brow. “Do what?”
“Be so jerky about compliments. People are just trying to be nice.”
Who are these people? “I’m not really used to compliments,” I say. “Sorry.”
“Yeah, I figured. That explains why…”
I feel like I’m on one of those reality TV shows, where the friends and family of some disturbed soul (a bulimic, or a meth head, or an exercise freak, or a cutter) pop out of a closet to “intervene” in their shitty lives. “Why I let so many trolls screw me, you mean?” 
Tom winces. “You’re better than that.”
“How would you know?”
“I’m not trying to be an asshole,” he says, shaking his head, “but somebody has to…”
“I don’t think so.”
“What if somebody wanted to ask you out?”
I shimmy to the edge of the sofa, preparing for a speedy getaway. “What if?”
“You’re not very approachable.”
Gee, really? “That’s the point.”
“I like you,” he says bluntly.
Every muscle in my body freezes. I think I might like him too. I can’t afford to like him. “Oh.”
“Do you want to go out?”
Just like that? He’s proposing a boyfriend/girlfriend situation?
Just.
Like.
That.
Suddenly I want to puke. “Um…” My leg starts doing this jumpy, twitchy move that’s totally out of control.
“It’s no big deal,” he says.
To him, maybe. I’d figured I’d breeze through the rest of high school getting screwed every couple of days, sucking down Milky Ways (already a shattered dream), and avoiding all possible scenarios that would expose my heart.
I shrug. “I didn’t think… I mean, don’t you want…?”
He squeezes up next to me, pushes his face to within inches of mine. “I want to know if you’ll go out with me,” he murmurs. And then he kisses me, for the second time.
With all the screwing I’ve done, you’d think a simple kiss—the soft, wet meeting of lips and tongues—would be inconsequential. Pedestrian. Mundane. Instead, it’s monumental. Erotic. So exhilarating I have no choice but to reciprocate. “Yes,” I agree between breaths and (is this really happening?) more kissing. 
Tom moves his hands over my hips, and I cringe. A smidgen more upward motion and he’ll be wallowing in blubber. I coax one of his hands toward my boob and the other toward the crease of my thigh, territories that have got their fair share of mileage.
But he resists. “Not yet,” he says, pulling his hands and lips away. “There’s plenty of time.” 
I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. Tom Cantwell likes me. A lot, apparently. And not just for a screw. 
Dear God, what have I done?  
 



 
I’ve spent years ignoring bullies, a skill I’ve honed to a prickly point. But every now and then, a vicious verbal barb or a purposeful kick to the back of my ankle (accompanied by a rash of giggles and an insincere “sorry”) cracks its way through my hard candy-shell.
Today is one of those days.
I whip around in the hall following a blatant shove of my shoulder, by what felt like a feminine hand. “What the…?”
It is a girl. Sort of. A quasi-butch chick, androgynously named Dana. Her hair is gelled and spiky, but she sports a pink headband with a poufy fake flower pushed off to one side. Her face reminds me of Abraham Lincoln. 
“Problem?” she says in a menacing tone. I stare at her, debating whether a confrontation is worth the trouble. She crosses her arms over her flat chest and takes a cowboy stance, creating a human median that divides the flow of students on their way to their third-period classes. “Huh?” she demands.
A face peeks over Dana’s shoulder. It’s one of her best buds, Melissa (a.k.a. Brent Flynn’s girlfriend).
“Keep your hands to yourself,” I say flatly.
Dana cracks her knuckles, as if we’re in our own little version of West Side Story. I can’t help laughing. “Something funny?” she says.
I face forward again, take a step. “Comical, actually.”
“We know what you’re doing,” Melissa’s quivery squeak of a voice says from Dana’s side, “and you better stop.”
This is the closest anyone has ever come to outing me. Like I said, the rumors about my sexual “openness” have been floating around for a while, and they’ve been roundly dismissed (by the girls at school, at least). The boys, of course, know better. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” As soon as I say the words, I realize I should’ve kept my big yap shut.
I start to walk away, but Dana grabs my backpack and stops me. “You want to be left alone?” she asks. I’m sure she’s being rhetorical. “Then close your legs and stay away from other people’s boyfriends.”
“Yeah,” says Melissa.
I shake my head, not to disagree with them (I wasn’t planning on screwing anyone other than Tom, if he even wants to), but because no matter what I utter next, it’ll be wrong. “Whatever you say.” 
Dana gives me another little shove. “That’s right.” 
And then the bell rings.
 



 
The Pill is 99.9% effective, or so I’ve been telling myself every morning for the past eight days, since my period went MIA.
At our mail-cluttered kitchen table, I gobble the same apple-cinnamon oatmeal I’ve eaten for breakfast every morning this week and rack my brain over birth control pills (did I miss any this month, as I’ve been known to do?) and sexual “partners” (who are the possible daddies, should this screw-up in my cycle turn out to be more than a fluke?).
“Are you okay?” Denise asks with a note of serious concern. “You don’t look so good.” She dumps a couple of big scoops of coffee into the coffeemaker and starts it brewing, even though she’s just come off the night shift and is about to go to bed.
Great. Even Denise can tell there’s something wrong with me. “It’s kind of hot in here, don’t you think?” I say instead of answering.
“You got a fever?”
Maybe it’s morning sickness. “Nah,” I say, shoving my chair away from the table. With Denise being only a few years older than me, you’d think I’d be able to talk to her about this sort of stuff. And sometimes I do, but only hypothetically.
“Want me to stay up for a while?” she offers. “We could finish the last of our Christmas shopping at Derby’s.”
Derby’s is a local discount chain that scoffs up expired, salvaged, and overstocked goods and peddles them to customers on less-than-no-frills budgets. It’s my—and Denise’s—favorite store. “Maybe,” I say, picturing racks of baby clothes that have been rescued from a flood and, consequently, look like they’ve already been spit up on.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Denise asks again, studying me as I wobble to the cast iron sink and lean against the faux marble counter. 
The reason I can’t tell Denise about missing my period is that it would upset her too much. Not because she’d necessarily be mad if I turned up pregnant, but because she can’t have children of her own. She has a medical condition (don’t ask me which one, because I can never remember the name), and a doctor told her she has less than a one percent chance of conceiving, even without birth control. “I’ve only got twenty-five bucks,” I say, steering the conversation back to the subject of shopping. “Think that’ll be enough?”
Denise smiles. “Yesterday was payday,” she tells me unnecessarily. We all know each other’s business in this house. “I had five hours of overtime last week, so don’t you worry about it.”
I wish I could trade Marie for Denise. “Cool,” I say. I give her the broadest smile I can muster. “Let’s go.”


 
chapter 7
 
TOM HAS invited me over for Christmas Eve dinner and a Secret Santa gift exchange. I’m playing Kris Kringle to the dog, Hush Puppy, a mouthy Pomeranian that makes my phone conversations with Tom as obnoxiously loud as a heavy metal concert.
Denise drops me in front of the double-wide trailer and toots the horn of the Royale as she pulls away. Before I can get within striking distance of the door, though, Tom appears on the porch wearing an attractive charcoal-gray dress shirt, a pair of borderline trendy jeans, and an unmistakable excited-to-see-me smile. Now that I’m his girlfriend (and I’ve quit the extracurricular screwing cold turkey), he seems nothing short of enamored. “Hey,” he says, taking my hand and guiding me up the steps. 
This whole boyfriend/girlfriend thing has me feeling like I’ve plunged headfirst into a fairytale. “Hi,” I say, a sudden case of jitters wiggling around in my stomach.
The first thing that hits me when we get inside is the smoke. Say what you will about Orv and Denise, but cigarettes are one evil they’ve kept soundly at bay. “I’ll take your coat,” Tom says, an arm outstretched for me to drape it over.
I slip my windbreaker off and let him have it. “What about this?” I ask, holding up the chunk of rawhide I’ve brought for Hush Puppy, the shiny snowflake paper I’ve wrapped it in coming undone at the edges. I scan the living room and notice that I don’t recognize a soul.
“We’ve got a gift table,” Tom says, pointing the way to an elaborately festooned octagonal stand in the corner.
I squeeze sideways toward the drop spot, rubbing knees with an elderly lady tethered to an oxygen tank, a worried look pressed into her brow as a cloud of smoke drifts by. “Excuse me,” I say. Most of the time my size isn’t much of an issue, but in tight spaces, I immediately start wishing I was Heidi Klum.
I arrange Hush Puppy’s present atop the small pile, and Tom runs my jacket to some mysterious holding area. When he returns, the compact bundle of fur (otherwise known as the dog) is hot on the trail of his black-and-gray Vans. “Come on,” he says, gesturing toward the kitchen. “Everyone’s out here.”
I steal a final glance around the living room, noting that the old folks have been relegated to second-class citizenship. Then again, some of them look so frail they probably don’t mind. I follow Tom, waving and smiling to his great-aunts and grandparents as we go.
Unlike the living room, the kitchen is crammed with people. Smoking, laughing, drinking people. And music, food, and…kids. That’s what strikes me as strange: so many little ones jumping and running and crashing about. 
My life with Orv and Denise (and Gramp, while he was alive), has left some holes in my experience of family. If I have any extended relations on Duncan’s side, I don’t know about them. Orv is Marie’s nephew, and Gramp was her father. I’m pretty much a loner.  
I press myself into a spot between the dishwasher and the refrigerator, just to get out of the fray. “Want something to eat?” Tom says, as if he’s sensing my growing claustrophobia. “We’ve got Swedish meatballs, macaroni and cheese…” He gives the island a one-eyed squint. “…and potato salad, I think.”
“Sure,” I say. “A small plate is fine.” I didn’t get this big by being particular about what I eat, a quality that will serve me well should there ever be a disaster that disrupts the food supply. Sardines? Beets? Pickled eggs? No problem.
While Tom loads a couple of Styrofoam plates with buffet fare, I dodge the eager hands and arms of thirsty partiers, a number of three-liter bottles of soda pop stashed on the counter behind me. During a break in the action, I swivel around and pour a cup of ginger ale for me and an orange soda for Tom.
“My dad says ‘hi,’ ” Tom tells me when he shows back up with our dinner. “Wilma’s, uh…”
Drunk? I feel like saying, because it’s the God’s honest truth. I’ve only seen someone so intoxicated in the movies (and in an anti-drunk driving video the middle school showed us during an eighth-grade assembly, but I’m pretty sure that guy was an actor too). “Can we go somewhere?” I ask. Fat people get overheated quickly, especially around so many other bodies.
A few steps from the kitchen is the glorious basement door, which Tom motions toward with his head. Our hands are full—mine with the pop and his with the food—so he drags his forearm over the knob to twist it open, then elbows the door ajar. A girl of about ten, with ringlet curls and a crimson velvet dress, gives us the hairy eyeball as we slip downstairs.
Tom sets the plates on a coffee table and takes the drinks from me, so I can sink into the sofa without making a sloshy mess. “How come we’re the only ones down here?” I ask, surprised at the basement’s tranquility given the cacophony above.
He chuckles, passes me a plate of food. “My cousin, Annabelle… She broke one of Wilma’s favorite Hummels last year. It was a rare one too. Cost her like two-hundred bucks. She was pissed.”
“So…?”
“Well, now the kids are banned. No more ‘horsing around’ in the basement,” he tells me with a mischievous grin.
I want to horse around with him right now. “That’s too bad,” I say, trying my hand at a little suggestive flirting.
We nibble through the meatballs and mac ‘n cheese, me trying my darndest to come off as ladylike despite our lack of simple accoutrements like napkins. “This is good,” I say about the pasta, which dissolves on my tongue like a gooey fondue. “Is it homemade?”
He nods. “Yup. My uncle’s new wife owns a catering company.” He has a step-aunt? It seems like the men in his family are unlucky in love. 
I try to eat slower, just so I don’t finish before him, but it’s no use; my jaw muscles are too well-trained. I leave the empty plate behind on the coffee table and get up to wander.
And Tom watches me. “There’s some cool stuff back there you can check out, if you want,” he tells me as I approach an orderly tower of mismatched furniture and caved-in cardboard boxes (leftovers from when Wilma ditched her apartment and took up residence here?).
I tug at the flap of a box that looks like it’s about to disintegrate, and, sure enough, one whole side of the thing comes apart in my hands. “Shoot,” I say, pressing my jellyroll forward to stop an avalanche of stuff that’s headed my way. 
Tom hops up from the sofa, drops his plate on top of the mini-fridge and speeds to my aid. “I got it,” he says, squeezing against me from behind and wrapping his arms around my sides, steadying the box in place. 
I have an unclean thought that involves me and Tom and that secluded old tree house. “Now what?” I whisper.
His body is hot against mine. “Turn around,” he says.
I’m pinned in place and will be just as trapped if I’m able to wiggle myself to face him. “I don’t know if…”
Out of nowhere, his tongue shoots to my ear (a crime of opportunity?) and something tightens in his frontal pants region. I want to scream (in a good way). He says, “Trust me.”
I do as he says, twist and shimmy between his arms (all the while massaging my squishy flesh into his considerably leaner bod) until we end up eye to chin. Now I can barely breathe, and the junk in the box is digging a hole into the small of my back. “You’re up, Houdini,” I say.
“What’s your rush?” He cocks his lips fiendishly. The stuff behind me shifts, and he gives it—and me—a good ramming. “That should do it.”
There is a release of pressure from my backside but not from his front. Impulsively, I tip my face up and mold my lips to his, that anxious tongue of his darting and probing. I settle my hands on his hips and try to inhibit the memories of other boys entering me. 
Tom’s a virgin, I remind myself. And, oh yeah, there’s a teeny-tiny speck of a chance I might be pregnant. 
His hands go from holding up the box to caressing my back and hips and then…
Crash!!! Bang!!! Boom!!!
The contents of the box clatter about our feet, a fair amount of the noise absorbed by the speckled carpet. Still, I glance at the stairway, expecting someone to come running. But no one does, the merriment upstairs in full swing.
Tom and I bend over at the same time, conking heads. “Ow,” I whine, an instant headache developing. (Can his head really be that hard?)
He rubs at his temple. “Wow, do you drink titanium-fortified milk or something?”
So he thinks I’m thick-headed too? Fantastic. “As a matter of fact, I do,” I declare, with mock indignation. 
From the looks of the items strewn across the floor, the box belongs to Mr. Cantwell, not Wilma (unless she’s a little on the freaky side). I reach for an upside-down magazine and turn it over. It’s a Playboy, circa nineteen eighty-five. 
Tom and I exchange embarrassed but excited glances, the Playmate on the cover enticing us to look further with her moony blue eyes and cherry-kissed smile. I pass the magazine to him and say nothing.
We gather up a bunch of other personal memorabilia and guy stuff (matchbooks from various motels and diners; a giant marble and a brittle, peeling baseball glove; a couple of Penthouses to complement the Playboy; a magnifying glass with half an inch of dust caked to it; and a cache of vinyl records). 
“These are awesome,” I say, sifting through the 33s (the big, old albums the size of pizza boxes) and 45s (the smaller records with one track on each side). Until I was eight, Gramp had a Pioneer turntable, which he’d fire up every Sunday evening for some Chubby Checker, Elvis Presley, or The Platters. When the thing died, we couldn’t afford a replacement.
Tom takes the records from me and, one at a time, stacks them in a neat pile. “Holy shit,” he says when he gets to a particular 45 with a jacket image of a voluptuous topless chick riding a bike and wearing nothing but bikini bottoms and tube socks. “I remember this,” he says, turning the record over in his hands as if he’s unspooling a filmstrip of old memories.
“What is it?” I ask (besides a little soft-core porn, since the cover model is mostly naked but pictured back-to).
He gets a faraway look in his eyes. “My mom used to sing this to my dad every year, instead of Happy Birthday.”
I glance at the record jacket and note that the tunes are by Queen, a band about which I know next to nothing. “Bicycle Race?” I say, reading the title of the A-track.
Tom chuckles, shakes his head. “Uh-uh,” he says. “The other one.”
I feel weird reading the title of the B-track aloud, but I do it anyway. “Fat Bottomed Girls?” 
He grins. “She thought it was about her, I guess,” he says, without a trace of self-consciousness, or pity, or meanness. 
“Do you have a record player?” I ask, wondering how a song about an overgrown body part could inspire an actual fat person to adopt it as their anthem.
He raps his knuckles against a blond wood cabinet that’s the base of our archeological dig. 
I blink. “Huh?”
He raps again. “Right here.”
“That’s a record player?” I ask. The turntable Gramp had was the size of a suitcase.
“Not the whole thing,” he says, in a tone that suggests I may be brain-dead. “Just the guts.”
“Does it work?”
“Last I knew.”
Without me having to ask, he begins unearthing the cabinet, and I arrange the boxes out of the way, along the wall. Together we drag the cabinet over by the sofa, where there’s access to an electrical outlet. With a what-the-hell? shrug, he plugs it in (since when do we plug in furniture anyway?). Then he flips the lid open, revealing the turntable inside. “Got the record?” he asks, his string-bean fingers extended. 
“Oh, hang on.” I slip over and fetch the 45 from the floor and return it to his waiting hand.
“Here goes nothin’,” he says, an air of skepticism in his tone as he slides the vinyl disc over the spindle, powers the turntable on (it’s spinning!) and gingerly coasts the needle to the sweet spot at the record’s edge.
All I can do is stare at that glossy black disc revolving and revolving (this thing won’t put me in a trance, will it?) as the music starts to crackle out. “It’s working!” I squeak, suddenly giddy at our success in resurrecting a bygone technology. “I can’t believe it!”
As Freddie Mercury, the lead singer of Queen, a band about which I know next to nothing but not absolutely nothing (they do sing Bohemian Rhapsody, after all) croons about the virtues of rounded feminine derrieres, Tom gets inspired to sample a bit of this fat girl’s bottom.
And I let him, at least for now. But before things can progress to the next level between Tom Cantwell and me, I’m obligated to bring him up to speed on the whole sordid truth of my sexual promiscuity, including the fact that I may now be carrying Brent Flynn’s (or Justin White’s or Craig Benson’s) baby.


 
 
chapter 8
 
LUCKILY MARIE and Duncan decided they were above celebrating Christmas, despite their return to the motherland (too much commercialism, consumerism, and plain old American greed, they said), which left me to enjoy a pleasant holiday with Orv, Denise, and Denise’s family. 
By the time New Year’s Eve rolled around, I hadn’t laid eyes on my parents in nearly two weeks, and things had almost returned to normal. 
Then the phone rang.
“Hello?” Denise says in the kitchen.
It’s seven p.m., and Orv and I are settling in for a rerun marathon of Penal Code 911. Ever since I told Orv about Lex Arlington and the Yo-Yo race, he’s been obsessed with all things Lex-related. (I bet if I asked him Lex’s birth date or his favorite song, he’d know.)
I’m not paying strict attention to the conversation in the other room, but Denise’s tone has gone wildly animated. I slide off the couch and peek around the corner, just in case I’m missing something of consequence. 
As soon as Denise spots me, she hangs up. “Get your coat,” she tells me, her voice tight and professional. “We’re going to the hospital.”
I wrinkle my brow. “Why?”
“Orv, come on!” she shouts into the living room. “Your Aunt Marie’s in labor!”
Something makes me stop breathing for a few seconds. Maybe it’s the realization that, as little as I’ve mattered to my parents thus far, their loyalties will now be divided even further. Or maybe it’s the fear that I may be walking in Marie’s shoes in another eight months, give or take.
Orv plods into the kitchen, his feet heavy even without those steel-toed boots he scuffs around in eight to twelve hours a day. “It’s New Year’s Eve,” he says, as if the stork should be off getting snookered from the dregs of some hobo’s peach schnapps instead of ushering new life into the world. 
 “What do you want me to do about it?” Denise snaps. She hustles for the door, leaving Orv and me frozen and confused. Without looking back, she adds, “I’ll be in the car.”
 



 
When we get to the hospital, Denise wields the Royale into a fifteen-minute parking spot at the cusp of the emergency room and orders me and Orv out.
“Where are we going?” Orv asks with a disinterested yawn, the passenger door expectantly agape. 
I slip out of the car and wait on the sidewalk for my guardians to settle whatever nagging issue is ping-ponging between them. “Just head for the maternity ward,” Denise instructs with a flustered eye roll. “I’ll meet you there.”
Orv quits while he’s ahead, joins me on the sidewalk and hesitantly leads the way. At a second-floor nursing station, he stops and says, “Have you got a Marie…” He stares a second at my ear. “…Cotton here?”
The young lady behind the desk, a raven-haired beauty with a dash too much black eyeliner, consults an erasable whiteboard and tells us, “She just went into surgery. Y’all can wait in the visitors’ room, around the corner.” She waves a dagger-nailed hand to direct us. 
I tug Orv by the shirtsleeve and say, “Thanks.” 
Duncan is perched on the edge of a boxy chair by the visitors’ room entrance, his elbows on his knees, his hands steepled in prayer. He fails to notice me and Orv as we approach. 
Orv waltzes right past my father and plops down on an angular loveseat, but I figure it would be just plain rude of me to do the same. “Duncan?” I say, stopping by an empty chair beside him. His eyes are closed, and they don’t look like they plan on opening any time soon. “Dad?”
He mouths the end of a prayer I should know by rote, the words escaping his lips as a solemn whistle. Finally his eyelids part. “Roberta!” he exclaims, then catches himself. “I mean, Bobbi, of course.” He rises and drapes his arm around me, gives my shoulder a squeeze.
Why does this feel so awkward? I think. Shouldn’t my father’s touch be more like home?
It isn’t. 
I wriggle away and take a seat, ask him, “How’s everything going?”
“Fine, fine,” he replies, pursing his lips and clasping his hands behind his back, as if he’s gearing up for a round of pacing.
I glance ahead into the room and notice a gouge-my-eyes-out-adorable set of toddler twins with white-blond hair, checkered overalls (matching, obviously), and railroad conductors’ caps. I wonder what my brother, Roy, will look like. Or my baby.
“Mr. Cotton?” a shrill voice asks behind me. 
In the doorway is a chubby lady (maybe twenty pounds lighter than me), in seafoam-green scrubs and a surgical mask pulled down around her neck.
“Yes?” my father says.
The lady (a doctor, I assume) tells Duncan that my brother weighs in at nine pounds, two ounces, possesses the expected ten fingers and ten toes, and, after a bit of scrubbing by the nurses, will be happy to receive visitors. Marie, she informs him, should rest—at least for an hour or two—before the swarm of company descends.
Duncan trails the doctor to the nursery, and Orv and I stay behind to catch Denise. Three or four minutes later, she bombs in, her eyes bloodshot and puffy. “What’s the matter?” I say.
She whacks what looks like a clump of snow off the shoulder of her denim jacket. “Nothing.”
“It’s snowing?” I say, unable to hide my awe.
“Yeah, I guess.”
Orv stands up, takes a sideways step toward the doorway. “Let’s get this show on the road, so we can get home before the bars let out.”
Bars? Plural? This is rural North Carolina, not downtown L.A. (though I suppose Orv’s still right, since there isn’t much else to do around here but drink).
Orv, Denise, and I form an orderly line and march to the nursery, where we peer through the glass at Duncan in his goofy gown-and-mask getup, rocking my swaddled baby brother to sleep.
My eyes begin to pulse with tears, but I can’t tell if they’re the kind of tears that make Yiddish grandmas clutch their chests with joy or the kind that spring from a life of neglect and disillusionment.
Orv taps the glass like patrons are warned against doing at the zoo. Then he lets out a high-pitched psst! sound, and Duncan looks up.
I wave my father and the baby over. “Oh my God,” I murmur as Duncan tips Roy’s perfect face our way. My brother is a dead ringer for Marie.
Denise forces a smile, conjures a few syllables of baby talk and a series of halfhearted cooing sounds before breaking out in a heaving sob. “I’m sorry!” she cries. She sucks a wad of snot down her throat (or at least that’s what it sounds like). “I…” (sob) “…just…” (sob) “…can’t…” (sob). She drags the arm of her jacket over her dripping nose and then turns and rushes down the hall.
And I run after her. 
 



