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For Toby and Heather, who get it.
And for Mieka, Steph, and Scooper, my “ everything bagels.”
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CHA PTE R
1

I used to think your friends  were your friends no  matter what, 
but that’s not how it works. There is elementary school, 
and then there is  middle school, where suddenly all the 
rules change and no one tells you how to play and the 
only thing you know for sure is that you are losing. 
 Everything about you is wrong: your hair, your person-
ality, your jeans.

Danielle Loomis’s jeans, however, are perfect. When 
she gets up from her desk and struts across the room to 
spit out her gum, you can see this clear as day. Indigo, 
low- rise, frayed just right. I wish I could be happy for her. 
I wish I could be glad that this summer, when her braces 
came off  and her boobs came in, the  whole world no-
ticed and made her pop u lar. But I’m not glad. I just want 
 everything back the way it was.

135-61119_ch01_2P.indd   3135-61119_ch01_2P.indd   3 05/12/15   3:18 am05/12/15   3:18 am



4

-1—
0—
+1—

I’ ll always care about you, Anna. Those  were Dani’s 
words on September 3, outside Brickley’s Ice Cream, 
right  after she bought me a shake. Just because our lives 
are moving in opposite directions and  we’re hanging out 
with  diff erent  people  doesn’t mean I don’t care.

Seriously. Those  were her words. And trust me, when 
your best friend since kindergarten tells you point- blank 
she  doesn’t want to be friends anymore,  here is what you 
do: cry. It just happens, like when you get hit in the face 
with a ball in gym. Wah, wah, wah, like a baby. You 
 can’t help yourself, even when Ethan Zane and all of his 
low- shorts- wearing friends suddenly appear in front of 
Brickley’s Ice Cream on their skateboards.

That was three weeks ago. This is now. En glish class, 
and we are getting a lesson on irony. The fi re house burned 
down. The police station got robbed. If Mr. Pfaff  wants 
irony he should take a look at his seating chart, aimed to 
“maximize our learning potential.” To my left: Loomis, 
Danielle, Ex- Best Friend. To my right: Zane, Ethan, 
King of Eighth Grade. They are stealth- texting each other 
under their desks. Every two seconds Dani glances over 
at Ethan, fl ips her coppery hair, and smiles. A month 
ago, she didn’t even have a cell phone. A month ago, she 
would have been passing notes to me on a scrap of paper. 
Ironic much?
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“Anna?” Mr. Pfaff  is standing at my desk, petting his 
goatee. “Can you think of an example of irony?”

How much time do you have, Mr. Pfaff  ? I can give you 
a  whole list. Things I fi nd ironic:

1. An ex- best friend who used to be so bucktoothed 
that Ethan Zane called her the Beaver. Suddenly she 
 can’t stop smiling.
2. Teachers who think their students are learning 
when they are actually texting  under their desks.
3. Teachers who wear goatees to look cool.
4. Facial hair in general.

Now I am remembering the mustache my  father wore 
for his wedding and how ridiculous it looked. The  whole 
event was ridiculous. Which brings me to:

5. Fathers.
6. Weddings.
7. Marriage vows.

“Anna?” Mr. Pfaff  is waiting. “Any ideas?”
I shake my head like I’m drawing a blank. If there is 

one thing I’ve learned in  middle school it’s this: keep 
your mouth shut. I am practically an expert.
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For three days I have been staying in my  father’s guest 
room. I have been told that this room is “mine,” but 
that’s not how it feels. This is my  father’s new  house, my 
 father’s new  family. Every night, his baby wakes me up. 
Whimpering, crying, screeching, I hear it all. She sounds 
like the monkeys at the Roger Williams Park Zoo, only 
I don’t feel sorry for her the way I do for the monkeys. 
The noise drives me crazy. I don’t care that she is only a 
baby and half related to me. I want to scream back. In-
stead, I jam a pillow over my head and wait for morning.

My stepmother, Marnie, is breast- feeding. She will 
strip off  her shirt and bare all in front of you with no 
regard. My  father thinks this is great. He also changes 
Jane’s diapers like he’s been  doing it his  whole life, which 
I know for a fact he hasn’t because my mom told me. 
Your  father never changed a single one of your diapers. Di-
rect quote.

I am so glad she isn’t  here to see him. My mom is in the 
hospital, and I don’t know when she’s coming out. I have 
been told it’s no one’s fault, but I am the one who called 
911, so do the math. Before the ambulance came, she was 
in bed for seventy- two hours. “Can’t get up,” she said 
every time I walked into her room. “Too tired.” So I would 
pour