 
There’s not a single chain drugstore in Industry, which makes shopping for a pregnancy test a pretty indiscreet affair when you’re a tubby teen who, one way or another, knows just about everyone in town.
I hoist the front tire of the Schwinn into a bike rack beside a restaurant called Big Daddy’s and around the corner from Marlowe’s Drugs and Sundries, the only place I can think of that might stock a First Response or an EPT. (What I wouldn’t give for a Walgreens or a Rite Aid right now.)
I never spent the twenty-five dollars I’ve had since before Christmas (Denise lumped my items in with hers at Derby’s) so I’m hoping that, if I’m lucky enough to nail down a pregnancy test, the crinkly wad of ones and fives stuffed in my jeans will cover it. 
As I slip in through the side door of Marlowe’s, which has a jingly bell over it, just like The Pit—da-ding! da-ding!—the pharmacist (Mr. Marlowe?), a crotchety-looking dude with an obvious toupee and wire-rimmed bifocals, glances up at me. Stupidly, I smile. Now there’s no way I’ll have the guts to plop an EPT down on the counter, even if this place has one.
But I can’t leave yet (I just got here, for God’s sake), so I wander down the shampoo aisle, as if I’m searching for a new product to straighten, or volumize, or de-frizz my mane. Where in the world are the pregnancy tests anyway?
I pluck a giant bottle of Pantene off the shelf and spin it around, pretending to check its label for pesticides or a cruelty-free logo. Meanwhile, two young mothers (former classmates of Denise) wrestle baby strollers through the aisle in tandem, one of the strollers rubbing my ankles as it goes by. I glance back and spot a cherubic little face smiling at me. Since when did infants get so gosh darn cute?
I refocus my efforts, case the joint so that, next time I show up (today is not my day, obviously), I’ll know exactly where the pregnancy tests are and will be able to nab one and run. 
For the life of me, though, I can’t seem to find the damn things. After ten minutes of eyeballing shoe polish and denture cream and foot powder, I’m still at square one. “Can I help you?” Mr. Marlowe asks as I shuffle past his glassed-in pod.
I whip my head around as if he must be speaking to someone other than me.
Negative.
“Uh…” Quick! Grab anything! my brain squeals. I reach for a giant pack of watermelon-flavored gum. “I’ll take this,” I say as I slide it across the counter. 
Mr. Marlowe floats down from his perch, rings up the gum and sends me on my way. A few steps past the cash register, I notice the condoms…and the pregnancy tests.
At least now I know.
 



 
“Have you seen Buttercup lately?” I ask Harvey between customers at The Pit. Sometimes my little buddy takes off for a few days at a time, especially during what passes for winter around here, but this time it seems like he’s been gone a lot longer. 
“Geez…” Harvey says, sounding concerned. “Now that you mention it, I don’t think the bugger’s been around for the better part of a month.”
I knew it. “Where do you think he went?” I ask absently as I thread a new seat onto a wrecked bike Harvey and I are restoring. 
Harvey clamps an air hose to the valve stem of the bike’s back tire and starts pumping the deflated thing up by hand. “He’s a stray, Bobbi,” he reminds me gently. “He could be anywhere.”
Or nowhere. “I should look for him.”
Harvey shakes his head. “How are you going to do that?”
“I don’t know,” I say with a shrug. I give the bike seat a tap into its ultimate position. “I can check the places he hangs out, see if he’s off hurt somewhere, or if anybody’s got a lead on him.”
“What about your training?” Harvey asks with an edge of disappointment. “The Yo-Yo’s only ten weeks away.”
I’ve been waiting for him to bring this up. Frankly, I’m surprised he’s held out this long. I twist a new rubber grip onto one of the bike’s handlebars and say, “I’ve been doing eight or ten miles a week with Tom.”
He stares at my stomach, as if he doubts I’m biking as many miles as I’ve claimed. “My offer still stands,” he tells me. “I’d be happy to take you on. And I’ve got quite a few tricks to jumpstart your progress. Don’t you want a shot at winning this thing?” He caps the valve stem of the back tire and moves on to the front. “The prize money for your age group is a thousand dollars.”
I wouldn’t mind a cool grand, but I’m also a realist. “I’m not trying to be a downer,” I say, “but I don’t think there’s much of a chance I’d win. Since Lex got involved, the Yo-Yo’s blown up.” 
When the race consisted of thirty people, I’d assumed (probably erroneously) that I had as good a chance as most folks. But at last count, we had twelve-hundred registered riders (the largest number for which the town would grant permits) and another thirty-five hundred cooling their jets on the waiting list. Near as I can tell, I’m dead in the water.
“I was hoping this would be a watershed moment for you,” Harvey says outright. “A challenge you could use as a springboard to bigger and better things. A pivot-point for charting your future.”
I try not to think about the future, mine or anyone else’s. But it’s comforting to know that Harvey does. “I’m not quitting,” I assure him, my hands going to my hips in protest. “I just have other things happening right now. With Marie having the baby, and…”
“Well, if you change your mind, let me know.”
“Will do,” I say, and leave it at that.


 
 
chapter 9
 
I MIGHT be falling in love with Tom Cantwell. Not because he’s the hottest guy on earth (honestly, I’ve been screwed by boys who are, objectively speaking, much more physically attractive), but because he’s agreed to spend an entire Sunday afternoon searching for Buttercup.
We kick our bikes away from the periphery of Gramp’s rain-soaked lawn, after a rough few days of storms that have finally begun clearing. This time Tom lets me lead, cruises leisurely along parallel to me at a quarter of a pace back. “We should start at the baseball field,” I say into the wind, which is still whipping mist at my face, despite the storm having ended. “He loves the woods back there.” While Evan Richter was screwing me by the dugout, crazy old Buttercup came strolling out of the trees and sniffed at my foot. Stupid cat.
“I thought I saw him the other day by The Plough Horse,” Tom says, “when we were picking Wilma up from work.”
It’s been four years since his dad married Wilma, and Tom hasn’t taken to calling her mom? Somehow this makes me like him more.
“What was he doing?” I ask.
“I don’t know? What do cats do?” He chuckles faintly. “Hunting, I guess.”
We bang a right onto Marigold and follow it all the way past the shuttered knitting mill, the toothpick factory where Orv works (he really could walk instead of mooching rides off Miss Esther every day), and an outpost of the Industry Fire Department (why on earth did they hide the thing down here?). Just before Marigold dead-ends, we zip into a parking lot and stop fifty feet to the west of first base. 
I dig my toes into the gravel, scan the tree line for a fuzzy orange form. “See anything?” I ask.
Tom doesn’t answer right away. Instead, he spends a solid minute or two peering squinty-eyed in the same direction I am. “Nah,” he eventually replies. “Nothin’ out here. We should probably check the trails, though.”
“Trails?”
He shoots me a frown that makes me feel a tiny bit pitiful. “You’ve never been on the trails?” he asks.
Maybe if Marie and Duncan had stuck around and been real parents… “Oh…the trails,” I say, as if my memory has chugged back into gear. “No, I’m afraid not.”
We share an easy grin, the kind we’ve had ready for each other since second grade. “Good thing we came out here, then,” he says. “So we can fix the situation before people start to talk.” He wheels the BMX over to a rusty chain-link fence, and I follow.
  “What about the bikes?” I say, noticing he doesn’t have a lock and there are three punky-looking middle school boys loitering in the field on the other side of the baseball diamond. 
“Don’t worry about it,” he says. He jerks the BMX a few inches off the ground and suspends it by a handlebar through the chain links. Then he takes the Schwinn—without asking—and does the same. “They’ll be fine.”
I’m not sure how having our bikes precariously dangling in the air will stop anyone from stealing them, unless potential thieves assume we’re insane and, therefore, steer clear of messing with us. “If you say so,” I agree. I give the punks another glance and jog a few steps to catch up with Tom, who has made an abrupt beeline for the woods.
We get forty feet into the trees before I realize we have, in fact, hit one of the trails, which is rather awesomely marked with ruby-red crosses on every fifth tree. What is not so awesome is the carpet of debris—rocks and leaves, logs and branches, curious mountains of mud—that threatens to trip me with every step. “Hey, slow down,” I beg. I hate to let my size get in the way of, well, anything…but sometimes it’s inevitable.
Tom backtracks a few steps. “Sorry,” he says sheepishly. He offers me his hand, which I accept with gratitude. It’s a nice hand, warm and smooth and substantial, even with the string-bean fingers. The kind of hand a boyfriend should have. Or a husband. 
“BUUUTT-er-cup!” I call, hoping my little buddy is somewhere in this patch of woods and will recognize my voice—and his name—and come trotting. “BUUUTT-er-cup!”
I yowl until my throat goes hoarse, Tom squeezing my fingers periodically in encouragement and reassurance. He takes over and calls for a while too, but eventually we’ve exhausted our lung power and the available trees. “He might not be here,” Tom says, seconding my thoughts in the matter. 
We drift out of the woods into a clearing behind a housing development that resembles a diorama I constructed in first grade out of shoe boxes and macaroni. “Maybe he lives over there,” I say, an odd thought having just occurred to me: Maybe Buttercup has a real family and isn’t a stray at all.
An aching pain gnaws at my chest, a feeling I recognize from the night Marie and Duncan deposited me on Gramp’s front stoop. And the night after that. And the night after that.
“I doubt it,” Tom says. He nods at the cookie-cutter complex. “This place doesn’t allow pets. They’re considered a health hazard or something.”
I let out the breath I’ve been holding. “Oh.” It’s not like I begrudge Buttercup a family, it’s just that, if he has to choose to belong to someone, I wish it would be me.
At a snail’s pace, Tom and I survey the perimeter of the hulking masses of red-shingled timber (six buildings, to be exact) that, although they purport to be “Senior Living Condominiums,” could just as easily pass for optometrists’ offices or the headquarters of the IRS. 
“You hungry?” Tom asks as we dodge an enormous puddle that, unlike the rest of the dampness on the pavement, has failed to evaporate with the intensifying afternoon sun.
Am I ever not hungry? “Kind of,” I admit.
He eases his hand away from mine and goes into his jeans, pulling out two Milky Ways. “Here,” he says, offering one to me with a satisfied smile.
I shake my head. “I…uh…” I mutter, not wanting to offend him when he looks so proud. I’ve been ticking off the Milky Way-less days on a calendar at home: thirty-two and counting. He gives me the saddest puppy-dog eyes, his lips dissolving into a disappointed frown (and leaving me no choice). “Thanks,” I say, accepting the thing after all. As soon as the candy hits my fingers, they begin to hum.
Tom unwraps his bar halfway and takes a messy bite. “They’re sorta melted,” he tells me, a coating of chocolate clinging to his mouth.
Since I’ve already accepted the damn thing, I might as well eat it. Plus, it looks good. And smells good. I tear it open and risk a nibble and…
 Oh. My. God.
It’s the best Milky Way I’ve ever had, times a million. “Mmm…” I can’t help saying. “Yum.” I run my tongue over my teeth, rescuing every last drop of chocolate-caramel-nougat deliciousness. 
The next thing I know (did I lose time to a sugar coma?), we’re heading for a rock-infested swamp beyond the condominium parking lot. “I’ve seen cats down here,” Tom explains, traipsing along ahead of me. “Not Buttercup, though.”
As much as I love that mangy mongrel of a cat, I’m beginning to tire of searching for him. But I follow Tom over the bed of muck-slicked rocks anyway, my ankles twisting and mashing as I struggle to keep upright. When I glance left, I notice a giant aluminum culvert (for the city folk among us, a big tube or pipe) burrowed into the earth and spitting gulps of water onto the rocks, that strikes me as a perfect spot to stop and regroup, hash out our game plan. “Hey!” I shout. “Tom!”
When he turns around, I point at the culvert. He gets my meaning, nods and begins traversing the cobbled slip-and-slide under our feet. A little ways in front of the culvert, we meet up. Tom locks his arm around mine and guides me to the mouth of the pipe, where, at the risk of soaking our pants, we climb inside. Of course, what looked like a massive space before shrinks to nothing as we cram it full of a two-hundred pound tubbo and a gangly band geek.
“I’ve never been in here,” Tom says, our backs curved against the culvert walls, our legs opposite and interlocked, like dueling crabs.
“It’s neat,” I say. “Very intimate.” I’m not sure if I want this comment to mean anything, but I say it anyway. Once you start letting boys screw you, it’s hard to stop. I wish I could begin again with Tom and without the baggage. Go nice and sweet and slow.
Tom seems happy that I’ve mentioned the culvert’s suitability as a love nest. He leans toward me and I mirror him, our lips brushing softly, our tongues dancing a silent tango. I could take his virginity right here in this drainage pipe, a cool rush of water washing over our nakedness, warmth in our flesh and our hearts. It would be quick and easy, and maybe he’d love me when it was over. Isn’t that what boyfriends are supposed to do?
I let him get started, at least. Work his fingers under my t-shirt and around the waistband of my jeans. If I wasn’t so fat, it would be easier. Should I unbutton my pants? Or his? That’s the usual first step. As for the second step, I’m afraid I’ll be as lost as Tom, since every other screw I’ve been part of has been one-sided.
We kiss harder and faster, to the point of lightheadedness. “I want to,” he tells me during a brief pause. “Do you?”
There’s no use lying. He’ll be able to tell. “Uh-huh,” I murmur, my mind foggy and my thighs stinging. “But first I have to tell you something.”
Obviously, he can’t anticipate the gravity of what’s coming next. “Okay,” he agrees easily. “What is it?”
“I think I might be pregnant.”
 



 
 Nothing snuffs out the flame of sexual chemistry, or a fledgling romance, for that matter, like the knowledge that your girlfriend might be carrying another boy’s baby.
Since we abruptly parted ways in that culvert, Tom has gone to extreme lengths to avoid me, which may explain why I’ve willingly subjected myself to an entire weekend in the company of Duncan, Marie, and little Roy.
I jump my wheelie bag over the threshold of my parents’ barn, agitated and headachy from the nonstop screeching Roy has performed the whole way from Industry to Hollyhock, like some operatic diva.
Please, God, don’t let me be pregnant.
Please.
Please.
Please.
I’ll do anything.
“How do you get stuff upstairs?” I ask no one in particular. I’m afraid of lugging my hefty frame up that ladder—although it does look rather sturdy—let alone wrangling my bulging suitcase along with me. (Maybe I could strap it to my back?)
“Piece of cake,” my father says proudly. He saunters over to a mission-style sofa (an ironic furniture choice given my parents’ previous occupations) and ducks behind it, coming out with an enormous rectangular basket with four metal hooks sprouting out of its back. “Give it to me.” He gestures at the bag, and I oblige. “Now go upstairs and wait.”
I shoot a questioning glance at Marie, who’s got Roy calmed down with a binky (did they pacify me with one of those things?). “It’s fine,” she says, rolling her eyes just a tad.
“Okay,” I say with a shrug. “But my blood’ll be on your hands. Remember that.”
Duncan chuckles, and I award myself mental points for wit. Then, with a flutter in my stomach (was that a baby turning over?), I clamp my hands around the side-rails of the ladder and begin ascending.
“All right!” I yell down from the top, my voice echoing throughout the barn. I crouch behind a bamboo half-wall that’s supposed to keep me from tipping over the edge of the loft and becoming an ugly splatter on the living room floor. “Let ‘er rip!”
Duncan loads my suitcase into the basket (yes, it’s that big) and hooks the entire contraption to some sort of pulley system he’s rigged. Like magic, my luggage floats up the ladder (well, maybe not magic exactly, since Duncan has to undertake quite a bit of cranking to set the illusion in motion) and sputters to a stop right before me. I heft the suitcase out and say, “Wow…impressive.”
“Amazing what a little old-fashioned ingenuity can do, huh?” Duncan says as he cranks the basket back down to the first floor.
Marie just beams from Roy to Duncan to me and back again, an unsettling look of fulfillment overtaking her expression. The last thing I want to do is give her the idea that I’m going to simply click into place, the missing piece of her wholesome family puzzle. I belong to Orv and Denise (and Gramp, even though he’s gone), the way I want Buttercup to belong to me.
I check out the loft for the first time and discover that it’s not so terrible. Like Marie said, it’s divided pretty equally into two distinct spaces, separated by a series of oriental-looking screens (souvenirs my parents have collected during their travels, I suspect). The side with the crib and overgrown safari-themed mobile also features a simple futon I’d bet a million bucks was trucked in here from IKEA (another catalog retailer for which Denise harbors an affinity).
I clunk my bag against the couch/bed (probably I’ll leave the thing in its upright position when I sleep anyway) and then slowly creep back down the ladder.
“So tell us about this Yo-Yo race,” Marie prods coyly, my baby brother now clamped to her chest and suckling away.
“Huh?” I say. It’s hard to concentrate when your mother’s boob is flopped out for everyone to see, even when everyone amounts to you, your father, and the offending bambino.
“The race,” she repeats. “Don’t you volunteer over there at the bike shop?” She waves her hand through the air as if The Pit is just beyond the barn door instead of miles away in Industry.
I meander to the kitchen island, where I’m happy to try my luck with another of my parents’ delicate stools if it means I don’t have to scrunch next to Marie and Duncan on the sofa. “I sorta work there,” I say, wondering exactly what my parents know about Harvey, The Pit, and my sextra-curricular activities. “Why?”
“Your father’ll be competing,” my mother says, stopping to pat Duncan lovingly on the knee.
It seems like just yesterday that I punched his name into the database. “I know.”
My father reclines on the sofa (as much as one can recline on something with a solid wood frame, that is) crosses his legs and studies me pensively. “What about this Lex Arlington character?” he says. “Anything I should know about him?”
Shuffling through a pile of old newspapers and new bills, I say, “Nothing you can’t find out in the National Enquirer. You do know who he is, right?”
Marie shifts Roy to her shoulder but doesn’t bother covering up, her comfort with primitive exposure unnerving. I hope she doesn’t plan on acting like this in public. “He’s famous,” Marie says. “They call him the modern-day Marlon Brando. Quite the compliment, if you’re familiar with the original.”
I’m not. “He’s on TV,” I add with a shrug. “He plays a lawyer called Kurt Holmes on Penal Code 911.”
Duncan’s eyes brighten. “We really should get a television set,” he tells Marie. “Think of all the educational programming Roy’s missing out on.”
My parents engage in a brief squabble over the prospect of a TV invading their peaceful barn, most of their spat whizzing by me as I inspect a stack of drawings I’ve unearthed from their mountain of junk. On ragged slices of parchment that look as if they’ve been torn from an ancient sketchbook are illustrations of what I assume is Duncan’s pulley system at various stages of conceptualization, notes and equations chaotically scratched in the margins.
I am intrigued enough to dig further, where I discover something entirely different: a cluster of sketches that seem to represent some sort of hybrid bicycle/hang glider that is not unlike the Ornithopter Leonardo da Vinci imagined more than four-hundred years ago.
“What’s this?” I ask, the pages clutched in my hand.
Duncan shoots off the sofa, wrenches the drawings from my grasp. “Honestly, Roberta!” he spouts, clearly aggrieved. “Mind your own beeswax!”
Mind my own beeswax? If my father hadn’t gotten so irrationally ticked all of a sudden, I might find the saying quaint (a new turn of phrase I could try out on the profanity-phobic Denise?). “Fine,” I agree, handing over the drawings before he can demand them. “Pardon me.”
Duncan strides across the room to a wall of bookcases and tucks the sketches between two giant tomes, no further mention being made of their existence. Inspired, Marie tucks her boob back into her peasant top and beckons me to the sofa.
If Tom and I hadn’t had a falling out, I wouldn’t be here right now, I think as I take my place beside Marie and Roy.
My mother gets a wistful look in her eyes. “You haven’t even held him,” she says in a tender tone, the emotion in her voice threatening to pry my heart open. “Don’t you want to?”
I love my brother. Or at least I want to. I cradle my arms in front of my chest and say, “Go ahead.”


 
 
chapter 10
 
I HAVEN’T seen Evan Richter’s Dart since way back in October, but today it rises from the dead.
I’m at the same crossroad—Marigold—and, once again, perched on the Schwinn, when the Dart tools up beside me. “Yo, Cotton!” a familiar voice cackles out one of the rolled-down windows. “Wanna fuck?”
Malcolm Gates. Douchebag. “No, thank you,” I say as pleasantly as any well-mannered debutante.
Justin White’s cleft chin juts out the passenger window, followed by his pouty lips, which blow me a lewd, tongue-laced kiss. “Oh, come on,” the quarterback whines. “You know you want it.”
For the first time, I realize maybe I don’t want it. Maybe offering myself up to any jerkwad horny enough to bite is a way of the past, something the old Bobbi would have done. “I think I’ll pass.”
I ignore the Dart and its occupants, every one of them a former screw, and return to pedaling my way to school. But I don’t get far before…
Thump! Plunk-crunch!
The Dart jumps the curb in front of me and jams to a stop, blocking my path. I squeeze the Schwinn’s brakes just in time. “What are you…?!”
All at once, the Dart empties, Evan Richter, Justin White, Malcolm Gates and Corey Benson swarming me like a tornado of angry bees. “Got a problem, Cotton?” Malcolm demands.
“Me? I…” I scan the vicinity for an easy escape but come up empty. “No.”
“Get in the car,” says Justin. 
Corey chuckles under his breath.
All I can think to say is, “My bike.”
“Get in. The fucking. Car,” Justin repeats.
“Now,” says Evan with a twitchy glance at oncoming traffic.
Corey mashes his knuckles. Pop-pop! Pop! Pop!
Screw this, I think. I’d rather be gutted on the sidewalk like a common hog than go anywhere with this quartet of scum. “Okay,” I say. I fake like I’m dismounting the Schwinn but instead lurch forward (well, actually, sort of sideways), pedaling for my life. Evan lands a grab on my arm that feels like it’s going to leave a bruise, but my momentum trumps his wimpy wrist. As I chug away, Malcolm flails in frustration at the Schwinn’s rear tire, never quite connecting with a kick (but throwing himself comically off balance).
Five minutes later, I breeze into the Industry High parking lot, rattled but triumphant.
 



 
Marlowe’s Drugs is closed on Sundays, a fact I discovered yesterday afternoon when I ventured over there again in search of a pregnancy test (it’s about time I put this mystery to rest, since Mother Nature doesn’t seem to be doing the job for me).
Today is Monday, a day of the week Marlowe’s is, in fact, open—or so proclaims the sticky little decal in the shop window. I eye the numbers on the sign one last time (closing time: six o’clock; it’s now quarter to five) before yanking the front door agape.
But I can’t speed right over to the EPTs like I’ve pedaled a mile and a half just to nab one; that would be uncouth and obvious. I should happen upon them, give a little why not? shrug and drop one into my shopping basket, on the off chance someone I know needs one. Oh, and while I’m at it, I should be whistling a carefree tune that conveys the message: I am not a trollop and have no use whatsoever for a pregnancy test.
Of course…first I need a shopping basket. Then I need to learn to whistle.
I spin around and locate a stack of baskets by the door, pluck one off the top and hang it over my arm. We’re out of bandages at home, I think. And, how convenient, I’m standing smack dab at the cusp of the first-aid aisle. I mosey over to the shelf, select a box of the flexible fabric kind and slip it into my basket.
Whew! I feel better already. One step closer to that pregnancy test, the cash register, and my Schwinn.
I dodge a clot of tween girls in shiny sleeveless sports jerseys and matching short-shorts. (Gawd, why are they forced to squeeze into those obnoxious things? Those shorts alone kept me from trying out for softball every year since sixth grade.)
I pass the shampoo and hairspray, circle back around to the pain relievers, which are in the same aisle as the bandages but on the opposite end.
Muscle pain. Since I started training (however sporadically) for the Yo-Yo, my legs and back and even my shoulders have been aching nonstop. (But at least now I know I still have muscles under this suit of blubber.)
I run a finger along the boxes of BENGAY and Aspercreme (I’d rather rub my pain away than choke down a bucketful of pills) but settle for a generic tube of the muscle rub instead, so I can save enough cash for the pregnancy test, which, at last check, cost fourteen ninety-nine.
I’ve been here long enough, I think. Time to snatch a test and vamoose, before anyone catches on. I draw a breath and hold it, saunter up to the family planning section and reach for an EPT, but—egads!—it’s increased in price to nineteen ninety-nine, and Mr. Marlowe’s beady, bifocaled eyes are now drilling holes in my forehead.
I dance my fingers hopefully through the air toward a First Response, until I notice that—double yikes!!—it’s even more expensive: twenty-one ninety-nine. If I weren’t about to vomit (or perhaps faint), I’d check for a generic version, I really would. Instead, I back away and tip my basket out onto the counter.
“That it?” Mr. Marlowe inquires after tallying the muscle rub and the bandages.
“Uh…” I don’t have enough money left for a pregnancy test anyway, so I pinch a pack of watermelon-flavored gum (what can I say? it was good last time) and a Milky Way from the shelf by my knees. “Yup,” I say as I shove the junk toward the pharmacist’s waiting hand. “That’ll do it.”
 



 
Tom and I haven’t officially broken up, but it’s hard to know if someone’s still your boyfriend when they refuse to speak to you.
“Hello?” Tom says noncommittally when he picks up the phone.
I listen to his breathing for a few seconds. “Hi.”
Click.
Why is he bothering to answer my calls if he’s just going to hang up? Doesn’t he have Caller ID?
I poke the redial button with my thumb, and the phone plinks out Tom’s number all on its own. But it just rings and rings. I’ve got to come up with a stealthier way to contact him, catch him off guard, I think. The Internet would be perfect (I could bombard him with messages day and night, refusing to let up until we’ve reached satisfactory communication terms) but Orv, Denise, and I are too cash-strapped for a computer, let alone one of those fancy dialup connections.
Ditto for cell phones and especially texting, which, I’m not ashamed to admit, I find quite exotic. (I mean, all those thoughts and feelings aching to be reduced to clever acronyms and cutesy emoticons? I want to French kiss whoever thought up that idea.)
As usual, the Schwinn is the answer to my problem (that is, if this bout of drizzle would quit and I could sneak out of the house without disturbing Denise, who’s just off the night shift at Welcome Home, and Orv, who has Saturdays off from the toothpick factory and is currently hammering away at something—literally—in the garage).
By the time I grab breakfast and a shower, the first two of my stumbling blocks have vanished: The sun is now aflame, almost to the point of bullying the sky, and Denise is sprawled across the couch, eyes closed, breaths shallow and rhythmic with sleep.
I jangle my house key off the hook by the door and pocket it, ease the door shut behind me as I squint into the sunshine. Orv’s back is to me when I reach the garage, but I’m sure he can still see me out of the corner of his eye. I face the Schwinn toward the street and say, “I’m going for a ride.” As I wheel the bike into the driveway, I add, “Be back later.”
Orv sets the hammer (we own a hammer?) on a shelf above his head. “Aunt Marie’s comin’ at two.”
My parents seem to be taking this shared custody thing pretty seriously. I wrinkle my brow. “Really?”
“Yep.”
Sometimes it’s hard to believe that Orv is only a few years older than me, or that his mother was Marie’s sister (Marie’s big sister and only sibling, who died in a car wreck when Orv was seven). “All right,” I say with a sigh.
Orv runs his palms over his thighs, leaving grease smears on his jeans. “Everything okay, Bobbi-Jo?” he quietly asks.
There is not one particular secret that has me on edge around Orv and Denise lately. It’s more like a combination of secrets (the screwing; the boyfriend; the potential bun in the oven) that’s added up to a clandestine life I’m afraid of exposing. “Sure,” I say. “Not a whole lot going on.”
I check Orv’s eyes, but I can’t tell if he believes me. “Two o’clock,” he repeats. Then he goes back to hammering, and I pedal away.
 



 
When I get to Tom’s, I toss the Schwinn on his golf course-green lawn and parade up the steps, where I jab the bullfrog doorbell—which suddenly appears to be sneering at me—in the gut.
No one answers right away, so I start rapping on the door, my heart jumping to my throat in anticipation of the showdown about to erupt between me and my first-ever boyfriend.
I know about heartache from the years I spent missing Marie and Duncan, but not the kind of heartbreak I feel coming now.
 I try the bell again (smartass frog!! take that!! and that!!), and finally the door creaks open on Wilma, looking drunk or hung-over or just plain sleep-deprived. “What?” she croaks, one of the old lady curlers she’s done up in dangling loosely about her shoulder.
A wad of saliva clings to my throat. I gulp it down and ask, “Is Tom here?”
Wilma is maybe all of thirty-five, but you’d never guess it by her tanned hide, clownish makeup, and persistent stupor. “What for?” she says, eyeing me suspiciously.
Great. Now I’m going to have to explain this mess to Tom’s stepmother. Or lie. “He borrowed my calculator,” I say, surprising myself. “I need it back.”
“Just a minute,” she mutters as she shuts the door in my face.
One Mississippi…two Mississippi…
…forty-four Mississippi…
...eighty-eight Mississippi…
The door snaps back open and Wilma, appearing somehow brighter than a minute and a half ago, shoves one of those freebie bank calculators (it says Blue Ridge Savings right on the front) at me. “This it?”
“Uh…” I shake my head.
“Then we ain’t got it.”
“What about Tom? Can’t I ask him?”
“I don’t think so.”
Why doesn’t she think so? “But I’ve got homework,” I say.
“Hang on.” Again, the door shuts in my face.
The next thing I know, Wilma’s bony arm darts outside and thrusts a crinkled ten-dollar bill into my hand. “That’s all I got.”
“I don’t want money,” I complain, although I could put the windfall toward a pregnancy test. “I just wanna see Tom.” There. She’s made me say it. I hope she’s happy.
“Tom?” she repeats, as if it’s the first time she’s hearing of him.
I just stand there dumbfounded, the money softening in my sweaty palm.
“Tommy ain’t allowed to date,” she tells me, “’til he’s eighteen.”
I guess I’m not the only one fibbing, since Tom has had two other girlfriends before me. Then again, I can’t be sure if he’s lied to Wilma or she’s lying to me. “Okay…?” I say, confused by the conversation we’re having.
Wilma squeezes out onto the porch, forcing my backside against the wrought iron railing. In the sunlight, she looks like a prisoner emerging from long-term isolation. “Listen, sweetheart,” she says, clapping a brittle hand over my shoulder, “Tommy’s not the boy for you. There must be plenty of other young men out there for you to work your charms on, if you get my meaning.” She shoots me a smirk that exposes her yellowed teeth and suggests she and I are not so dissimilar.
“I just want to talk to Tom,” I say, holding strong against the tears that are pressing into my eyes.
“Forget about it.”
“Does he know you’re doing this?”
She shakes her head in the way folks do when they find something pitiful. “You’re in over your head here, sweetheart,” she says, a bullet of spit nailing me in the neck. “And you ain’t gonna bring Tommy down with you. We’ll see to that.”
I wouldn’t take this smackdown from another kid, but Wilma has me tongue-tied. “Fine,” I mumble as I navigate the steps cockeyed. Wilma crosses her arms over her floral housecoat and watches me scrape the Schwinn off the lawn. “Oh, yeah,” I add, the money feeling heavy and dirty in my hand. “You can keep this.” I crumple the bill further and hurl it to the ground, then hop on my bike and start for the road. When I glance back, Wilma is hobbling after the ten-spot, and Tom is in his bedroom window, the curtains pulled aside, staring after me.


 
 
chapter 11
 
I MAKE it home at five ‘til two, tear-stained and sweaty. Marie is already in our driveway, biding her time listening to fossilized cassette tapes in the dilapidated van. I roll past her into the garage, which Orv has mercifully left open. As I wedge the Schwinn into the corner by a random old door we’ve got lying around, it dawns on me that the Royale’s gone.
“Rober—” my mother says before catching herself. She’s now out in the driveway, the raffia ties of her pumpkin-orange espadrilles wound so tightly around her legs they appear to be impinging her circulation. Or the pregnancy just left her with cankles. “I’ve got something for you.”
I shoot a sideways glance into the back of the van, where I note that the only viable seatbelt is buckled around an infant car seat. But it’s empty. “Where’s Roy?” My sweet baby brother is the only thing that makes these visits with Marie and Duncan bearable.
Marie ignores me, goes arms-first into the open driver’s window and comes out with a flat, square box, which she presents to me as if it’s the Great American Novel. “Your father and I thought you could use one of these,” she declares.
Do I dare look? “Where’s Roy?” I repeat as she presses the box into my uncertain hands.
She flips her hair, which, if you ask me, is much too long and stylish for someone of her age and political persuasion. I mean, shouldn’t her head be shaved (to protest misogyny)? Or her locks be in dreads (to prove she’s a woman of the people, man)? “Roy’s fine,” she says with a dismissive wag of her hand. “He’s napping while your father attends to some work.”
What kind of work? I wonder. That flying-machine contraption thing? Is Duncan preparing to launch a new mode of transportation in Calcutta or Timbuktu? At Marie’s urging, I flip the box over. “A scale?” I should be offended, but I’m not. Actually, I’m sort of curious about my weight, since the digital scale Denise brought with her when she moved in quit working seven or eight months ago.
“That’s right,” Marie says, beaming. “How can you expect to get your…situation under control without the simplest bit of data? Before a problem can be solved, it must first be defined.”
Did I just sprout whiskers and an itty-bitty pink nose? Because I’m starting to feel a whole lot like one of Marie and Duncan’s sacrificial lab rats. I tuck the scale under my arm, fish my key out and head for the door. “I’ll be right back.”
 



 
It pains me to admit it, but I’m actually (gasp!) starting to enjoy my time with Marie, Duncan, and Roy.
“How are the croquettes?” my father inquires as my parents and I huddle around the mahogany island, eating from our designated Pottery Barn plates. “Not too dry, are they?”
I lick one of my fingers, then another. “No,” I say, only too happy to report on the tenderness of the meal my father has prepared (who knew vegetables could taste so good?). I give a little thumbs-up. “They’re perfect.”
Roy lets out a restless gurgle, prompting Duncan to dash over to the basket where my brother is stashed and swoop him up. “There, there,” my father coos, patting Roy on the back.
“We’re taking a shot at attachment parenting this time,” my mother says with a crinkly-eyed smile at Duncan and the baby. “We tried the Ferber method with you,” she tells me, “and it didn’t pan out.”
“The what?”
 “Ferberizing,” Duncan chimes in. “Developed by Dr. Richard Ferber, a highly regarded pediatrician of the time. Or a psychologist.” He squints. “I forget which.”
Marie clatters her dinner fork across her plate and swirls a colorful linen napkin over her mouth. “You wouldn’t stop bawling,” she says with a frown in my direction. “Drove us to the doorstep of the funny farm.”
Duncan hands the baby off to Marie, who, once again, flops out a boob. I slip off my stool and linger in the kitchen, fingering the miniature spice jars Duncan has left on the counter. “Why did I cry so much?” I ask.
Duncan chuckles. “It’s not that you fussed, Bobbi. It’s that you wouldn’t quit fussing. And the Ferber method advocated letting you ‘cry it out.’ ” He rolls his eyes at the memory, and Marie mirrors him. “We lasted about seven weeks before we were ready to yank our hair out.”
This Dr. Ferber sounds like a real tool. I suggest renaming his parenting method the lazy/neglectful/why-bother-giving-a-damn? plan.
I open my mouth to voice this sentiment, albeit in a watered-down form, but Duncan’s cell phone suddenly starts skittering across the island, pumping out a rap song (Snoop Dog?) at top volume.
Roy does one of those rigid, startled moves babies sometimes pull for no reason whatsoever. Before I can get my fingers to my ears, Duncan grabs the phone. “Yell-o!” He squints, then scowls. Absently he slinks onto my stool. “Uh-huh…okay, well then…if you’d take a breath, maybe I could…that’s right…the police?...I don’t see any other way…Bobbi?...no, I’ll handle it…all right…try to relax…you’re welcome…bye-bye.”
Duncan stares into the distance for a moment, as if he’s collecting his thoughts. “There’s been some trouble in Industry,” he tells Marie.
“What’s going on?” I demand. “Who was that?”
“There were no injuries,” he reports, as if he’s writing copy for the six o’clock news. “But Denise is pretty shaken up.”
I glance at Marie, who is busily jostling Roy but remains mute on the matter.
“Denise?” I say, panic rising in my voice. “Take me home. Now.”
Marie nods at Duncan, and he simply reaches for his keys.
 



 
There are three police cars stacked on our lawn, their light bars ablaze with blasts of blue and white, when Duncan and I arrive, which explains why I don’t notice the smashed picture window right off. What does draw my eye is the Royale, parked as normally as ever at the front of the driveway with its trunk caved in (I’m picturing baseball bats used, here), its bumper crumpled, and its taillights all but missing.
“Holy…” I whisper, alarmed by the war-zone look my home has assumed.
“Just remember,” Duncan tells me as we ease out of the van, repeating the mantra he’s hatched on the way over, “the authorities have things well in hand.”
I want to say, How do you know? But I bite my tongue.
As bad as the Royale looks from the back, it’s even worse from the front, which Duncan and I discover when we round the side of the car en route to the house.
I stop in my tracks and stare. “What does that say?” I wonder aloud (and mostly rhetorically). The Royale is bathed in graffiti so thick I can hardly make out the color of its hood: sun-bleached blue.
Duncan steers me by the shoulder toward the door, and when we get inside, Denise outright tackles me. “Oh my gosh!” she exclaims, hugging me so hard I stop breathing for a second. She smoothes my hair against my back and squeezes again. “I’m so glad…so glad you’re all right.”
Why wouldn’t I be all right?
Past the refrigerator is Orv, hands buried in his pockets, clenching his jaw and staring glassy-eyed into the living room, the source of unfamiliar cop voices. “Um…” I say, gently withdrawing from Denise’s embrace, “…what happened?”
Denise shrugs, twists her lips sideways. “A bunch of kids…well, uh…they chucked a rock through the front window.” As an afterthought, she adds, “And the car’s wrecked.”
I turn to Duncan. “You can go if you want,” I say. “There’s probably nothing you can do anyway.”
“Call your mother later,” he replies on his way out. “She’ll be worried.”
 



 
While the police officers—one stout and burly, the other two lanky and fish-eyed—wrap up their documentation of the scene, Orv disappears into the crawlspace and comes out with a dusty length of cardboard leftover from some long-forgotten purchase of Gramp’s, which he duct tapes over the sizeable hole in the window by his La-Z-Boy.
Denise ushers the cops outside. From the kitchen table, where I sit scraping a dried gob of Mrs. Butterworth’s off the napkin holder with my thumbnail, I hear the officers reassure Denise that she, Orv, and I are simply the victims of haphazard vandalism. A gang of restless youths with nothing better to do on a Saturday night.
It’s a tempting theory, but one that leaves me less than convinced. Because all I can hear is Justin White’s agitated voice ordering me into Evan Richter’s Dart, set to a soundtrack of Corey Benson’s popping knuckles. Revenge, I think, makes a bit more sense. Not that I’ll be letting anyone in on this train of thought.
Orv plops into the chair beside me. “You okay?”
Why does everyone keep asking me that? “Yeah,” I say. “You?”
“Ain’t that big a deal,” Orv claims, “’cept for the money it’s gonna take to fix that window.” He shakes his head in defeat. “’Course, the Royale’s a goner.”
“How’s Denise gonna get to work?”
He scratches at his chin like a neurotic cat. “Don’t tell her this,” he says just above a whisper, “but I know a guy who buys cars at auctions and fixes ‘em up. I think he’ll sell us one on credit.”
Gramp must be turning over in his grave. “Credit?” I think Orv either threw it out or buried it somewhere in the garage, but Gramp used to have this plaque he’d carved with the maxim: Neither a borrower nor a lender be. (I’m pretty sure he stole that saying from Ben Franklin or Shakespeare, but that’s another story.) ‘Til the day he died, Gramp would parade visitors around the house to worship that plaque as if they were kneeling at the altar of the Money God.
Orv squinches his shoulders toward his ears. “What do you want me to do, Bobbi-Jo?” he asks, “make Denise walk? We ain’t got the money.”
“How much do we need?” I say, wondering what’s taking Denise so long outside. I tip my chair back and steal a peek out the window, where I spot her picking shards of taillight debris out of the driveway cracks.
“Total?” Orv says, pinching his eyebrows together. “Who knows? I’ve never bought a window before.”
“What about for the car?”
“Depends on what kind of car.”
“Let’s just say the kind of car your friend gets from the auction.”
Orv stares at the ceiling, thinking. “A thousand, at least,” he tells me. “Fifteen-hundred would be better. We could get a good one for that.”
“Do you think Denise could hitch a ride for a few weeks, like you and Miss Esther do?”
“Probably,” he says, eyeballing me with confusion and curiosity. “Why?”
“Oh, nothin’,” I say, certain he’ll laugh if I tell him what I’m thinking. But still… “I want to help.”
“Yeah?”
I nod tentatively. “The Yo-Yo’s in April,” I say, realizing just how dumb my idea sounds. “The grand prize for my division is a thousand dollars.”
Orv doesn’t laugh, at least not on the outside. Nor does he roll his eyes, a reflex much harder to suppress than an errant chuckle. But he also doesn’t speak. At all.
“So…” I continue, “…maybe I can, uh, come up with some of the cash, and we won’t have to go on credit or whatever.” Before I catch myself, I flap my hand through the air like Marie. (Oh, God, now I’m adopting her mannerisms!) “Even if I don’t win, there’s runner-up prizes,” I add. “Hundreds of dollars worth, I think.”
Orv shoots me one of his rare nice-guy smiles (man, the dude is stingy with affection). “Every little bit helps,” he says with a tinge of optimism.
Right then, the screen door clanks open and in comes Denise with a shopping bag full of shattered…glass?...plastic? “I’m putting this in the garbage,” she tells Orv and me. “Make sure you don’t cut yourselves.”
 



 
Since Marie and Duncan flitted back into town, I’ve been shortchanging Harvey at The Pit. And he needs me more now than ever, business having roughly quadrupled on the news of Lex Arlington’s support of, and—yes!—participation in, the Yo-Yo.
I check in a shipment of bicycle helmets and begin displaying them in place of the ones that have recently sold. Harvey likes bold color palettes: lime green, electric blueberry, purple pizzazz, all of which feature prominently in our protective headgear.
“So, Bobbi,” Harvey says as he tears down a bike in preparation for another rebuild job, “have you managed to locate Buttercup?”
Just the mention of that scruffy feline has me ready to burst into tears. I gulp before remarking, “Nah. He’s gotten off somewhere good this time.” My thoughts hang up on Tom for a moment, how he selflessly searched for the ragamuffin with me until…
Harvey slips the wrench he’s been using back into his rolling toolbox and says, “I’ve got a proposition for you.”
“Me?” I ask like a moron; there’s no one else here.
He joins me in front of the helmets, plucks the blueberry one off its hook. “Your birthday’s right around the corner, isn’t it?”
“A week from today,” I say.
He holds the helmet up to my head, as if he’s mentally trying it on me. “Think this’ll match your bike okay?” he asks. “Because you’ve got no business risking your skull out there.”
My heart swells with happiness, because even though I can’t stand those obtrusive things making my scalp sweat and itch, compressing my temples and gouging their straps into my double chin, I know Harvey’s only trying to protect me. “It’s perfect,” I say as he hands it to me.
Harvey grins. “Happy Birthday. A little early, but…”
I jiggle the helmet onto my head, adjust its straps wide enough to fit and then click the thing into place. “Not bad,” I say with a nod.
Harvey gives the helmet a satisfied rap of his knuckles and says, “Stellar. Just the thing to help me sleep at night.”
Is it wrong for a teenage girl to kiss an old dude (on the cheek, of course)? An old dude for whom she works? An old dude who, once upon a time, was her high school principal? An old dude who is a perfect gentleman and, in fact, may very well be gay?
I don’t bother riddling out the answers to these questions but instead sling my arms around Harvey’s shoulders and plant one a few inches in front of his ear. He startles briefly and then returns my hug. And my kiss. To the helmet.


 
 
chapter 12
 
TOM IS waiting outside The Pit when I get off work, his BMX balanced on its side against the curb, where he squats over a cluster of stones he’s arranged into a rough pyramid. Behind him on the sidewalk is a knotted plastic shopping bag, its contents obscured.
Obviously, he’s here for me.
As a girl of enhanced size, I’d like to point out that, although some large people are easy to hear coming—puffy breaths, slacks rustling between their thighs, the slap of meaty footsteps—others, like me, can be quite stealthy, even to the point of imperceptibility.
I clear my throat to let Tom know I’ve slithered up next to him.
“Oh,” he says, jumping to his feet and brushing his jeans off. His nose twitches nervously. “Hi.”
I have never found Tom Cantwell more darling than I do right this moment, yet I can’t think of a thing to say. “What are you…?”
“I didn’t know when you’d be getting…” He glances at the sun as if he’s checking a watch. “…uh, out here.”
“The Pit closes early on Fridays now,” I say with a tilt of my head in the shop’s direction. “Harvey joined a knitting club.”
“That guy…” Tom says, chuckling. “I don’t know…” When his eyes lift to meet mine, I get a sudden urge to let him screw me. A bolt of lightning in my netherland.
I shake off the sensation and, in Harvey’s defense, argue, “He’s all right.”
Tom rights the BMX and mounts it cockeyed, one foot balanced on a pedal and the other on the sidewalk, where it threatens to strike up a game of footsie with me. When I reach for his shopping bag, he takes an abrupt dive, beating me to it.
“What’s that?” I say, not bothering to disguise my curiosity.
He loops the bag around his wrist, where it dangles and periodically smacks against the bike’s steering column. “I’m headed to Bob’s Lunch,” he tells me, adroitly changing the subject. “Wanna come?”
“They’re open?” I have been to Bob’s Lunch—a ramshackle diner-esque eatery by the railroad tracks with actual greasy spoons—plenty of times with Gramp, but always at noon-ish. We are now solidly in supper territory.
“ ‘Bob’s Lunch’ is a misnomer,” Tom tells me. “They should drop the ‘lunch’ and just call it Bob’s.”
I take a couple of lazy steps toward the Schwinn and say, “It’s a what?”
He hops a tire up onto the curb. “MIS-nomer,” he repeats. “Badly named; wrongly named. It means something like that, in Latin anyway.”
Bob’s Lunch is at least a mile from The Pit. Maybe more. I point the Schwinn in the right direction. “What are you, one of those idiot-savants?” I joke. Gramp adored the movie Rain Man, which, until he died, we watched—and rewatched—every Christmas Eve and Easter morning. I think he fancied himself a bit like the Dustin Hoffman character: a mental genius who couldn’t punch his way out of a paper bag.
“Possibly,” Tom says, not seeming the least bit insulted.
He kickstarts the BMX and floats out in front of me. As I pedal along behind him, I realize that this lovely boy, a boy I don’t deserve and one who has no business being interested in a tubbo like me in the first place, just may be the fairytale. My Prince Charming. The boy of this girl’s dreams.
Tom leads us the back way around to Bob’s Lunch, the restaurant’s lot nothing more than a double-wide driveway rearing up to a defunct dance studio and a discount commercial bakery. We prop our bikes on either side of a wobbly tree and head around the corner for the entrance, Tom’s shopping bag tucked under his arm, our fingertips brushing incidentally as we walk.
Tom holds the door and, once we’re comfortably inside, waits for me to select the seating (a good thing, since the booths here are too slender to accommodate my inflated jellyroll).
I pull a chair away from the nearest table and plunk down gracelessly (note to self: in the future, aim for the comportment of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis or Kate Middleton, Duchess of Cambridge).
Tom settles opposite me, and I track that shopping bag of his as if we’re playing our own little shell game, him the streetwise huckster and me the unsuspecting tourist willing to toss away five bucks on a battle of skill and wit. I can’t bend over to check (too obvious), but I’m almost certain he’s clamped the mysterious bag between his thigh and the chair. But where will it go next?
“They’ve got good sweet potato fries here,” he tells me, skidding a menu over the tabletop. “I’ll split ‘em with you, if you want.”
At least he doesn’t assume I’m a hog. “Sure,” I say. I scan the menu and suggest, “Oh...and the fried pickles. We could get those.” In addition to Milky Ways, which, I’m proud to say, I haven’t ingested since the quest for Buttercup (I gave the one from Marlowe’s to Denise), it’s highly likely I’m addicted to fried pickles. Thank God, I don’t come across them too often.
He shrugs. “All right.”
I look around and notice that we must’ve hit Bob’s Lunch during a lull; there’s not an employee in sight. Or a customer, for that matter. “Where is everyone?”
“I dunno,” says Tom, following my gaze.
We languish in silence for a minute or two before I cock my head and, once again, ask, “So…what’s in the bag?”
There really isn’t a way to describe the look that comes over Tom’s face, but if I had to put words to it, I’d say it’s a regretful pity-smile with a twist of care and hope.
I hear plastic rustling under the table, and then something begins tapping at my knee. “Take it,” Tom says.
I grope along my thigh until my hand finds the bag, which I draw to my lap and struggle to unknot. Meanwhile, Tom’s foot jackrabbits off the pedestal between us so forcefully that the table rocks out of line with its row. I get the bag undone and peer inside, dumbfounded by what I see. “Uh…” I manage to say, my breath caught in my throat. “I…”
“You don’t know yet, do you?” he asks sweetly, as if the baby I might be carrying could be his.
I shake my head, clamp my lip under my teeth and let the tears go. My period is as disappeared as Buttercup.
Tom’s eyes gloss over as if he may cry too. “You should find out,” he tells me, “for sure.”
I coil the bag around the pregnancy test and clear the wetness from my cheeks with my fingertips. “I will,” I say. “Thank you.”
Before anyone from Bob’s Lunch can make an appearance, we agree to a rain check and slip out into the dusky evening, our fingers intertwined and the heaviness of love in our hearts.
 



 
I haven’t touched the scale or the pregnancy test, each holding its own brand of terror.
“Anyone need the bathroom?” I call to Orv and Denise, who are nuzzled together on the couch, opposite the jerry-rigged window. “’Cause I’m gonna take a shower.” With only one bathroom in the house, it’s always polite to ask.
“Go ahead,” shouts Orv, his tone giving me the impression he’s about to savor some alone time with Denise.
My bedroom is only one door down from the bathroom, kitty-corner to Orv and Denise’s room. I make a quick check of the hallway before scuttling through with my pajamas, a towel, the scale, and the pregnancy test, all clutched in a heap at my chest.
The lock on the bathroom door is busted (that little button on the handle just pops back out, no matter how many times you shove it in), so I snatch a jug of bleach from under the sink and jam it between the door and the vanity, which probably won’t stop anyone from bursting in on me, but gives me an acceptably false sense of security.
I draw a deliberate breath. Okay, here goes, I think as I tear into the scale’s cardboard packaging. I’m not sure I’ll have the guts to ask the pregnancy question, but the weight issue I’m prepared to confront.
 It takes me a few minutes to get the batteries properly installed and the digital readout programmed for my age and height, but soon I’m poised toe-to-scale, a knot of anxiety roiling in my stomach. I take the step (why prolong the agony?), stare down at the display with a mixture of dread and hope. Last I knew, I clocked in at a solid two twenty. But as the numbers settle, they hover in the high one hundreds. One ninety-seven, one ninety-eight. I’ve lost over twenty pounds? No way. I hop off the scale and then back on again, and the results are the same: one ninety-eight point two. I want to scream.
Suddenly I’m hopeful about the pregnancy test too, since, if I were preggo, I should be gaining weight, not losing it.
The pregnancy test is even more complicated to operate than the scale, particularly since its directions are microscopic and printed mostly in foreign languages.
I read and reread the English version until I’m sure I’ve got at least a vague grasp of the testing procedure, which requires me to aim my pee at a tiny little stick (presumably without bathing my hand in backsplash or dropping the stick into the toilet bowl). Alternately, the instructions suggest I may pee into a cup, dip the stick just-so into the pee, and proceed as directed.
Another good thing about Denise (besides the fact that she loves me more than my parents do) is that she’s kind of a germaphobe. Consequently, we always have a stack of Dixie cups in the medicine cabinet. I pull back the mirror and pilfer one from her stash, then peel the wrapper off the pregnancy test and rest the stick on the vanity. Owing to my size and relative klutziness (not to mention my complete lack of experience in these matters), it takes a good bit of effort for me to cajole my pee into the cup (so imagine the trouble I would’ve had if I’d tried the direct-to-stick method).
The results of a pregnancy test are available in only two minutes, a fact that seems implausible at best. Such potentially life-altering news should require a day to process, at minimum. Preferably a week. Maybe even forever.
I press my ear to the door, just to be sure no one is headed my way. Then, when I’m satisfied the coast is clear, I dip the stick into the pee and pray.
Negative, negative, negative, negative. Negative, negative, negative, neg—
Holy shit! Something’s happening! A line is forming! Frig, where did I put the…?
Negative, negative, negative, negative.
I locate the directions and flip to the “results” chart, which I study until I conclude that the line I now see, as big and bold as a Vegas marquee, is the “control” line, representing nothing more than a usable test. If another line forms parallel to the control line (this one’s the “test” line)…congratulations, you’re expecting.
I’m staring at that damn control line and, more importantly, the line-free space beside it, with so much force I feel as if my eyeballs may drop out of my head. But nothing’s happening. Not even the faintest hint of parallelism. And it sure as hell seems like my two minutes are up.
For certainty’s sake, I count to one-hundred in my head, then compare my test to the results chart.
Still no parallel line, meaning…
I AM NOT PREGNANT!!!!
If this bathroom weren’t so small, I’d break out in a dance routine right here. Instead, I settle for grinning hopelessly at myself in the mirror, as if I’ve accomplished something extraordinary by avoiding the p-word. I mean, really? Kids my age shouldn’t even have to deal with this kind of thing.
Even though part of me wants to mount and frame this test stick, I set about concealing it (and its box and instructions) in a cocoon of toilet paper that I leave behind on the counter as I get the shower running. I’ve just started stripping down when I hear a high-pitched squeal.
It’s Denise, and the way she’s shrieking has me convinced she’s spotted a mouse (or some comparably eek-worthy rodent). I hike my pants back over my hips, flip the shower controls off, and peek my head out the bathroom door (after I relocate the bleach, of course). “What?” I shout. “Are you guys okay?”
Denise comes bouncing into the hall with the enthusiasm of a SuperBall. “Look! Look!” she screeches, flailing her hand at my face.
I have about a zero chance of understanding her unless she calms down. “Hey, hey,” I say, reaching my hand out and grabbing her wrist. “Chill for a sec.”
She’s now moved on to some crazy pogo-stick maneuver that makes her appear as if she’s about to wet herself. “Look!” she demands once again.
I tighten my grip on her arm, freeze her hand in midair, inches off the tip of my nose. “Is this…?” I ask, finally noticing the speck of a diamond ring she’s so proudly flaunting.
She smiles the happiest smile I’ve ever seen. “Uh-huh,” she says with an eager nod.
Orv slips into the hallway but hangs back, looking sheepish and saying nothing.
“Oh my God!” I blurt, nearly as stunned as Denise. “And…?”
“Yes!” she squeaks. “I said yes, of course!”
I risk a step into the hall, followed by a shoulder squeeze (me to Denise) that leads to a full-on bear hug (Denise to me). “Congrats,” I say into her ear. And then I start to cry.
 



 
At seven o’clock last night, a wrecker backed up to the Royale, winched it off the driveway and, with a bounce and a clunk, ferried it away. It was the first time I’d truly dissolved since we lost Gramp. Now we’ve lost his Sweet Baby Bluey too.
Denise has cobbled together a series of lifts to and from Welcome Home that takes a three-page spreadsheet to keep track of. Today is a Tuesday, which means she walks two blocks home from Winchester Street, where Jessica Smart, the graveyard med tech, is willing to drop her off. When she slogs into the kitchen, I can’t help noticing that a bit of the newly-engaged sheen she’s been sporting these last few days has worn off.
“There’s a load of laundry in the washer,” I inform her as I down the remainder of my orange juice and wiggle my backpack over my shoulders. “It wasn’t done in time for me to switch it over.” I’ve always tried to pitch in around here, but now that Denise is gone an extra two hours a day, I’ve had to up my game.
She gives a little sigh as she brushes imaginary crumbs off the edge of the counter. “All right.”
“I’ll do another load when I get home,” I tell her, since things are really starting to pile up around here. A stack of dishes even sat in the sink overnight, one of Denise’s Seven Deadly No-Nos. “Harvey gave me today and tomorrow off, ‘in honor of my birthday.’ ”
Denise works up a smile. “What kind of cake do you want?” she asks. “I can have Orv stop and pick up a mix this afternoon.”
If I had to guess what’s eating at Denise, I’d say it’s something to do with her medical condition and the fact that she can’t carry a baby. With a wedding now on the horizon, she must be feeling even more hopeless about the prospect of her and Orv starting a family. “Anything chocolate,” I say. “Or strawberry. Lemon would be good too.”
“Not vanilla?”
If I don’t get out of here right now, I’m going to be late for school. “Nah,” I say with a quick shake of my head. I make a break for the door. “Too boring.” Vanilla is actually my favorite (for cake anyway), but Denise doesn’t like it. And the fruit flavors are for Orv.  


 
 
chapter 13
 
MY BIRTHDAY started with a low-key breakfast at Pablo’s with Marie, Duncan, and cranky little Roy (honestly, I’m shocked my parents had the wherewithal to haul themselves out of bed at such an ungodly hour, bundle the baby up, and trek all the way to Industry to fetch me, just to take an about-face back to Hollyhock—and Pablo’s—after which, they drove me to school). Who needs birthday presents (instead of a gift, Marie and Duncan paid to have a tree planted in my name in the rainforest) when your parents actually bother to act like you exist?
When school lets out, Tom meets me by the bike rack, which I’ve wandered over to despite the fact that I’m without the Schwinn. His eyes light up when he sees me. “I thought you skipped today or something,” he says, a note of surprise in his voice. “Why weren’t you at lunch?”
“Harvey,” I say with a gentle roll of my eyes. “He ambushed me.” In reality, what Harvey did was excuse me from school for three periods (as the former principal, he retains such power based on nothing more than a wink and a nod), during which time we scarfed down a couple of cheeseburgers and took in a movie at the five-dollar theater on the outskirts of town (Rango, if you must know).
Tom is growing the cutest shadow of a moustache, which looks sublime against his honey-colored skin (he’s one-sixteenth Peruvian Indian). To me, though, he resembles a hot, young Mexican gunslinger. “Can I walk you home?” he asks, stepping aside so the rest of the bicycle-riding students can clear out.
“Sure,” I say. As my boyfriend (he hasn’t told me otherwise, so I’ve disregarded what Wilma said and decided that Tom and I are, in fact, meant to be), he doesn’t really have to ask, although I appreciate his courtesy.
He pulls the BMX out of the bike rack. “You know what I was thinking about today?” he says as we slip off Industry High grounds.
“No. What?” I say, figuring he may be referring to something birthday-related, since today is the day. I chew at the inside of my cheek as I await the reveal.
“Remember in fourth grade, in Mr. Yeager’s class?” he says. “When we went to Owakini Springs?”
For some reason this makes me smile, then laugh. “Not really,” I say. “Wawakini?”
He slows his enunciation. “Ow-a-kini. It’s Native American,” he says. “We took a fieldtrip a few weeks before the end of school. My mom chaperoned.”
When he mentions his mother, I get a familiar little stabbing pain in my chest that sometimes comes on when I think about Gramp, which seems to happen less and less frequently since Marie and Duncan wedged themselves back into my life.
I squint. “Not ringing a bell. Sorry.” I say, “What about it, though?”
He stops his bike a second. “You really don’t remember?”
I want to remember, mostly because he seems so pained about my not being able to. “Was that…” I say, pausing to buy my brain cells a few extra moments of concentration, “…the place with the water?” I hope I’m not misinterpreting the word springs, or I may end up looking like a fool here.
He starts rolling his bike along again. “Yup,” he says. “It’s a lake. A manmade one. Remember, they had picnic tables and a volleyball net and those built-in grills? We had a cookout.”
I have the vaguest sense of having experienced something like what he describes. “Sounds sort of familiar,” I admit. “But I’m not totally clear.” I frown. “Sounds fun, though,” I add, hoping this is the recognition he’s angling for.
He stops the BMX again, this time abruptly. “Fun?!”
Now I’m confused. I shrug and say, “Well, not the whole thing, of course. But some of it was okay, wasn’t it?” I find that vague lies with lots of gray area work best.
“Until you almost died,” he tells me bluntly, “and I saved you.”
I can’t make eye contact with him, because I’m not sure if he’s joking. “Huh?”
“You weren’t a very good swimmer,” he says. “Are you any better now?”
“I don’t know,” I say, realizing that the only time my body has contacted water (other than in the shower, of course) was at Tom’s pool party last year. And all I did then was dangle my legs in.
We continue walking. “I think you thought that, uh, ‘cause…” he says, stumbling over what he wants to say. “Malcolm Gates told you fat people float, like whales. He said you should go out deeper, even though the teachers told us to stay inside the ropes. He called you something too. A crybaby? A fraidy cat? Something like that.”
A sick feeling bubbles in my stomach. “Then what?”
He stares into the distance. “I’ve sort of blocked it out too,” he says. “But not all the way. If I try, I can still remember. Sometimes I dream about it.”
“Fourth grade wasn’t that long ago,” I say, implying that our recalls our deficient. “It couldn’t’ve been that bad, right?”
His eyes well, and I get an ominous feeling that whatever happened to Tom and me nearly six years ago was that bad and worse. “When I got to you, you weren’t moving or breathing,” he says. “It wasn’t like on TV. It was bad. I didn’t think I was going to be able to…” His voice does a hiccupping thing that takes the place of a sob. “The teachers didn’t even know what was happening until I got you back inside the ropes, and then one of them started screaming. I was screaming in my head, but on the outside, all I could do was shake.” Softly he repeats, “I couldn’t stop shaking.”
As he describes the scene, it flickers through my mind like a snowy black-and-white home movie. Only I must be imagining, not remembering, since, if Tom is to be believed (which, of course, he is), then I was unconscious for a large portion of what transpired. “What made you think of that?” I ask, feeling an odd compulsion to apologize for events I only barely recall.
He clears his throat and smiles at me, melting my heart. “Your birthday,” he says. “I was glad you’re still here.” A look of recognition dawns across his face. “Oh, yeah,” he says, stopping once again, this time laying the BMX in the grass and slinging his backpack off his shoulder. “I’ve got something for you.”
I watch curiously as he fumbles with a stuck zipper, rearranges a stack of spiral notebooks and eventually comes out with something thin and flat, roughly square-shaped and covered in overlapping funny papers and Scotch tape. “Here,” he says, passing the item to me. “Happy Birthday.”
The closest thing to a present I’ve ever gotten from a boy is one of those vending machine trinkets Brent Flynn slides my way after he screws me. This kind of gift feels much nicer. “Should I open it now?” I ask hesitantly.
“Definitely,” says Tom. “I want to see what you think.”
I ease a fingertip under a loose edge of the newsprint (it seems as if he’s wrapped the gift this way on purpose, for my opening pleasure), then drag the finger along until one whole side of the paper is gaping. The record basically falls into my hand. “Jesus Christ,” I can’t stop myself from saying, even though it’s probably an inappropriate reaction to such a thoughtful gesture. “Your mom’s song?”
He beams proudly. “The one she sang to my dad, on his birthday,” he reminds me. “I thought maybe we could start a new tradition…or, well…continue their old one.”
He plans to serenade me with a ditty about fat bottomed girls? Bring it on. “All right,” I say. “Why not?”
He digs into his pocket and wiggles out a folded piece of notebook paper (the lyrics), which he unravels. “Don’t laugh,” he says, holding the paper up to his face. “I only had a day to rehearse.”
I try but fail to suppress a giddy grin. “You have my word,” I say. To prove the point, I sweep an invisible cross over my heart.
He shakes his head, as if even he disbelieves what he’s about to do. But he does it anyway. With a faltering voice and a gaze too self-conscious to meet mine, he stammers out one line and then another. Once he’s settled into a comfortable rhythm, he rolls right through the chorus.
I’m impressed. And flattered. Not just by the song, which extols the virtues of big girls like me, but by Tom’s willingness to share something so personal. His singing voice, while a bit off-key, still has enough of a raspy twang to give me the shivers.
The moment his lips stop moving, I break out in applause. “That was awesome!” I say. “I loved it!”
He wrinkles his nose. “You sure?”
This boy is getting a kiss right now. I hang my arms around his waist, tip my face up and gingerly press my mouth to his. His arms tense as they meet behind my bottom. After a while, I take a breath and say, “Positive.”
“Huh?”
“I’m positive,” I repeat. “You were great.” My eyebrows pull together. “You’re gonna do that again next year?” I ask. “And the year after that?”
“That’s the idea.”
He presses into me, and I feel the same tightness in his pants that cropped up last time we came across his mother’s record (what can I say? I guess all that singing about fat bottoms turns people on).
Which reminds me…
I bring my lips to his ear and tell him, “I used the test, by the way. It was negative.”
His whole body relaxes, except that stiff zipper, which seems as if it has mated with my drawstring pants. Almost inaudibly he says, “Good.”
 



 
Gramp’s house has the aroma of cake when Tom and I arrive. Strawberry, if I’m not mistaken (which I’m quite sure I’m not, a lifetime of gluttony having fine tuned my nose like a piano virtuoso’s ear).
I bomb into the kitchen, but Tom hesitates at the threshold behind me, one foot in and one foot out. When I notice he’s lagging, I call back, “Come on.”
Gramp’s old ramshackle house isn’t much to look at (in fact, it’s better to avoid looking, lest you run across another home improvement project to tack on to the ever-expanding to-do list), but Tom is welcome anyway.
He drags the screen door shut and belatedly trails me into the living room, where Denise hunches over a rickety metal tray table (one of Gramp’s rusty-around-the-edges garage sale finds) dropping change into a coin sorter and rolling the cash into neat stacks. A quick glance reveals that she’s scrounged up twenty-seven dollars.
For a second I feel embarrassed about Tom seeing how poor we are, but then I just hope Denise hasn’t bought me anything for my birthday. The cake is more than enough.
Denise spots me out of the corner of her eye and says, “There’s the birthday girl.” Her gaze lingers on Tom as she awaits an introduction. 
“It smells delicious in here,” I say. Bluntly I add, “Where’s the cake?” I’d expected to find it on the kitchen table as we passed, but the confection was suspiciously absent.
Denise presses a pile of nickels into a paper roll. “In the fridge. I thought we’d save it until Orv gets home,” she says. “But now that you’ve got company…”
“Oh, this is Tom,” I say with a nonchalant wave. “He’s helping me train for the Yo-Yo.” I draw a quick breath. “Tom, this is my…” I stop myself from introducing Denise as my mother and puzzle through her relation to me. “…my soon-to-be cousin-in-law? She’s marrying my cousin, Orv.”
“Nice to meet you,” says Tom.
“My pleasure.”
I can see Denise’s point about the cake, but it is my birthday. And I doubt Tom’s going to stick around for another three hours just to get a taste. “I don’t think I can wait,” I say, giving Denise a begging/pouting face, the way dogs sometimes do. “Mind if we cut a couple of slices now?”
She pinches the ends of the nickel roll and adds it to the stack. “Well, if you must,” she says with a shrug and a sly smile, “but make sure you get me a piece too.”
“Aye-aye,” I promise with a goofy salute.
Tom and I head back to the kitchen, which amounts to retracing six or seven steps, since this house is so compact. I shimmy the cake out of the refrigerator and set it on the counter amidst the scent of bleach. (Denise must have gone on a cleaning binge once she finished baking.)
“Need any help?” Tom asks as I stare hopelessly into the silverware drawer for an appropriate knife.
“I don’t think so,” I reply, my eyes pinching together in concentration. I shuffle through the mixed-up forks and spoons until I come across a stubby, flat-bladed Japanese knife Orv bought off some late-night infomercial. “Bingo,” I say with a bit too much glee.
I draw the knife out and pass it to Tom, who looks surprised. “You want me to do it?” he asks.
I have a bad history with sharp objects. “Yup,” I say. I point out the section I’d like him to carve, which features a haphazard mound of rainbow sprinkles. He divides it into three roughly equal parts and then flops the pieces onto the plates I’ve got on standby. Without me having to ask, he delivers a slice to Denise in the living room.
Instead of sitting opposite me when he returns, Tom takes the chair at my side, our thighs rubbing and knees knocking as we chew. “I like your house,” he tells me earnestly, his cake clinging frosting-side down to his plate. “It’s…uh…homey.”
This comment could be taken as a compliment or an insult, but there’s not a smidge of ill will in Tom’s delivery. “I know,” I say, accepting his words at face value. I glance around and realize that Gramp’s house is homey, in the best sort of way.
We finish our cake, me inhaling every last grain of frosting (including a triple lick of the fork, just to be on the safe side) and Tom leaving a two-inch gob of the sticky stuff adhered to his plate, a situation I am too self-conscious to correct. (It appears I do have some limits when it comes to food, after all.)
“I think Denise fell asleep,” I whisper, straining to hear the soft humming of her snore in the not-so-distant distance. I bring a finger to my lips and make a shhh sound, then take Tom’s hand. “Let’s go to my room.”
Tom’s eyes light up. Instead of answering, he nods, tightens his fingers around mine. Warily we slink down the hall, my suspicions verified with a sideways glance into the living room, where I spot Denise’s petite frame tucked against the arm of the couch.
I shut my bedroom door with due caution and invite Tom into my bed (good thing I remembered to make it this morning). I’ve only got one pillow, so we have to share.
“Your bed is really soft,” Tom tells me as we lie side-by-side, staring at the water-stained ceiling, our arms tense between us.
“It’s old.”
“Mine’s like a gang plank,” he says with a nervous chuckle. “My dad’s big on ‘firmness’ and ‘back support.’ ”
“Oh.”
Tom goes quiet for a while, and I close my eyes, feeling that I am somehow like a blind person, my other senses heightened. The faint scents of perspiration and soap fill my nostrils. I hear Tom’s lungs seesawing with breath, his tongue coating his parched lips with moisture. My arm-hairs stiffen against his, setting off an electrical charge that echoes between my legs and starts my thighs twitching.
Softly Tom says, “I’m glad you didn’t turn out to be…um, you know.”
I flash on the pregnancy test stick. “Me too.”
“Why did you let them do that?” he asks, sounding pained. Before I can answer, he adds, “You’re not letting them do it anymore, right?”
“I was stupid,” I say.
“Was?”
“That’s right.”
I open my eyes and roll toward him, my front flush with his side, my arm draped across his bony chest, his heart jumping against the inside of my elbow. I press my lips to his neck with the delicacy of a firefly alighting on a mountain lion, and he lets me. Again and again. Until, like Denise, he surrenders to the lure of sleep. And I’ve missed my chance to tell him I love him.


 
 
chapter 14
 
THE COPS never solved the case of the Royale, and I doubt they ever will, which makes me glad in a selfish sort of way. Because before that wrecker carted Gramp’s pride and joy off to the salvage yard, I dedicated an entire Tuesday afternoon to trying to decipher even one word of the mindless graffiti layered over the Royale’s fenders and hood.
And I think I found something.
In random spurts of hot-pink lettering (seriously, what kind of vandals tote around such flamboyant spray paint?) were what appeared to be the letters: G-O-D-O-U-L-C-K-A-F-T-T-Y, which I carefully transcribed onto the back of an old envelope for further analysis.
After three hours of staring myself cross-eyed and plucking out the bulk of my eyebrow hairs from sheer frustration, I came to the following possible translations of this message:
FLOCK GAUDY TOT
DUCK LOFTY GOAT
LUCK FATTY GOOD
FLOUT TACKY DOG 
I must say that “duck lofty goat” is my favorite (a great name for a racehorse, right?), although I can’t imagine such humorous phrasing coming from the street urchins who obliterated the Royale. Plus, the “fatty” option seems a lot more likely, given my suspicions about Evan Richter, Justin White, Malcolm Gates and Corey Benson retaliating against me for shutting down the screw factory.
Either way, the Royale is toast. And we’ve got a giant slice of cardboard for a window. And I hate assholes, whether they’ve screwed me or not.
 



 
I’m behind the counter at The Pit, my back to the door, when Marie and Duncan (and a cool blast of air) breeze in. I shiver, turn to see Harvey shaking hands with my father and Roy bouncing softly on my mother’s hip.
“Nice to meet you,” says Harvey’s voice as it floats my way.
Duncan mumbles something I strain to hear, his death-grip of a handshake holding Harvey hostage. Suddenly I’m struck with an uncomfortable feeling, the feeling I might have if my husband stumbled across my lover, or vice versa.
The strange thing is, Harvey’s my regular thing, and Marie and Duncan are the seedy indulgence. “What’s going on?” I ask, stalking up to Marie with a stiff spine and an attitude.
My mother smiles, brushes a wisp of hair from Roy’s forehead. “Hello, Roberta,” she says without really looking at me.
I shoot a dagger-stare at Duncan. “What’re you doing here?” I ask Marie, my thumb in my belt loop, my elbow cocked, my hand clutching a stack of numbered race cards I’m in the process of assigning to Yo-Yo cyclists.
Marie spits out a little tsk sound. “Honest to goodness, Roberta, do you have to be so…?”
“Bobbi,” I remind her. “You keep calling me Roberta. I don’t like that name.”
“Point taken,” Marie says with a shallow nod, her fingertips dancing over Roy’s belly as if she’s about to start a tickle fight.
I meet my brother’s gaze, and he gives me a perky giggle of recognition that sends a spike of sadness through my soul. “Dad,” I say, with a raised voice that interrupts Harvey and Duncan.
Both men turn in my direction, Harvey rocking on his heels, his hands clasped behind his back, Duncan’s ears pricked like a curious dog’s. “Yes?” says my father.
“Can I help you?” I ask.
Harvey shoots me a cautionary glance. “I was just telling your father that the heats were divided by age based on date of entry, not date of competition.”
Who cares? I want to say. Instead, I whisper, “Oh.”
“We can’t change them now,” Harvey continues in a regretful tone that strikes me as false, “simply because entrants have had birthdays between registration and race day. Even if we could, there’s no time.”
Leave it to Duncan to devise a list of inane demands. “You want to race the old folks?” I ask incredulously.
“Forty-five is hardly old,” Duncan insists with a huff. “Do you think it’s fair to pit me against thirty-year-olds?”
My eyes go wide. “It’s for charity!” I remind him with a dash too much force. “What does it matter?”
“The asthma fund will have their money,” Duncan says.
“Lung,” says Harvey. “The American Lung Association.”
“Regardless,” Duncan says, “I don’t undertake a challenge to lose.”
Except parenting, I stop myself from uttering. Your record in that arena is pretty spotty. “We don’t have time,” I say, echoing Harvey. In reality, I could probably switch riders around with a few strokes at the keyboard, but I’m not about to let that intelligence loose. “Anything else?” I ask, my gaze jumping from Duncan to Marie.
Duncan pulls his lips into a horizontal line, turns on his heel for the door.
“We’ll expect you tomorrow,” my mother tells me flatly. The bell dings as Duncan stomps out. “Try to be on time.”
 



 
Denise’s doctor was wrong about her chances of conceiving, it seems (unless Orv just has supercharged sperm), because as Denise and Orv ecstatically reported after dinner last night, I will soon have a new baby second-cousin.
“What about over there?” I ask Orv as he pilots Duncan’s minivan (shockingly my father let Orv and Denise borrow the thing for the day) through the rutted dirt parking lot of the Second Chance Flea Market, a shabby little venture by the highway that specializes in Chinese knockoffs of designer shoes and handbags, not to mention its fair share of dusty merchandise from the attics and crawlspaces of hard-up residents nearby. I point at a Mercedes (a Mercedes? really?), whose driver is executing a three-point turn, freeing up a spot. “They’re leaving.”
Orv takes my advice and sneaks the van in behind the Mercedes, nabbing the spot before an elderly man in a Cadillac has the chance to round the corner and challenge him. “Hang on,” he says to Denise, who’s already unbuckled her safety belt. He shuts the van down, hops out and rushes to her door.
I yank the slider open and meet them by the van’s front bumper.
Denise is pregnant, I remind myself. It’s not showing yet, but she is. And if the weekly injections her doctor has prescribed are successful, she’ll be able to carry the baby to term. Still, it’s a high risk pregnancy and anything could—and may—go wrong (at least according to Orv and Denise, who, when they told me this, might as well have added, “Don’t get your hopes up until you see the whites of the baby’s eyes”).
I’m pretty optimistic anyhow, though, because Orv and Denise deserve to be happy more than anyone I know. And, once in a while, the universe seems to take this into consideration.
We trudge along in a ragged little line, Orv in the lead, me bringing up the rear, Denise floating between us like an air bubble suspended in a jug of molasses.
“Last time we were here…” Denise says, sprouting up on her tiptoes for a better view, “…there was a shop that sold discounted baby goods.”
Calling any of these displays, the most polished of which amounts to little more than five or six weathered picnic tables strung together and covered with a tarp, a “shop” is overly generous. “Mind if I wander?” I say. I’ve got twelve dollars and a surprisingly specific shopping list.
Orv wraps an arm around Denise’s shoulder and tells me, “Meet us at the hot dog cart in half an hour.”
I shrug. “Is there a clock around here somewhere?” Maybe I should also seek out a watch.
Denise unlatches the pearl-faced bangle bracelet (which just-so-happens to also tell time) from her wrist and passes it to me. “Don’t lose it,” she says with a stern face (for her anyway).
I remember the spark in Denise’s eyes when Orv sprang this bauble on her two Christmases ago. I snap it onto my wrist and say, “Sure thing.”
Three tables past where I part ways with Orv and Denise, the flea market branches off into a maze of rough, cluttered alleys that are loosely (make that very loosely) arranged by the type of product for sale. After a couple of false starts, I locate the quasi-electronics section, which offers a wide selection of used video games (going all the way back to Atari), car stereos (with their guts hanging out), battered VHS tapes, and, just to spice things up, a random toaster or push mower jammed in here and there.
I crunch through a pile of twigs (did I mention that this flea market is practically in the woods?) and stop by a table that prominently features a basketful of old MP3 players. “Do these work?” I say with a flick of my bangled wrist.
A wizened old lady in a webbed lawn chair puffs a ring of smoke in my direction. “Two bucks each,” she tells me.
 “But do they work?”
Another smoke ring drifts my way. “Don’t see why not.”
I pick a shiny red player out of the basket and press the power button, but nothing happens, so I toss it back in and fish out another, this one white and boring-looking. When I juice it up, a stream of block letters scrolls across the screen. “This’ll do,” I say, more to myself than the old lady, whose gaze is focused somewhere in the trees. I slap a couple of ones down and move on.
After scouring every table in the vicinity (and burning through twenty-five minutes of my thirty-minute time limit), I’m about to give up on the next item on my hit list, until…
Balanced precariously atop an owl-shaped cookie jar, on a table I must’ve passed four times already, I notice just the kind of portable mini speakers I’m looking for. My pulse quickens as I move in on them, a reaction that seems a bit like overkill, since I’m not about to steal the things.
From the bed of a grungy pickup, a ten-year-old boy surveys me with coal-black eyes. I stare back, pop my shoulders and cock my head as if to say, What are you looking at? He takes a long swig of his bottled root beer, keeps his gaze unnervingly pinned to the side of my head. “How much are these?” I grumble, the speakers cupped in my palm, their clip-on chain dangling over my thumbnail.
He cracks a smile, his gnarly teeth the same color as the root beer bottle. “Ten.”
“Ten dollars?”
“Yep.”
That’s all the money I have. “How about five?”
He wags his head. “Uh-uh.”
I scan the area for the brat’s parents, who will hopefully be more reasonable than their offspring. I mean, the kid didn’t drive himself here, did he? “I don’t have ten,” I lie. “Will you take six?”
No parents in sight.
 “Nine,” he offers, his eyes narrowed to slits.
“Seven.”
Again he says, “Uh-uh.”
Give me a break. “I can’t do nine,” I say, frustration rising in my voice. “Seven’s all I’ve got.”
He clangs the bottle against the tailgate. “Eight bucks. Final offer.”
Does this kid have x-ray vision? I swear he can see into my pocket. “Whatever,” I agree, defeated. I count the money out in front of him, making sure he sees that I’ve still got two bucks left, which means, technically, I’ve won.
I clip the speakers to my belt loop and shuffle toward the hot dog stand, my eyes peeled for the final item on my list. But I doubt I’m in the right section of the flea market for jewelry. And I’ve got a total of two-hundred cents to my name.
I check Denise’s watch and find that I’m already a minute overdue for our rendezvous. Now that the deadline’s blown, I might as well take a look-see down the most sparkly aisle here (which, as it turns out, is only two rows away from the electronics section), the sheer volume of silver burning my corneas as it reflects—and seemingly magnifies—the sun’s rays.
At the halfway point of the jewelry aisle, I hit the cheesy, costume-y stuff, my only hope of snatching up what I need and staying within my paltry budget. Of course, I could ask Orv or Denise for a loan, but I won’t.
Bins are my friends, I’ve decided. Whatever these vendors don’t give a crap about gets tossed into some mangled cardboard box or holey Easter basket and liquidated on the cheap. In a soft-sided Marlboro cooler (most likely a “gift” for sucking down an insane number of death sticks), I locate a bunch of colorful but knotted Mardi Gras beads, which should work nicely for my purposes. I give them a little tug (not to separate them, but to test their strength) and am satisfied.
As I reach for my money, the lady behind the table says, “You like those, sugar?” She’s middle-aged but made up to resemble a pageant queen with her bouffant hairdo and rosy cheeks, false eye lashes and glistening cleavage.
“Yeah,” I say, the two dollars clutched in my grip.
She pulls her lapdog, the breed of which I wouldn’t even try to guess (definitely not a Yorkie, but maybe something like it), to her chest for a cuddle. “They’re all yours.”
“How much?”
She shakes her head and smiles. “Free. You can have ‘em.”
What the hell? I’m not a charity case. “I’ve got two dollars,” I say, opening my palm to prove it.
“I got those for nothin’,” she tells me with a dismissive wave, “at the church bazaar. Don’t seem right to charge you for ‘em.”
I see her point, but still. “What else is two dollars?” I ask, an invisible clock ticking off the seconds in my brain. Hopefully Orv and Denise don’t end up too pissed at me.
“Depends,” she says. She scratches the dog vigorously between its ears. “What’re you lookin’ for?”
“Something for my cousin,” I say with a shrug. “Or her baby.”
“Oh, jiminy Christmas!” she squeaks. “It must be fate!” She extends an index finger. “Wait right there.”
I don’t want to, but I do. And I’m not sorry. “Cool,” I say as she presses an old baby rattle into my hand. It’s bright and noisy, and I can already see my little cousin gnawing on it as if it’s a turkey leg (or at least that’s what Roy does). “Thanks.”
I shove the rattle into my back pocket and toss the bills in the cooler. Then I vamoose. She calls something after me (probably an offer of change on the two bucks), but I just keep rolling.


 
 
chapter 15
 
CONSIDERING DENISE’S fascination with bridal magazines, I’d figured that, even though money’s tight around here, she’d have finagled a wedding that would make Martha Stewart proud. Instead, she and Orv are tying the knot in Gramp’s backyard with Denise’s Aunt Paulina (a notary public) as the master of ceremonies and me as maid of honor. Marie and Duncan (and even baby Roy) are invited.
“Do I look all right?” I ask Denise as we model in front of her bedroom mirror, me in a poufy, knee-length yellow dress with lace trim and a beaded bodice, her in a cream-colored silk gown with an embroidered neckline and a tulle underskirt, which camouflages the beginning of a baby bump.
My look is from Goodwill. Hers is a rental. Orv is decked out in his best—and only—suit, the one he bought for Gramp’s funeral. (Not that we’ve seen Orv; he spent last night on my futon in Hollyhock.)
Denise bites her lip. “My gosh, Bobbi. You’re stunning.”
I hope this is true, since Tom should be here any minute to walk me down the…dirt path by the fence. (We lined the ground with a paper runner, but I doubt it’ll hold up against my kitten heels.) “I’m so happy for you guys,” I tell Denise, an unexpected wave of emotion pushing me to the edge of tears.
“Oh, shush,” she says, wrapping me in a hug. “You’re going to make me cry.”
I’ve been too selfish to bring this up before, but now seems like the right time. “Have you and Orv…well, uh…? Do you still want me to live here, after the baby? Because I might be able to go with Duncan and Marie.” This offer is my wedding present to them, I figure. A chance to kick off their new family without me getting in the way.
Denise freezes, blinks. “What on earth are you talking about?” she asks, sounding dumbfounded. “Of course we want you here.”
She could be lying to spare my feelings. “Are you sure?” I persist. “What about Orv?”
With a little huff, she says, “Orv loves you to pieces. You know that.”
 “He never says so.”
“That’s not his way.”
Orv is like Gramp, minus the warm and fuzzy. “I know.”
“So it’s settled?”
“It’s not like I want to leave,” I say. “I just thought...”
“Well, stop it. There’s nothing to think about.”
 Her seriousness convinces me. “Okay,” I say. “Case closed, I guess.”
“Good.” She gives her bangs one last spritz of hairspray, slides the final bobby pin into place and says, “Ready?”
Why does she sound less nervous than I am? “Is it time?” I ask. I crack the bedroom door open and peer down the hall into the kitchen, which is empty. “Looks like it,” I report.
We float out together, stopping at the counter to collect our bouquets. Mine is pastel-colored carnations, an explosion of after-dinner mints. Denise’s is lavender roses and baby’s breath. I give her a careful peck on the cheek. “See you out there.”
I practice my fancy wedding-march stride as I slip through the enclosed porch and into the yard, where Tom loiters anxiously on his mark by Denise’s scraggly ficus. When our eyes meet, we both smile (and Marie starts the boom box churning out Here Comes the Bride).
I hook my arm around Tom’s (is this what it’ll feel like if we take the plunge someday?) and, in rhythm with him and the music, parade toward the glittery twig of a form that is Aunt Paulina.
Beside Aunt Paulina, his hands folded politely over his crotch, is Orv, his gaze level, spine stiff, a telltale line of perspiration zipped over his upper lip.
“Thanks for doing this,” I whisper to Tom as we go.
He only grins wider.
I’m not really into weddings, so it doesn’t matter to me, but Orv and Denise have got a pretty minimal scene going here. As I glance around, I count a total of maybe nineteen people.
Tom takes his place next to Orv and, opposite them, I become Aunt Paulina’s shadow. When I look back at the house, I’m flabbergasted by what I see (and so is everyone else, apparently, since they’ve all gone church-mouse quiet, including Roy).
Along the path Tom and I have just blazed floats Denise, looking like an angel, the afternoon sun lending an other-worldly aura to her already established pregnancy glow. If I stare hard enough, I almost think I can spot a halo struggling to form in the dewy air above her head.
It’s a short walk, so Denise is soon at my side. And that’s when it hits me that the two people I love most on earth (Tom, Harvey, and Roy are in a dead heat for second place) are about to unite. Become one. Bond forever.
“Welcome, all,” says Aunt Paulina in a sure voice that penetrates the modest crowd.
As my gaze skims the collection of faces turned our way, I feel a tug of sadness for Denise. Because even though her mother and twin brothers are here, her father is not. By choice. A choice he made a decade ago, when he went chasing after a lucrative business deal in Vietnam or Cambodia (he has ties to both) and, also, a little Asian chippy. I advised Denise to replace him in the wedding out of spite, but she opted to leave the job vacant.
I should be watching Denise or Orv or even Aunt Paulina (or, at the very least, listening with rapt attention as lifelong vows of commitment are exchanged), but all I can do is stare helplessly at Tom as he draws a black velvet box from his trousers and cups it in his jittery palm, thumbing it open to reveal a matching pair of thin gold bands.
I love you, I tell him telepathically, wishing he could read my mind.
From what I absorb of the ceremony, it is sweet and sentimental, in a quiet, old-fashioned sort of way. Before I know it, Tom is holding the rings up, and Orv and Denise are slipping them over each other’s fingers.
Then comes the kiss, wholesome yet intimate and lengthy enough that I end up shifting around in my shoes, my heels poking divots in the newly mown lawn.
“I now present you Mr. and Mrs. Orville Hayes,” Aunt Paulina announces, beaming at the crowd.
Orv thrusts Denise’s arm (and the bouquet she’s clutching) into the air in triumph, the rest of us breaking out in buoyant applause. Denise’s brothers hoot and holler for a few extra seconds, and then the newlyweds begin their rounds, a ripple of sincere smiles and warm hugs greeting them.
I move in on Tom, stealthily take his hand and give it a squeeze. “Hey, there,” I murmur. “How you doing?”
“Good,” says Tom, just as someone (not Marie this time; she’s busy shoving Roy into Denise’s arms and snapping a cell phone picture) switches the boom box to a wedding reception appropriate dance mix. In the shade of the house, the brother-sister team of Jerrod and Mindy Brown (neighborhood kids Denise has cajoled into helping out at the wedding for twenty bucks apiece) buzz about a ten-foot buffet table, arranging casserole dishes and dumping supersized bags of potato chips into lavender and yellow plastic bowls (Dollar Tree finds in Denise’s wedding colors).
I peck Tom on the cheek and tell him, “I’ll be right back.” Then I snatch a cup from the edge of the buffet table and dash into the house, where I load the cup with water and sink the stem of my bouquet into it, creating a pretty floral display.
Back in the yard, I locate the rainbow-colored index cards with my and Tom’s names on them (also from the Dollar Tree; Denise is using them as place cards), which are stuck to our shifty picnic table with golden thumbtacks. I rearrange a couple of disposable champagne glasses to make space for my bouquet, which, as I set it down, strikes me as a lovely centerpiece.
Tom’s gaze finds mine, and he twists through a clot of older folks to reach my side. “I’m starving,” I tell him, my stomach rumbling to back me up.
He squints at the buffet. “Should we get something?”
The food has yet to be touched, but if it sits out much longer, it’s sure to wilt in this late-day heat. “Why not?” I say with a shrug that threatens to expose a bit too much cleavage, my dress being strapless and all. I grab the bodice by its armpits and hike it back up. “I don’t think anyone cares.” If there’s a protocol for this shindig, no one has bothered to put me in the loop.
Apparently there isn’t a protocol, though, because before Tom and I can mosey over and raid the chips and dip or the macaroni salad, Marie leads a conga line of people doing the same thing, ahead of us.
We queue up behind them, me shaking my head and telling Tom (about Marie’s preemptive strike on the food), “It figures.”
He chuckles lightly, rests his hands on my hips from the rear, leans over my shoulder and brazenly—right there for everyone to see—begins kissing on my neck, my ear, my…
I may have been screwed by a lengthy list of boys, but this public display of affection is too much. Blushing profusely, I twist around and say, “Not here, okay?”
Tom’s eyebrow notches in surprise. “Oh, okay,” he agrees. Then he straightens up and removes his left hand from my waist, which I immediately miss. When his right hand lifts off me, I grab it and force it back into place, giving it a little pat. “That can stay,” I say with a smile he can’t see, since we’re both facing forward.
Eventually the line clears out, and we inhale Denise and Orv’s barbecue-themed reception dinner, down an apple-cider toast, and even indulge in a bit of post-meal calorie burning in the form of seriously bad disco/hip-hop/country line-dancing (not all at once, of course).
Half an hour into this revelry, after the twenty-one-plus crowd (excluding Orv, who is abstaining from alcohol in support of Denise and the pregnancy) has swilled through most of the BYO-Booze, Duncan starts raving about some topic or another, leaving me to assume that an unsuspecting wedding guest has dropped a religious or political comment in his vicinity. “…bunch of mindless, know-nothing…” his slushy, alcohol-soaked voice spouts. From my post by the boom box, I catch bits and snatches of his rant, which shows no signs of letting up. “…rules, rules, rules…genius, I tell you…never see it coming…” He belches loudly, then sighs. “…utter brilliance…damn halfwits…” He cackles to himself and repeats, “…never see it coming…”
I look to Marie for guidance, but once again, she’s distracted with Roy. “I think I should, uh, check on my dad,” I tell Tom with a flash of embarrassment. Then I remember how his drunkard of a stepmother treated me last time I saw her. “Maybe you can hang with Denise’s brothers?” I suggest, noticing that Max and Matt seem to be brooding at the edge of the yard, nobody their age to chill with. At least they’ve got each other, I think. Built-in best friends.
Tom tilts his head in an adorable way that melts my heart. “All right,” he says softly. “But then maybe we can get some time to ourselves?” He pulls me in for a gentle kiss I don’t resist, even though it’s on the lips (appropriateness be damned!).
“Maybe,” I whisper.
His fingers make an “accidental” sweep over my ass as he goes, leaving me, as usual, longing for more.
But now is not the time, because when I get within Duncan’s orbit, I realize that he’s intoxicated to the point of incoherence. “Dad,” I say, shaking his shoulder as he mumbles a string of sounds that aren’t adding up to words. I try tugging his arm, but he feels like a marble statue. “Come on,” I tell him, yanking with both hands (and getting him to budge, however slightly). “We’ve gotta go inside.” Well, not so much we, but he. (If he doesn’t quit drinking and catch some z’s—his eyes are baggy and painfully bloodshot—I fear we’ll be phoning an ambulance.)
He mutters another round of unintelligible nonsense, and I sling him over my shoulder (not like I’m carrying him; like I’m wearing him as a coat). As we stumble up the back steps, Orv shoots me a concerned look that I’m in no position to return.
“Excuse me,” I say to Aunt Paulina, my father and I almost running her down as she exits the bathroom. “He’s not feeling well.” I give her a disappointed frown and keep us shuffling along, the alcohol on my father’s breath (and seeping out his nose? ears? eyeballs?) smelling both sweet and sickly.
Finally we reach my bedroom (where else am I going to stash a middle-aged lush?), where I practically hurl him onto the bed. “Geez, Dad,” I say to the side of his face, which is coated in a splash of drool. “I think you’ve got a problem.” I mean, if he behaves this way at a simple backyard wedding, who knows what he’s been up to in those lawless (or so I imagine) third world villages.
I almost can’t believe my eyes when Duncan’s lips start vibrating with the influx and outflow of sleep (he’s snoring?!).  I shake my head, peel my threadbare quilt from the edge of the bed and tuck it around him, turning him into a burrito. Why do people look so harmless when they’re passed out? I hate myself a little for doing it, but I lean in and give him a soft peck on the forehead.
That’s when I hear a blood-curdling scream, followed by a chorus of raised voices.
I can’t get outside fast enough, literally, due to the way my shoes are skidding across the kitchen floor as I run. But when I do make it out, the first thing I notice is Denise’s mother crumpled on the ground, her plum-colored taffeta dress shoved up almost to her waist (thank God, she wore a slip!) as she buries her face in her hands and bawls uncontrollably.
What the…?
The next thing out of place, which I’m surprised I can see at all given the ongoing commotion, is Denise’s brother, Max, flat on his back on the lawn, a stunned look wrinkled into his brow, his lip bloodied, split and swollen.
I head for Denise, who is bent over at her mother’s side, speaking in hushed tones. But before I reach her, a familiar voice shouts, “Bobbi!”
It’s Tom, and he sounds desperate. Pained. I swivel back toward the house—and the sound of his voice—and that’s when I register something irrational. Sickening. A sight that makes my stomach clench.
Behind Denise’s raggedy old ficus, Orv has Tom pinned to the side of Gramp’s house, Orv’s muscular forearm (he’s a lot burlier than a toothpick factory worker ought to be) clamped across Tom’s shoulder.
I blink a couple of times, confused but also fearful of letting my gaze meet Tom’s.
“Go back inside, Bobbi!” Orv barks when he sees me noticing him.
I can’t move.
“It wasn’t my fault!” Tom cries in a frustrated, pleading tone. “You should’ve heard… He called you…”
“Shut up,” Orv tells Tom, leaning even harder into him.
All I can do is cry.


 
 
chapter 16
 
I SPENT Orv and Denise’s wedding night holed up in my room (once I got Duncan out of there, of course, which was harder than you’d expect).
When Denise tried to talk to me through the door, I pretended to be sleeping, because, honestly, I didn’t know at whom I was maddest: Tom for punching out Denise’s brother and ruining the wedding? Me for inviting Tom in the first place? Orv for roughing Tom up, since Tom probably didn’t deserve it? Max for saying whatever he’d said to send Tom off the deep end? Or maybe Duncan for pulling me away from the party and starting this whole ugly ball rolling?
 



 
I’ve been awake for at least an hour, staring into space, unable to will myself out of bed. Right now, I’m not sure I like anybody. And I’m even less sure anybody likes me.
“Bobbi?” Denise’s voice says once again at the door.
I moan as if I’m trying to wake up. “Yeah?” I mumble after a few moments.
“You coming out?”
“I don’t know,” I say.
Denise says, “I made waffles. There’s four or five left.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Don’t you want something to eat?”
I admit, my lack of appetite is alarming. “Eventually,” I say, because I know it’s true; I can’t (and won’t) hold out forever.
“Everything’s fine,” she tells me, her tone supple and coaxing. “Max is fine. I’m fine. Orv’s fine.” There’s a little clicking sound, as if she’s tapping her press-on nails against the wall outside. “Tom’s okay too,” she adds, sounding reluctant. “I talked to his father. It’s all sorted out.”
I slip out of bed, the mattress squeaking in my wake. “I’m sorry,” I say from my side of the door. Denise doesn’t respond, so I crack the door open and, with a recalcitrant frown repeat, “Sorry.”
Denise shoves the door wide open and scoops me into a tight hug, so tight I’m sure I can feel that baby of hers and Orv’s trying to befriend my bellybutton. “Let’s just forget about it,” she suggests softly at the side of my head, the “it” being my boyfriend’s irrational explosion. “Okay?”
I fight back a sniffle, scratch my itchy nose on the shoulder of her flannel nightgown. “I’ll try,” I say, and that’s about the most I can promise.
 



 
I wait until Orv and Denise clear the driveway (two days before the wedding, Orv broke down and bought a car—a compact, foreign thing that shall remain nameless—on credit) for their “honeymoon” (a day trip to a popular park and waterfall) before calling Tom.
No matter what Denise claims, yesterday’s goings-on are far from settled, in my mind anyway. “Is Tom there?” I ask boldly when Wilma picks up.
“May I ask who’s calling?”
Is she for real? “Uh, yeah…it’s Bobbi.” There’s no use lying, since I doubt a bunch of other girls are beating a path to my boyfriend’s door.
“Just a minute,” Wilma says curtly.
After some muffled sounds that have me picturing Wilma with the cordless handset tucked into her armpit, Tom finally gets on the line. “Hello?”
“Hi.”
“Oh, hi,” he says, sounding surprised and, at the same time, Zen-calm, as if someone’s slipped him a Xanax or an Ambien.
I don’t know how to broach the subject of his wedding-day meltdown or the melee that ensued. “How’s it going?”
“Eh, all right,” he says with the depth of a sheet of paper.
The line goes quiet for a while, and then I come up with, “Nobody’s mad at you, you know. If you’re worried about—”
“Mad at me?!” he says, his voice spiking.
“Well…’cause…Denise said she talked to your dad. They hashed everything out or whatever.”
“Yeah, right,” he says with blatant sarcasm.
“That’s what she said.”
“Sure she did.”
“But she did,” I insist. Does he want me to spell it out in blood?
He sighs. “Listen, Bobbi…”
“Yeah?”
“…I like you…”
“I like you too.”
“…but I don’t know…”
Well, ain’t this a punch in the kisser? “You don’t know what?”
“It’s not your fault,” he says, gentler now. “I know that, but I don’t know if I can keep…getting into trouble for you.”
He’s lost me. “Huh?”
“You know how many fights I’ve been in because someone called you fat? Or when they said you were a slut?”
“I’ve never seen you fight,” I counter, because even if what he’s saying is true, I’m nowhere ready to accept it.
“A lot. It’s a lot of fighting, over the years. And it’s not getting any better.”
“So you’re quitting?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Sounded like you did.”
“He called you the c-word,” he says, a belated click of his tongue acting as punctuation. “I didn’t plan on hitting him; it just happened. Conditioned response, I guess. Pavlov’s dog and all that.”
“You’ve been punching people’s faces in for years, on my account?” Suddenly I feel ill.
“It’s not like that exactly,” he backpedals. “But I stick up for my friends.”
“But you’re not going to anymore?” When I called him, this wasn’t the conversation I had in mind.
“It’s just that…it’s everywhere. Since all the…” He stops, gropes for the right wording. “…sex stuff, it’s gotten out of control. I mean, your cousin’s wedding, for Christ’s sake? I didn’t see that one coming.”
“Sorry you feel that way,” I tell him tightly, a steel cage clicking into place around my heart.
“I think we should take a few days,” he says, barely above a whisper.
Is he breaking up with me? “To do what?”
“Nothing,” he says with a groan. “Anything. Just some time for, um, a break.”
There he goes, tossing the word break around. “Fine by me,” I say, sort of snottily. Because, to be honest, I’m starting to long for the good old days, when all I had to worry about was which boy was next in line to screw me.
“So I’ll call you?”
“If you want,” I mutter.
He says, “Don’t be like that.”
“I’m not.”
Without so much as a goodbye, the phone clicks off. I pull the receiver from my ear and stare at it, realizing there’s no way I could’ve hung up on Tom, because the nubby little button (which, for no good reason, reminds me of a tongue) that shuts the phone off is eight feet away, mounted on the wall. And no one’s touched it.
 



 
One sixty-two point nine! After untold hours of pumping along from the now-wobbly seat of the Schwinn, I have taken off a total of fifty pounds (or thereabouts, since I didn’t have the luxury of a scale when Tom and I began our training).
It just so happens I’ve taken off a few other things too: six fingernails, a three-inch patch of skin from my knee (and a matching one from the opposite elbow), at least two-hundred strands of hair (or so I’ve estimated, a clump of my chestnut locks ending up wrapped around a rubber band every time I ponytail them).
But it’s all been worth it, I think as I roll up to The Pit in the predawn blackness of race day, my mind swimming with last-minute tasks I’ve promised to complete for Harvey.
I ease off the Schwinn and wiggle the key to The Pit (Harvey’s trusted me with my very own copy!) from my shorts, then open the place up and wheel my bike onto the showroom floor, where I kickstand it to a stop in front of the display window.
It takes me about an hour and a half to plow through the handwritten list Harvey’s marked out on a neon-orange sheet of construction paper and duct taped to the counter by the cash register.
As the sun begins streaming into the shop, I cozy up on the bench where Lex Arlington’s girlfriend (I wonder if they’re still together?) once traded her bejeweled flip-flops for a sweet pair of K2s.
Then, apparently, I promptly fall asleep, because, the next thing I know, Harvey’s friend (boyfriend?) Scott is gingerly poking at my shoulder. “Hey there, sleepyhead,” he says in the juvenile tone adults reserve for puppies and small children. (If he weren’t so nice, the baby talk would irk me.)
I pinch my fingertips against the bridge of my nose. “Hi,” I murmur. When I try to stand, my back spasms, and I drop back down on the seat cushion. “Ouch,” I say under my breath.
“Harvey’s on his way,” Scott tells me, my eyes having trouble focusing on his smiling, mustachioed face.
 “That’s good.” I shake my head to clear it. “What time is it?” It must’ve been just after six when I drifted off.
Scott notices me scooting to the edge of the bench and offers me his hand. “Seven o’clock,” he says. “Right on schedule.”
The Yo-Yo officially kicks off at ten a.m., but there’s a ton of pre-race prep work (to be completed by an army of volunteers, including Denise and Marie) still left to do. I take Scott’s hand, force the kink out of my back as I straighten up. “Everything’s done here, I think,” I tell him.
“What about the goodie bags?” he asks, dropping his backpack on the floor with a thunk.
“Goodie bags?” I remember Harvey mentioning something a month or two ago, but the details are fuzzy.
“Come on,” Scott says, winking an ocean-blue eye at me. He gestures toward the office. “I believe everything we need’s back here.”
I stretch out in a yawn, clomp along behind him to the office, where, piled in the corner, we find fifteen or so large paper sacks stuffed to bursting with donated doodads and thingamajigs. (Harvey’s been hitting the community up hard for consolation prizes for the Yo-Yo.) On the desk are numerous packages of brown paper lunch bags and a few colorful spools of ribbon.
“How do you want to do this?” I ask, a wave of exhaustion washing over me.
He plucks the top bag off the pyramid and unceremoniously dumps its contents onto the worn carpet between us. “Three or four goodies per bag?” he says, presumably doing a little mental math.
He sinks to the floor, and I flop down opposite him. “Flea collars?” I say, suppressing a laugh as I pinch one of the things between my fingers. “That’s what we’re giving people?”
Scott flips over a package of his own and eyeballs it. “And tweezers, apparently,” he says with a hearty chuckle.
“And breath mints,” I add, shoving a combination of the three aforementioned items into a bag and then reaching for a spool of ribbon. “At least the cats around here will be pest-free, with fresh breath and perfectly arched eyebrows,” I say, knotting the ribbon and setting the bag aside.
One down, hundreds more to go.
Scott grins, shakes his head. “You’re quite the cutup, Bobbi,” he tells me. “No wonder Harv loves having you around.”
Speaking of you-know-who…
The front door bell rings, and I hear the distinctive whirring of Harvey’s Trek coasting in. A minute later, he’s peering down at Scott and me from the doorway, a warm, fatherly look blossoming across his face. “Ready?” he says, rubbing his hands together like a smarmy villain from one of those old-school TV cartoons (Snidely Whiplash?).
“You bet,” says Scott, his voice already colored with triumph.
Suddenly I feel ready too.


 
 
chapter 17
 
THANKS TO Lex Arlington’s input, the Yo-Yo remains an amateur affair, the rules of the race prohibiting anyone who has come within sniffing distance of winning any other bike-related event anywhere from entering (and also assuring Lex a prime finishing spot in his division, I suspect). The ban on professionals, though, all but guarantees a motley assortment of mismatched bicycles and riders, all clambering for the same brass ring (or, well, a tiny trophy and a decent chunk of cash, not to mention all the bragging rights one can possibly bash over the heads of his/her fellow competitors).
“Oh my God,” I say to Denise, who’s manning (or womanning) a watering station at the edge of one of the first-aid tents. “Look!” What I’m pointing at (aggressively so, I might add) is the coolest RV on earth, a luxury model the size of a school bus that’s custom-painted with a larger-than-life wraparound mural of bright-eyed and voracious-looking tigers, set against a jungle backdrop.
Denise’s gaze follows my finger, her jaw literally dropping. “What in the world?”
The RV pulls into the parking lot of the Baptist church, which is reserved by way of telephone pole signage for race-related activities. “It’s Lex,” I say, my voice taking on a eureka! quality. “I know it.” As these words escape my lips, I notice a news van jostling to a stop behind the RV. “And he brought his own press?”
With wonder in her voice, Denise drawls, “I guess he did.”
I slide a bottle of water off the table and crack its seal, my eyes still fixed on the RV. “What do you think it’s like to be famous?” I ask, taking a sip.
“Wouldn’t know,” Denise says with a shrug. “It’s probably horrible, those paparazzi after you all the time.”
“I dunno. It might be fun,” I say. “The money, anyways.” I could buy Orv, Denise, and me a pretty nice ride with the kind of dough Lex Arlington pulls down.
Denise rubs absently at her belly (she’s been doing that a lot lately, as if she’s encouraging the baby to hang on). “You think he’ll talk to anyone?” she asks, nodding at Lex’s tiger-mobile. “That’d be a conversation starter at Welcome Home, huh? Can you imagine?”
“He talked to me,” I remind her, “a little.” I mean, it was only a few words back in October (or was it November?), but still.
“Oh, yeah.”
A gaggle of kid competitors roars up behind me, hands grabbing every which way for Denise’s neatly rowed bottles. “One at a time,” Denise instructs pleasantly.
“Yes, ma’am,” a chunky little redheaded girl (who resembles a younger version of me with triple the freckles) says.
 Denise is a ma’am, I think. Even at her age. In fact, I’d wager she was born that way—an old soul, as some folks like to say.
The kids traipse off, water bottles strangled in their hands, and disappear into the throngs of spectators lining the street.
“This is going to be epic,” I say out loud, the thought refusing to stay put in my mind as I survey the holding area for the Yo-Yo, which encompasses a block in either direction of The Pit, real estate that is currently abuzz with such anticipation and momentum that the air seems to be crackling.
In this cacophony of activity, presumably, are a number of people I have yet to encounter today: Tom, Orv, Duncan and Marie, even the quartet of jerkwad ex-screws who tried to bully me into that junky old Dart (and probably some kind of sick four-on-one wet dream).
“…if we have to,” Denise finishes saying as I tune back in.
“Huh?”
She wags a hand at me. “Oh, nothin’,” she says with a knowing smile. She squints into the crowd. “Isn’t that Tom over there?”
I hope it’s not, but, then again, I hope it is. Because even though we’re “on a break,” I can’t help fantasizing that Tom is as distraught over our separation as I am. “I think so,” I say, aiming to come off as nonchalant, when all I want to do is fly over to Tom’s side and tackle him, claim his heart and his virginity right here, for all the world to see.
“I should warm up,” I tell Denise, the starting gun a mere thirty minutes away.
She gives me a double thumbs-up, cocks her head and winks. “Knock ‘em dead.”
“If I win, I’m paying off the…car,” I say, still uncomfortable with the idea of naming the Royale’s successor. Getting too familiar with our new modus transportandi (excuse my rudimentary Latin) seems like a quiet betrayal of Gramp and all he stood for, in light of the buying-on-credit situation.
“Put that right out of your mind,” Denise exhorts, suddenly serious. “Any money you come by is yours. You ain’t in charge of takin’ care of Orv and me, got it?”
I study the stream of bodies floating by for an opening, then step into the fray. When I’m a few feet away, I call back at Denise, “We’ll see.”
 



 
It takes every bit of willpower I have to steer clear of Tom as the clock ticks down to race time, but I figure the effort is worthwhile. If we were to have a fight, my concentration would be shot for the rest of the day. And as every athlete knows, the mental game is half the battle.
I retrieve the Schwinn from The Pit, which is now the hub of media activity and Lex Arlington fandom. “Excuse me!” I bark at a truckload of middle-aged ladies jammed around the entryway, salivating over the prospect of a celebrity snapshot or autograph.
Nobody moves, even an inch.
“Coming through!” I try yelling.
Utter inertia.
I don’t want to do it; I really don’t, but…
With due care, I bump the Schwinn’s newly inflated front tire against a lady’s stick-figure leg, and she steps aside.
I bump again, this time into a blue-haired grandma, and—bingo (!)—a path begins to clear. But when I reach the sidewalk, the going doesn’t get much easier, so I bang a right onto a less crowded side street and, finally, mount the Schwinn. It feels good to have the wind at my back, the morning sun gently warming my face, and the feeling that, even if it’s just for today, anything is possible.
I do a couple of practice loops in and around the back lot of the liquor emporium, dodging entire families encamped with their collapsible chairs and portable grills, some of which (the grills, not the families) are already fired up and oozing the most heavenly charred-flesh smells. (What I wouldn’t give for a slab of beef or half a chicken right now.)
Which reminds me…
There’s a nifty little spot just ahead, adjacent to a coned-off fire hydrant and shaded by a mighty oak, where I pull over and unzip the admittedly dorky pouch under the Schwinn’s seat, then tug out an energy bar. As I’m scarfing the thing down, my heart stops and my eyes, quite literally, bug out.
This. Can’t. Be. Happening.
Enter Duncan Cotton, a.k.a. my father, whizzing down the street, not riding a bike but piloting some psychotic bird-machine contraption (from those blueprints he was so eager to conceal?) that looks like it crawled out of the rubble of a nineteenth-century circus (seriously, it has wings…and do I see feathers?!). Even worse, my father is sporting a top hat and tails.
If I had an ice pick, I would gouge my eyes out. Instead, I force them to flap shut and then open again. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat.
The spectacle Duncan is making of himself isn’t the worst of it, though, because as I stare in muted horror, I realize my father is being trailed by a handful of starry-eyed groupies who are feverishly pedaling along behind him like ducklings after a mother duck.
Unlike Duncan, the members of his entourage don’t appear to be freaks; they more resemble normal folks (children, mostly) who’ve taken leave of their roly-poly marbles.
“Cotton!” a male voice shouts behind me, or maybe off to the side. (I’m having trouble focusing on anything but Duncan the Mad Scientist.) “Yo, Cotton!” the voice calls again, louder this time and with an unmistakable edge of irritation.
It’s Malcolm Gates, jerkwad extraordinaire.
I hop back on the Schwinn and kick away from the curb, but not before Malcolm and Justin White (ex-screw and current Industry High quarterback) tool up beside me on their bikes, wearing enraged—and sex-starved—sneers.
“What? You’re too good for us now?” Justin taunts as I try to outpace him.
“Now?” I mutter.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” demands Malcolm as he and Justin line up on either side of me, intent on pinning me in.
Ain’t gonna happen.
I drop back, let the jerkwad duo enjoy a near collision without me (which would’ve come to pass if Justin hadn’t managed to swerve left and pop a wheelie over a manhole cover, just in the nick of time). “Don’t you…gentlemen have anything better to do?” I inquire lightly, my gaze fixed on the stop sign ahead, where a simple right turn, followed by a sharp left (assuming I can bust through the human clog between here and there) will land me on the doorstep of The Pit and, more importantly, the cusp of the starting line. (It must be nearly ten o’clock, and that thousand-dollar prize has my name all over it.)
The jerkwads circle me like sharks. “Show us your titties,” one of them (Justin, I think) prods.
No one (except me, of course) has ever seen my “titties.”  (Hard to believe, I know, considering all the screwing, but there it is.) “Doubtful,” I say, drawing my lips into a stiff horizontal line.
Malcolm whines, “Then give us the beads.”
It takes me a moment to figure out what he’s talking about. Then it dawns on me: He wants the Mardi Gras beads I snagged at the flea market, all four strands of which are now slung around my neck. “You’ve got it wrong,” I inform him. “It’s beads for titties, not beads and titties. And I don’t see you with either.”
Humph. That’ll teach ‘em to mess with me.
“Oh, fuck you and—” Justin starts to spew, but suddenly I spy a break in the crowd and vanish into it.
Even though I don’t look back, Malcolm’s sarcastic wail reaches me. “Good luck, Fatty!”
Good luck, Fatty? Good luck, Fatty?!
Now I know for sure what happened to the Royale and exactly which jerkwad is responsible. (I also know that, if it weren’t for me, Gramp’s ol’ pride and joy would still be rolling happily along instead of crunched up in some junkyard waiting to be melted down and reincarnated as a truckload of Mountain Dew cans, a thought that makes me sort of ill but even more determined to knock this race out of the park.)
As a valued member of The Pit—and Harvey’s only real employee—I was able to bypass the registration process this morning (and the gigantic line accompanying it). But fifty or so racers still shift around on their feet and glance anxiously at their watches as Marie and Scott (one of these days I’m going to come right out and ask Harvey if he and Scott are a couple!) verify their paperwork from behind a resin banquet table on the sidewalk.
I spin past the registration table, shoot the unlikely twosome a peppy wave and a clipped, “Hello,” which they couldn’t acknowledge if they wanted to, their heads bent over twin copies of the lengthy, alphabetized Yo-Yo race list.
Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Tom on his BMX, jumping the curb into the church parking lot, where Lex Arlington’s tiger-mobile has drawn a horde of curious onlookers. The opposite side of the lot boasts a raised platform (it’s really too insubstantial to be called a stage) that’s festooned with three-hundred rainbow-colored latex balloons (eighty of which were inflated last night with sheer lung power by yours truly). This is where Harvey and Lex will kick off the Yo-Yo.
And here they come now. “Hello, everyone,” Harvey’s normally soft voice booms through the crackly-sounding speakers. “Good morning and welcome to the first-ever Yo-Yo race, to benefit the American Lung Association.”
The crowd around me congeals into a semi-solid mass and oozes toward the platform.
Harvey shuffles some papers in his hands, throws Lex (who’s taken an impatient, hands-on-his-hips stance) a sideways glance and then continues, “As you can see, we’ve got a beautiful day here.” He flails an arm through the air, bashing it into the microphone and causing a screeching echo of feedback.
Lex just grins smugly.
In the next few moments, I lose track of Harvey’s speech (and eventually Lex’s too), because, out of nowhere, there’s a familiar (and welcome) hand clutching at mine. “Tom?” I murmur, certain it’s him before I whirl around.
“Hi,” he says, moving his hand to my shoulder, as if he’s offering me a congratulatory pat on the back. “How’s it goin’?”
I want to spill my guts, beg him with my heart and soul to extend our friendship, our relationship…and maybe more. But considering all he’s already done for me, that doesn’t seem fair. “Good,” I reply with a nervous smile. “You?”
We’re both on our bikes, sort of wedged together at a forty-five degree angle (or so I’m guessing), so he couldn’t hug me if he wanted to. (But I think he wants to!) “Eh,” he says with a shrug, “it’s been kind of a…a boring week.”
He missed me! He can’t live without me! I knew it! “Really?” I say coolly. “That stinks. Harvey’s been on my case since Wednesday about…well, this,” I say, gesturing at the craziness that has become the Yo-Yo.
Tom rolls his eyes. “I figured.”
In my peripheral vision, I notice Harvey and Lex hoisting one of those comical cardboard checks onto a giant easel as an official-looking dude in a business suit (the representative of the American Lung Association?) looks on with a smile.
“You’re racing, right?” I ask, stuck for small talk, even though I know his name’s on the list (I put it there!) and he’s got a race card safety-pinned to his shirt: number forty-two.
“Oh, yeah,” he says, cracking a grin. “And I’m gonna win.”
Even though I know he’s joking, I can’t resist saying, “Not if I have anything to say about it.”
“Well, you don’t.”
I torture my face into a mock pout and drop my shoulders. “We’ll just see about that, won’t we?”
Tom chuckles a little to himself, then goes quiet for a while. Finally he asks, “Are we…okay?”
My heart swells. “Definitely,” I rush to say, not wanting him to doubt my loyalty.
There is a big ol’ cowbell on the platform, and Lex has just begun clattering it exuberantly. As the crowd goes wild, Tom takes my hand and squeezes.
And then we’re off.


 
 
chapter 18
 
WHEN HARVEY organized the Yo-Yo, he contemplated racing each age division separately, to simplify the compilation of race statistics (a task generously being managed by Brian Watson, CPA, an auditor for the accounting firm of Knight, Phillips and Bertrand) but instead settled on racing them simultaneously, in what are (theoretically) distinct “lanes,” like the ones used for swimming laps in a pool.
I’m in the second lane over, with the fifteen- through twenty-year-olds, including Tom, Justin, Malcolm, Brent Flynn and his prissy girlfriend, Melissa, (plus her she-man pal, Dana), my janitor's closet fling, Noah Rice, and even Sydney Vale, the only boy in the immediate vicinity (except for Tom) who hasn’t screwed me.
“This should be fun,” I say to Tom, trying to take the sarcastic edge off my voice as the words flow from my brain to my lips.
He cuts his gaze left and right, surveying the sea of bicycles and riders that envelops us. “For sure.”
I sneak a peek at the digital sports watch Orv and Denise picked up for me (without my permission, I might add) at the flea market. It reads: 9:56. This is a good idea, I tell myself. You’ve thought it through. It’s going to work.
Quietly I open the pouch under the Schwinn’s seat and withdraw the MP3 player and mini speakers, linking them with a stunted cord and clipping them like charms to the Mardi Gras beads dangling off my neck.
Step one? Check.
Somewhere ahead of us, our motorcycle-cop escorts rev up (with just about everyone in Industry here at the Yo-Yo—either racing or watching—I doubt we’ll be needing such law enforcement accompaniment, but the town clerk insisted, so…). “Be careful,” Tom tells me, the starting gun imminent. “This could get messy. Pull over if you have to.”
I appreciate his concern, really I do, but… “I won’t,” I assure him. “Have to, I mean.”
He snaps a nod. “Good.”
Ker-blang! goes the signal, and then, all at once, we’re in motion.
For the first few blocks, I keep steady pace with Tom, which isn’t really saying much, since the whopping mass of twelve-hundred cyclists is inching along like a morbidly obese snail. At the half-mile mark (Harvey roped the children of some former students into tagging a tree or telephone pole or traffic sign with a poufy blue ribbon every twenty-six-hundred and forty feet), the better riders among us start to break free.
Hard as I try, I’m not one of these precious few standouts (but for all I know, neither is anyone from my age group, the racing lanes having dissolved into a clumsy free-for-all).
I pump harder, faster, ticklish beads of perspiration dribbling down my back and dampening the waistband of my shorts. You’ve got this, Bobbi-Jo, I say to myself, the pep talk invigorating me. Do it for Gramp and the Royale.
As we hit the mile mark, my energy soars, and I cautiously move away from Tom, who looks redder in the face than I think he should. “Pace yourself!” I swear he calls after me, but with all the gears shifting and tires slapping and lungs huffing and puffing (not to mention the absolute concentration required to avoid splattering myself and/or someone else on the pavement) I can’t be sure.
And it doesn’t matter, because as soon as I leave Tom in the dust (figuratively speaking, of course), I go on an all-out tear, speeding past little kids, teenagers, old folks, and even some prime-of-lifers (those abnormally fit twenty-one-year-olds who eat as if they’ve got wooden legs and don’t pack on an ounce).
I think about hitting the power button of the MP3 player and employing my strategy sooner rather than later, but with twenty-plus miles to go, such a move strikes me as premature. Instead, I double down, work my muscles and lungs for all they’re worth.
Those poufy blue ribbons are great, but Harvey should’ve had the trees marked with numerical signs too (live and learn, I guess), since I lost count of the ribbons and am now unsure if we’re (by we I mean the second-tier riders, of which I count myself a member, the elite amateurs nearly out of view) coming up on two, two and a half, or three miles.
The crowd has thinned considerably, racers now falling into distinct pockets of speed. I take a second (all the time I can spare) and evaluate my competition, chagrined at what—or, more precisely, whom—I find.
Malcolm Gates.
Justin White.
Sydney Vale.
And the jerkwads don’t even seem to be racing that hard, as if maybe—just maybe—their goal is not to take the Yo-Yo but to prevent me from making a run at it.
“What’re you lookin’ at?” Sydney’s snarky voice spits over my shoulder.
I ignore him, grope around my chest for the MP3 player while maneuvering the Schwinn one-handed. I’m fingering the MP3 player’s power button when I get knocked from behind. “What the…?!” is all I get out before I’m forced to slap my palm back onto the handlebar and pull the Schwinn out of a near-fatal wobble.
Once I straighten the bike out, I scan the crowd for Tom, who, even though he’s exhausted from coming to my rescue, would probably play the hero one last time.
But he’s nowhere in sight, and neither is Duncan (lot of help he’d be), until…
I squint through a peephole in the race field, all the way to the front of the pack, where my father’s bird-machine has—I now realize—zipped into a commanding lead.
Malcolm and Justin close in on me, cackling unnervingly as if something is funny (or is about to be). I preempt them by saying, “No hard feelings, guys,”—yeah, right—“but I’ve got a boyfriend, so…”
“Think we give a shit?” Justin says.
“He’s a pussy,” adds Malcolm about Tom.
Involuntarily, the words shoot out of my mouth. “He is not!”
Malcolm starts playing sideways chicken, aiming his bike’s front tire at the Schwinn’s. “Just fuck Syd,” he tells me in a smooth, used car salesman tone, “and we’ll be even.”
This is getting out of control. “Even?”
“For your little cock-tease in the tree house,” Justin explains. “You owe him one.”
So that’s their angle. “I told you, I’m not doing that anymore.”
“The hell you ain’t,” spouts Justin.
I glance at the shoulder of the road, which is dotted with spectators (and potential witnesses, should any of these jerkwads try to get physical with me). “Look,” I say, mad at myself over the pleading tone that has crept into my voice, “I’m sorry; I am, but…”
My fingers wander back to the MP3 player, this time nailing the power button (to anticlimactic effect, though, since, like an idiot, I’ve got the volume set to nil).
“Save it,” Justin says, his bike encroaching on mine. His fingers dip into his shirt pocket and then—ping!—something small and hard (a pebble?) ricochets off my cheek, just east of my helmet’s chinstrap (thank you, Harvey, for insisting I encase my noggin).
“Ow!” I whine, letting the sting subside on its own, even though I have the urge to rub it. “Knock it off!”
Ping! Ping-ping! 
A number of colorful, ovoid-shaped dots (Peanut M&M’S?) spin across the pavement around us. (Apparently Justin’s a pretty bad shot, which is ironic given his exalted status as Industry High QB/god.)
The candy starts coming fast and furious (are all three jerkwads pegging me now?), but then…
“Cut the shit,” demands a familiar voice from somewhere in the crowd.
I calm my pedaling, let this savior—whoever he is—catch up with us.
Malcolm and Justin (and, I assume, Sydney) slow down too. “What’s up your ass?” Malcolm says to Brent Flynn, who has just, with a clenched jaw and an irate spark in his eyes, sidled up to Justin.
Brent shoves a palm into Justin’s cycling space. “Give ‘em here.”
He wants the M&M’S? 
“Just do it,” says Brent, impatiently flexing and unflexing his fingers.
I wish I could stick around for this showdown, but I’ve got a race to win (or, at this point, at least place in). So while Justin serves up some arrogant lip to Brent (with Malcolm and Sydney mesmerized in the wings), I open the throttle and bolt forward.
And soon I’m a speed pocket of my own, an island unto myself. I fumble for the MP3 player a third (and hopefully final) time, the volume button warm with eagerness as I hold it down.
Then whammo!: Freddie Mercury’s long-dead voice fills the air with praise for fat bottoms and the girls (like me!) who possess them.
Tom’s mother’s tune—now my anthem for the Yo-Yo and for life—is the only track on this music player (I paid a guy Orv knows ten bucks in pennies to convert the record into a digital file), and it’s set to run forever, in an eternal loop.
Which is exactly what it’s doing—at top volume—when a miracle occurs.
I don’t know how I spotted him, his mangy little profile weaving from one clump of spectators to the next, seemingly intent on keeping pace with the bicycles in general (which, of course, he can’t, especially in his banged-up state) and me in particular. “Buttercup!” I call, forgetting it’s a bad idea to beckon a frail, old cat into oncoming traffic—and lots of it.
Still in full trot, he whips his head my way and—I swear—smiles, his cute kitty mouth turned up so far at the corners it resembles the ghoulish grin of Batman’s arch-nemesis, The Joker.
I pucker up, make an obnoxiously loud kissing sound. (Can I get any weirder? I mean, I’ve already got a dead dude’s voice jumping off my chest, touting large feminine asses.) “Here, Buttercup!” I coo, rustling my fingers to draw his eye.
But he just keeps barreling along. (Maybe he thinks Duncan’s bird-machine is an overgrown pigeon he can take down and torture for a while before putting it out of its misery.) “Buttercup!” I shout, getting irritated. I start easing the Schwinn toward the side of the road, figuring that, at the very least, I’ll keep an eye on the puny sucker.
Unfortunately, though, fate has other plans, because as soon as I blow by a trio of middle-schoolers (how did these kids get ahead of me?), the Schwinn’s front tire sinks into a crevice in the road, jamming the bike—and me—to an abrupt, topsy-turvy stop.
The Schwinn does a barrel roll (or that’s what it looks like from my upside-down vantage point on the pavement, my kidney aching from being sucker punched by the curb) and skids out ahead of the kids I’ve just passed, causing them to scatter.
“My gracious!” an old lady squeals as she rushes at me, her ample bosom swaying in my face.
I want to sit up, or at least drag my gimpy legs out of the roadway to avoid having them smashed by impending traffic, but I’m so dizzy there must be tiny stars dancing around over my head.
“Don’t move, dearie,” the lady says when she notices me trying to elbow myself off the ground. “You could be hurt.”
Hmm, really?
“I don’t think so,” I mutter. “Have you seen a cat? Sort of an orange-creamsicle color? His name’s Buttercup.”
She studies my face as if, instead of the normal two eyes, a nose and a mouth, my features amount to the quadratic equation. “Come again?” she says.
A bunch of legs and feet surround me, accompanied by a number of hushed but urgent voices. The word concussion is bandied about.
“Buttercup the cat,” I repeat, feeling suddenly sleepy. “Is he here? Can you look?”
But no one has to, because just as I start going out, I feel the furball’s cool, wet nose, followed by his extraordinarily ticklish whiskers, grazing my elbow.
Then I’m toast.


 
 
chapter 19
 
I CAN’T have been out more than twenty or thirty seconds, because the same forest of unfamiliar legs is encircling me as I bloom back to alertness. “My neck hurts,” I tell no one in particular as I reach around to rub it. “Do you have any water?” (A small, lucid part of my brain recognizes these remarks as non sequiturs, but my fuzzy grey matter just shrugs.)
“We’ve got someone coming,” a thin gentleman in polyester slacks informs me, “to take you to the medical tent for a checkup. You cracked your head pretty good there.”
“I did?”
The man squats down, exposing his argyle socks and hairless, cinnamon-colored shins. “Yes, siree,” he says, running a hand over my helmet, which I can somehow tell is in about the same shape as Humpty Dumpty, post-fall.
I rest my eyes for a while, despite the fact that people keep talking to me (probably so I don’t die).
Then I hear something peculiar.
“Orv?” I say in a tone that, even to me, sounds dreamy. I’m sure I recognize the distinctive clomp of his work boots, with their leaden toes and stiff rubber bottoms.
And I’m right. “Jesus, Bobbi,” he says, hunched over me with one of those makeshift stretchers doctors use in combat zones.
Speaking of combat zones…
“Let me take a look,” says my mother, pressing Orv to the side. She shines a tiny flashlight in my eyes, orders me to touch one index finger to the tip of my nose, then the other. “Do you have any pain?” she inquires coolly.
Shouldn’t she be crying? I think. Maybe even hysterically? I mean, her daughter just cheated death here.
“Uh-uh,” I say. I try to sit up, and she lets me.
“What about your feet?” she asks.
“What about ‘em?”
“Can you wiggle your toes?”
I do.
“Good.” She helps me stand. “Put some weight on those legs,” she says, steadying me as I take a tentative step.
“Seems fine,” I report with a pop of my shoulders, my head achy and my heart sore over this little tumble costing me the race.
“We won’t be needing that,” Marie tells Orv about the stretcher. “She’ll walk back with us.”
“Ready?” Orv asks, clasping an arm around my shoulder. With the stretcher clunking along behind him like a ball and chain, the three of us part the crowd.
And Buttercup follows.
 



 
Duncan took the Yo-Yo by three-eighths of a mile, eclipsing even Lex Arlington’s star (and making off with the twenty-five-hundred dollars in prize money, which, had Lex won, would have reverted to charity).
“I’m sorry,” I tell Orv and Denise from the back of our new (to us anyway) car, the one I’m now short on dough to help pay for. “Maybe Harvey can start paying me for everything I do around The Pit. I mean, the place is pretty much famous now.”
I give Buttercup, who’s cooperatively perched on my lap, a gentle noogie, my mashed bicycle helmet shifting out from under my foot as the car hits a pothole.
“I told you,” Denise scolds, “we aren’t taking your money. Too bad you didn’t win something, though,” she adds with a sigh. “That would’ve been nice.”
“Maybe next time,” I say.
Buttercup sinks his claws into my thigh, and even though it hurts, I don’t stop him. Sometimes, I figure, love is worth the pain.
“You had a good shot,” Orv belatedly tells me, “but you might want to sit out next year. Cycling ain’t necessarily your thing.”
I want to argue with him, but instead I say, “Yeah, you’re probably right.” The car goes silent for a bit, and then I ask, “Hey, Denise, how you been feelin’?” Because I’ve noticed that the pregnancy updates have been scanty and sporadic of late.
She peers over her shoulder at me. And the cat. “Better,” she says with a smile and a soft pat of her belly, “now that the morning sickness is gone.”
I wouldn’t have even known she was ill except for the extra trips to the bathroom she’s been taking at bedtime (morning for her, since she’s still on graveyard) and the piles of crumpled tissues in the wastebasket. “Are you guys gonna find out the sex?” I say, imagining a baby girl with Denise’s kind, oversized eyes and a boy with Orv’s twitchy, lopsided grin.
“Oh, gosh no!” Denise exclaims. “That’d ruin the surprise!” She reaches over and squeezes Orv’s knee. “We’ll be happy with whatever the good Lord sees fit to give us.”
“That’s the right way to look at it, I guess,” I say, hoping with all my might that, if there is a divine power, he/she/it grants Orv and Denise a trouble-free pregnancy and a healthy infant.
For a second, I think of asking about potential baby names (Hell, I’d even had a few monikers on deck during those terrifying weeks I’d thought I might be expecting), but Buttercup’s throaty purring soon lulls me into a hazy, day-dreamy sort of sleep that doesn’t let up until our car hits Gramp’s weed-cracked driveway.
 



 
As it turned out, the goodie bag I received for participating in the Yo-Yo was pretty useful. Because the minute Orv, Denise, and I got home, I slapped the purple flea collar onto Buttercup’s neck (he’s always scratching at some elusive itch or another, and now that he’s officially part of the family, we can’t have him infesting Gramp’s house) and, with my handy new tweezers, dug a few errant shards of gravel out of the road-rash I’ve got splashed up and down both legs.
Then I hit the hay for, oh, eighteen hours, waking up fifteen minutes before the start of my shift.
 



 
Lex Arlington’s tiger-mobile is parked smack dab in front of The Pit, its newly washed and waxed sheen (where did he get a job like that done around here, the bus depot?) nearly blinding me as I hitch the Schwinn to a tree.
“It’s a definite possibility,” Harvey is saying to Lex as I waltz in. “Although I think there are some adjustments to be made.” Harvey leans across the counter and shoots me a nod of recognition that excuses my tardiness. “Bobbi.”
“Hey,” I mumble.
“I remember you,” Lex says, eyeing me with curiosity. “You were a lot…bigger before, right?”
That’s one way of putting it. “I’ve lost a few pounds, if that’s what you mean.”
“Lookin’ good,” says Lex. He reaches for my arm and starts twirling me, so I go along for the ride. (Maybe he’s practicing for an upcoming stint on Dancing with the Stars?)
“Thanks,” I say, flushing with embarrassment.
“We were just hammering out the details of the second annual Yo-Yo, to benefit The Elizabeth Taylor AIDS Foundation,” Harvey informs me.
You know, that’s not a half-bad idea. “Yeah?”
“Yup,” says Lex, looking peacock proud. “This is kind of…what I do now.”
Maybe he’s got a public relations problem, I think (pessimistically, I know). Maybe he’s trying to cultivate a wholesome image to replace his reputation as a self-absorbed cad.
Or he’s just a nice guy.
“You’re going to change the rules, aren’t you?” I ask Harvey, the image of Duncan pedaling around like The Wicked Witch of the West suddenly popping into my mind. “So nobody can have, uh, modified bikes next time?”
Lex grins, shakes his head. “That guy’s a piece of work,” he says about my father. “I have to hand it to him, though: He makes a mean-ass racing machine. We could use a guy like that back in The Hills.”
Hollywood? He wants to take Duncan home with him? “No, you can’t,” I say matter-of-factly. “He’s unstable.” And I’m not so sure this isn’t the truth. I turn to Harvey. “Mind if I use the phone?” I haven’t spoken to Tom since I lost him in the Yo-Yo.
“Knock yourself out.”
I sneak around the counter and head for the back, at the last minute calling over my shoulder to Lex, “It was nice meeting you—again!”
“Likewise!” he yells back.
I don’t know what I was expecting (something a bit neater than this, I guess), but the office is in complete disarray, the remnants of Scott’s and my goodie bag adventure still scattered among many, many of Harvey’s to-do projects.
I smush a pile of sales receipts against the wall and drag the phone to the only clear spot on the desk. Then I punch in Tom’s number and wait, pinching and unpinching the phone cord between my thumb and forefinger like an accordion.
“Hello?” Tom says, sounding as tired as I felt before my sleep marathon.
“So,” I say, diving right in, “I guess you heard—”
“About your dad?”
“Yeah, well…about him,” I agree, thrown a little off track, “and…about the accident.”
“He had an accident?”
My eyebrows pull together. “Huh?”
“I thought he won the race.”
“He did,” I say, confused. “What was the question again?”
“You said he had an accident,” Tom reminds me.
“Oh, no,” I say. “That was me. Justin White and Malcolm Gates started some trouble, then Brent Flynn sort of put a stop to it. But after that I was all flustered, and I saw Buttercup, and my bike got stuck in a rut or something and flipped—”
“But you’re okay?” Tom interrupts, concern rising in his voice. “Right? You sound okay.”
“It wasn’t that bad,” I downplay. “Although I’ll be needing a new helmet.” I chuckle lightly, but he doesn’t join in.
“You saw Buttercup?” he wants to know.
What is it about that cat that makes me happier than anything else can? “Uh-huh,” I say, my eyes involuntarily welling. “Orv and Denise are letting me—or, well, us—keep him.”
Tom’s grin is practically visible through the phone. “That’s cool.”
“I think so.” I dab at the corners of my eyes with my fingertips. “Hey, what happened to you anyway? You disappeared after the first mile.”
With a sigh, he says, “Long story.”
“I’m not doin’ anything.”
“Actually, it’s a short story.”
I joke, “So you’re a liar?”
“Not usually.”
“Go ahead,” I prompt, my curiosity piqued.
“Remember about my leg?” he says.
As a matter of fact, I do. “The hairline fracture?”
“That’s the one.”
“What’d you do?” I ask, my calf aching in sympathy.
“I don’t know,” he says. “It just started acting up and…and I couldn’t do it anymore. I had to stop. Walk it off.”
“You didn’t finish the race?” I say, surprised.
He hesitates as if he’s ashamed to admit it. “Nah,” he says. “There was no way… My dad had to pick me up.”
“That stinks.”
“Eh, it’s no big deal.”
“So we’re both losers?” I propose, trying to lighten the mood.
“Definitely not. We just have bad luck.”
I sense something sappy coming. “I feel pretty lucky,” I say, because it’s true.
“You’re the best,” he tells me, and even though he doesn’t say it, I’m sure he loves me.
And I love him too. “No, you are,” I say, and we both know what I mean.
 



 
The oddest thing happened two days after the Yo-Yo: I got my period. Of course, when it crashed Geometry, it didn’t offer to explain why it had gone MIA or where it had been holed up for the past four or five months.
And I didn’t bother asking.
But I did bother inhaling every sugary, greasy, ridiculously-bad-for-me morsel to cross my path in the next few days, negating a full four pounds of my weight loss.
I also bothered (mostly due to a raging case of erratic hormones, I’d like to think) to concoct a revenge scheme against Justin White, Malcolm Gates, Evan Richter, Corey Benson, and anyone else I thought might’ve had a hand in destroying the Royale, that involved a velociraptor, a bikini wax, and a pair of needle-nose pliers (not necessarily in that order).
Then came the crying. Over everything. And nothing. Waterworks that would turn Niagara Falls green with envy. Sixteen years worth of upset and frustration, disappointment and shame, spilling like a tipsy barfly’s piña colada five minutes before closing time.
When all was said and done, I felt new, clean, empty; the way a junkie does (or so I imagine) after a good, old-fashioned detox.
 



 
I storm up Tom’s steps with energy and determination (not to mention a string of snarky, rehearsed comebacks for any degrading remarks Wilma might toss my way).
Ding-dong! goes the frog when I punch it.
The door cracks open on a surprised Tom. “What’re you doing here?” he asks, squinting into the sunlight. He glances around, then throws the door open. “Come on in.”
“No, thank you,” I say. I hand him the envelope, which he turns over in his hands, looking confused.
“What’s this?”
I smile. “Open it and find out.”
Tentatively he rips through the seal and withdraws the note card, which features two interlocked hearts (a leftover invitation from Orv and Denise’s wedding that, lucky for me, was blank inside and could be easily repurposed). “Tonight?” Tom says with a glint in his eye.
I nod. “That’s right. Seven o’clock okay?” I ask, reiterating what the invitation has already communicated.
“Yeah. Sure,” he says. “Want me to bring anything?”
I hop up a step and peck him on the lips. “Just my boyfriend,” I say, feeling giddy.
Tom Cantwell is my boyfriend.
He kisses me back. “I think I can arrange that.”
“Good,” I say. Reluctantly I pull away from him and ease back over to the Schwinn. “See you then?”
With a wink, he promises, “Absolutely.”


 
 
chapter 20
 
SINCE ORV and Denise tied the knot, I’ve had Gramp’s house pretty much to myself (instead of hunkering down in anticipation of the baby, the parents-to-be are savoring their last few months of freedom), the result being that I’m on my own, a situation I’ll be using to my full advantage tonight.
Where did I put that damn pepper grinder? I wonder, my nerves beginning to fray (and the marinara sauce I’m simmering threatening to boil over the edge of the skillet).
I shuffle through the crusty old condiments in the refrigerator door until I spy a jar of minced garlic, which I twist open and peer into, its contents largely dried to the walls of the container. Who needs garlic anyway? I think as I toss the thing into the trash. It’s horrible for the breath, especially if kissing might be on the menu.
I never met my grandmother, Gramp’s wife, Lurlene (Lurlene Roberta, to be precise; they called her Bobbi, like me), but I’ve got her handwritten recipe book propped open on the counter, its pages held back with a half-used jar of mayo and a discount-bin (meaning: dented to smithereens) can of black olives.
The recipe I’m following is for basic spaghetti and meatballs, but apparently nothing Lurlene did—in the realm of cooking, anyway—was basic, her tricks of the trade taking two full pages to spell out. Even then, I’m not so sure I’ve got a handle on things.
The proof? As the compact balls of ground beef and breadcrumbs crackle in the bottom of a stockpot, the fresh linguine I snapped up at the Food Lion (it was supposed to be homemade spaghetti, but I had to cut corners somewhere!) starts frothing in waves over the rim of the saucepan, the water sizzling as it hits the red-hot burner and steams away.
I dash to the stove, dial the burner back to its off position and let the linguine sit (the recipe tells me to do this, to keep the pasta al dente, which, based on my experience with the Food Network, I believe means stiff or hard).
For a moment, everything appears to be under control, so I stop to ponder my grandmother’s childlike handwriting, its oversized loops and right-leaning slant reminding me of my fifth grade teacher, Ms. Martin, who, try as she might, failed to get me to perfect my cursive penmanship.
Is it possible to miss someone you never knew? I wonder, feeling a twinge of sadness for me and Gramp, who, the way Orv tells it, lost the love of his life when Lurlene died.
What about Marie? With parents like Gramp and Lurlene, shouldn’t she have had a head start at mothering? Instead, she and Duncan ditched me at their earliest convenience. Maybe she’ll be better with Roy, I think. Maybe they both will.
The meatballs are in need of turning, a task I accomplish with an angled spatula and a sigh. Then I go back to stirring the tomato sauce, if for no other reason than to keep it from charring.
With a sprinkle of oregano, the sauce is a fait accompli. Three minutes later, the meatballs achieve optimum doneness too, a point at which the recipe instructs me to marry the aforementioned ingredients, creating a gurgling, boulder-filled lake of yummy.
I check my watch. The time is six forty-five, fifteen minutes ‘til Tom (which means I’m laudably ahead of schedule). I lift the apron I’m wearing (a Christmas-themed one Denise bought a couple of years ago at Derby’s during a post-holiday liquidation) gingerly over my head, careful not to disturb the tower of curls I’ve been working all afternoon to perfect (although I’m a little concerned that the steam from all this cooking may have put a damper on my retro ‘80s ‘do).
We don’t have a special hook in the kitchen on which to hang the apron, so I give the thing a quick once-over for stains, and, finding none (at least I’m a neat cook, I guess), refold it and deposit it in the bottom drawer of the linen closet, from whence it came.
Then I notice something unusual: silence. I’ve been so preoccupied trying to pull off this dinner that the lack of mewing didn’t even register.
Until now.
I give a couple of quick calls for Buttercup while popping the top off a can of cat food and spooning a generous portion into his dish.
He must be outside, I think, racking my brain for the last time I saw him (was it this morning?).
I wanted Buttercup to be an indoor cat, so I’d always know where he was. But Orv said, at Buttercup’s age, with his history of meandering, it’d be nearly impossible to rein him in (which turned out to be truer than anyone knew, since every time that door cracks open even an inch, the sneak of a cat manages to slip out).
I dump Buttercup’s filmy old water and give him a new drink, just in case he decides to show his sweet, whiskered face tonight.
When I spin back around from the sink, I notice headlights streaming across Gramp’s driveway.
I shouldn’t be nervous (I mean, I’ve known Tom just about forever), but try telling that to my jittery heart, which suddenly seems to think my chest cavity is one of those bouncy houses at a rich kid’s birthday party.
“Coming!” I yell toward the door, even though I’m not sure Tom has knocked. I straighten my abstract-patterned blouse (another nod to the ‘80s) and remind myself to practice good posture, like those girls in the charm school videos with books balanced on their heads.
There is a gentle rap as I swing the door open. “Hey,” Tom says with a smile. He throws a wave over his shoulder at his father, who is already backing that grungy work truck into the street.
I jiggle the door shut behind us and ask, “You’re hungry, right?” (He’d better be, after everything I’ve done to make this night happen.)
He drops his hoodie over a kitchen chair, revealing a black button-down that increases his hotness quotient by a factor of five, at least. “Famished,” he says.
I get the weirdest feeling right then, like I’ve caught a glimpse into a possible future, like Tom has just schlepped in from a hard day at the office and, like a good Susie Homemaker, I’ve got a piping hot meal awaiting him.
For some reason, I shudder.
I like Tom. Maybe even love him. And I wouldn’t mind cooking dinner for him now and then, just not every night. And not at the expense of my dignity.
The table is set with Gramp’s best china (meaning two plates that actually match, although they’ve both got tiny chips out of the edges) and a pair of heavy sapphire blue (Denise’s favorite color) drinking glasses. I’ve also scrounged up all the candles in the house (six tea lights, which I’ve arranged in a floral pattern on a stoneware dish, two tapers that are so tall I had to stand them up in one of Denise’s freebie vases from Welcome Home, and, to complete the look, a gingerbread-scented pillar that’s been kicking around the bathroom for a year or two but has yet to meet a lighter or a match).
Tom takes Orv’s seat at the table, and I plate the linguine, slop some sauce and a couple of meatballs on top, then smother it all with freshly grated parmesan cheese (ooh-la-la!).
“Dinner is served,” I proclaim as I slide the plates across the table.
Tom just stares at his food. “I thought you were making Kraft Macaroni and Cheese,” he says, his tone astonished and confused.
I sit across from him and unroll my silverware. (We don’t own any froufrou napkins, so I substituted the embroidered fingertip towels Denise bought—and never used—for guests.) “I’m not that lame,” I say, suppressing an eye roll. “I can cook a little.”
Somehow he looks unconvinced. “Who taught you?”
“Nobody, really,” I say with a light shrug. “But I’ve got my grandmother’s recipes.”
He nods, starts sawing through one of the meat-boulders. (They’re not overcooked, are they?) “My mother used to bake,” he says. “Chocolate chip cookies, apple pie, banana bread… She wasn’t big on regular meals, though. We ate a lot of takeout.”
I wish he’d say something—anything!—about that meatball, which is now rocking back and forth in his mouth. “Do you like Italian food?” it dawns on me to ask. Maybe that’ll drag a comment out of him.
He swallows, licks a trail of sauce from the corner of his mouth (a mouth I suddenly can’t stop fantasizing about; a mouth that could do very pleasurable things to me, if only I’d let it). “Oh, yeah,” he assures me. “I live on pasta.” He makes penetrating eye contact with me, sways his fork over the food. “This is good.”
Good? I was hoping for awesome, or astounding, or out-of-this-world. But as long as I’ve known Tom, he’s been a pretty cool customer, reacting to everything (except people who dare to insult me, apparently) with calm control and reserve.
Which makes me want to rile him. “You know,” I say, putting on my best flirtatious lilt, “I’ve got something delicious for dessert.”
He twirls a nest of linguine around his fork. “What is it?” he asks, not picking up on my sexy meaning.
Maybe I should pop a button on my blouse. “Cream puffs,” I tell him honestly. “From the Food Lion.”
“Mmm,” he gives me, “sounds good.”
Suddenly I hear Gramp’s voice chastising, Bobbi-Jo, you’d forget your head if it weren’t attached, because just now I realize I’ve neglected to set the ambience in motion.
“Excuse me,” I blurt, hopping up and dashing for the junk drawer, where Orv stores a disposable cigarette lighter. I flick the lighter’s little metal spinny wheel four or five times before I get it to spark. “There we go,” I say, dangling my curves in Tom’s face as I lean in and set the candles ablaze.
I kill the overhead light, leaving only the tiny bulb above the sink going. “Be right back,” I promise as I slip down the hall toward my bedroom, where I snatch my MP3 player and speakers and do an about-face.
I don’t bother asking Tom if he’d enjoy some dinner music (I’ve got two hours worth of songs I’ve hijacked from Orv’s CD collection, by way of Harvey’s computer at The Pit) before I set the MP3 player on the microwave cart and let the tunes rip.
When I steal a glance at Tom’s plate, I see that it’s half-empty (as opposed to mine, which is totally full).
But there’s still one more thing…
Jammed into the refrigerator sideways is a two-liter bottle of black cherry-flavored ginger ale that resembles pink champagne. I shimmy the bottle out and swaddle it in a hand towel as if it’s a pricey burgundy at a French café. “You’re going to love this,” I predict as I slosh the bubbly into those sapphire glasses (which sort of defeats the idea of the ginger ale being pink, but c’est la vie).
I resume my place opposite Tom and raise my glass in salute. “To best friends,” I say, feeling drunk on something (love?) even though I’m as pharmacologically chaste as your average newborn, “and more.”
“Definitely more,” he agrees as our glasses clink together and the glow of candlelight dances over the walls.
It’s the first time in a while I’ve had the urge to screw (because, honestly, the trouble Justin, Malcolm, Evan, Corey, and even twerpy Sydney Vale have been putting me through lately has been quite the sexual buzz kill).
And unless I’m mistaken (which I’m pretty sure I’m not by the musky cologne Tom has splashed on a little too liberally and the twitchy way his eyes keep darting about, as if we’re on the verge of being caught in the act), he’s in the mood too.
We finish dinner by seven thirty-ish, which leaves us scads of time for dessert (and even a little time for “dessert,” should the evening meander down that road), since Denise and Orv are at the drive-in for a double feature that doesn’t wrap up until nearly one a.m.
“Wanna watch some TV,” I offer, “before we, uh, have the cream puffs?”
 Since Tom’s a virgin, he probably doesn’t know it’s not ideal to screw on a full stomach.
His shoulders kick up. “Yeah. Sure.”
I don’t bother clearing the plates or turning on any lights in the living room, an appropriate choice since Tom and I don’t get three minutes into watching Hoarders before his shirt is completely unbuttoned and poised to slip off, revealing the cutest patch of fine black chest hair. The base of my neck is tender with blossoming hickeys I’m already panicking over how to conceal.
Oh, and Tom is rather—how should I put this?—rigid, the zipper of his Levi’s starting to creep down all on its own from the pressure.
I make a move for his jeans, but he sidetracks me with an epic tongue battle, my slippery butter knife no match for the sabre he’s unsheathed. (This can’t be true—it just can’t—but I read somewhere that the tongue is the strongest muscle in the human body. Personally, I think weirdo factoids like that are invented in dungeon-labs by sleep-deprived, crackpot research assistants with inferiority complexes.)
Tom pries his lips and that aggressive tongue away from me just long enough to ask, “So…um…do you have anything? Because, if you don’t, I do.” He reaches for his back pocket as if I’ve demanded proof.
By “have anything,” I assume he means birth control of some kind and, more specifically, condoms (which I am THE BIGGEST IDIOT ON EARTH for being without, given the scare I’ve recently survived). Even The Pill is history, due to its propensity to create birth defects in my imaginary fetus.
He pinches the condom with his thumb and forefinger and holds it at eye level between us, its shiny blue wrapper reminding me of Denise’s drinking glasses. “We’re good,” he tells me, bringing the condom (the existence of which somehow makes the prospect of screwing more titillating) to rest on his lap and his palm to rest on my boob.
All systems go, I think, getting into his pants without delay. Or disappointment.
He presses me against the arm of the couch, his eagerness rubbing on my hipbone. (I have a visible hipbone now, thanks to the Schwinn! And the beginnings of knees too!)
Slap! Crash! Bam! goes something in Gramp’s front yard.
It’s the jerkwads, I think, returning to inflict more damage.
Tom flinches. “What was that?”
I haven’t told him about the Royale, but now is definitely not the time. “Huh?” I say, hoping to sound dumb and unconcerned.
There’s some clattering on the porch, but so far nobody’s hurled anything through what’s left of the window, Orv’s cardboard patch-job still holding strong.
“Don’t you hear…?” Tom murmurs, his breath hot in my ear.
I want to say no, but an erupting screech of tires deters me. “It’s probably nothing,” I settle for remarking.
Tom is upright now, his ears pricked, his eyes fixed on Gramp’s front door. “Something’s scratching…” He gets on his feet and, before I can stop him, stalks over and cranks the doorknob.
When he finally manages to coax the swollen slab of wood from its casing and peer through the screen, an amused look crosses his face, convincing me that whatever is going on outside bears no relation to the jerkwads.
I slink up behind him, glance over his shoulder (or, well, around the side of it, since he’s at least six inches taller than me). “No way,” I say, awestruck by the sight of Duncan’s bird-machine (maybe I should start calling it the cheater-mobile, since my father designed it specifically to steal the Yo-Yo), which has been unceremoniously deposited on Gramp’s bristly lawn.
The wacky contraption doesn’t explain one thing, though: the ongoing high-pitched scraping sound that reminds me of nails on a chalkboard.
Or claws on metal.
I duck under Tom’s arm and pop the screen door open, making way for—no surprise—Buttercup the cat (but also bumping up against something that, although I can’t see it from here, must be occupying a decent percentage of the porch).
“Can you hit the light?” I ask Tom with a wave at the wall switch, which is a few steps away. “I’m trying to see…”
I get up on my tiptoes and stare down, my gaze falling on the stoop just as the bare bulb illuminates the source of the obstruction (and it’s a doozy): peeking out innocently from his infant car seat is my baby brother, Roy.


 
 
chapter 21
 
THE ONLY good thing I can say about Duncan and Marie is that, this time, they left a note. And a check. The twenty-five-hundred dollars in prize money from the Yo-Yo, to be exact, signed over to Orv in my father’s schizophrenic chicken scratch. Money Orv and Denise used to pay off the car, replace the smashed window, and turn Gramp’s old room, which has been sort of a creepy shrine since he died, into a double nursery for Roy and the new bundle of joy, who’s set to arrive any day now.
The excuse Duncan and Marie gave for abandoning their second-born (God bless them for at least feeling the need to explain) was their calling to aid tornado victims, this spring being the most destructive cyclone season in nearly a century.
Too bad they’re immune to recognizing the damage they’ve spawned in their own lives.
Part of me says I should’ve seen this coming, should’ve known Duncan and Marie wouldn’t change. (I mean, people seldom do.)
Except for me, I think. Thanks to a nice old dude with a bike shop, a couple of abnormally grown-up cousins, a best friend who not only loves me but LOVES me, and, of course, a scraggly little puss-face called Buttercup the cat.
All in all, things aren’t so bad, I figure. And I’m determined to make them even better for Roy, who has settled in like a champ around here, Denise being ten times the mother Marie could ever hope to be.
“I sterilized his bottles,” I tell Denise, who’s just rolled in from the night shift (almost literally, since she’s about as wide as she is tall now) about Roy. “If you make the formula, I’ll feed him when we get back.” I’ve already got my brother buckled into his stroller for our morning walk, his chubby hand clenched around that flea market rattle I’d intended to gift to Denise and Orv’s bambino.
Denise beams with love, and I imagine her heart swelling, like mine sometimes does when I think of Roy. “Good girl,” she says, patting me gently on the head.
I grab the stroller and make a beeline for the door, before Denise notices the tears that are ready to spurt from my eyes. Even though the waterworks are joyful, I don’t want to worry her.
It’s one of those gorgeous early fall days with a cloudless blue sky and a light, crisp breeze that makes me think of apple cider and jack-o-lanterns, haunted houses and pillow cases full of candy. (But not Milky Ways. I’ve quit those sneaky things for the long haul.)
“Hang on!” shouts Tom out of nowhere (he’s five minutes early for our jaunt), speeding over to help me with Roy’s stroller, which is bouncing sideways down the steps, practically tipping over. “Let me get that.” He leans his bike against the garage and muscles Roy (and his conveyance) to the ground. “There we go,” he says with a satisfied grin.
“I love you,” I tell him, because it’s true. And I can’t help myself.
He doesn’t look surprised. “It’s about time,” he says with mock frustration (and a twinkle in his eye).
“And…?” I prod. I mean, it’s only fair…
“What?” he says, putting on a ridiculously confused face that makes me laugh.
“You know very well what,” I say as we turn out of Gramp’s driveway and into the street.
“Would I do all of this if I didn’t love you?” he asks, gesturing from me to Roy and even behind us at lame old Buttercup, who has suddenly become our furry caboose.
He’s right. I know he is. But I still wish he’d come out and say it, because somehow those three simple words seem as if they’ll fill the hole Duncan and Marie have left in my heart. “Suit yourself,” I say with a shrug. “But that just means I’ll have to say it twice as much, for the both of us.”
“Doesn’t sound so bad,” Tom admits, first stroking my hand (which is glued to the stroller), then slipping an arm around my waist, my hip now bumping his thigh with every step.
“Care for a mint?” I offer, struggling to wiggle the Yo-Yo prize out of my pocket.
Tom cups his hand, and I flip one of the powerful little things from my palm to his. Then I pop one of my own.
We bop along quietly for a block or so, Buttercup weaving around our legs and the stroller, threatening to get flattened at any moment. Roy, on the other hand, is no trouble at all, having drifted off to sleep under his fuzzy blue blankie about ten feet from the house.
As we turn onto Marigold, I ask Tom, “So what are you going to be for Halloween?”
He scrunches his nose. “That’s like six weeks away.”
“I know.”
“Frankenstein?” he says after thinking a while. “Or Batman. They’re both classic, right?”
Please let it be Batman, I think. Frankenstein is too close a match. “Yeah,” I say. “Either one.”
He asks, “How about you?”
Except for the year I went mummy crazy, I’ve been a witch or a ghost every October thirty-first of my life. “I don’t know,” I say, my mind starting to wander.
“No idea?”
I shake my head. “Uh-uh.”
There is one thing I’m certain about, though: I’m not going to let Tom Cantwell screw me (for a very long time, anyway), because I respect him too much. He’s not some quickie in the bushes or a backseat, back alley bang-job. He’s Tom Cantwell, my best friend since second grade. The boy who saved me from drowning when no one else would. The boy who bought me a pregnancy test, even though he wasn’t in the running as a potential daddy. The boy who, when the time is right, deserves to be the first one to make love with me.
But for now I’m not ready.
And I know he’ll wait.
“You’d make a good Julie Madison,” he tells me, scooping Buttercup off the ground for a nuzzle.
Thank you, Gramp, for plying me with comics just to get me to read. “Is she Batman’s girlfriend?” I say.
Tom tilts his head, shoots me a mischievous grin I recognize from the schoolyard, years ago. “She might be.”
I stop the stroller, lean in and, nearly squashing Buttercup, murmur, “It’s a deal.”
And we seal it with a kiss.
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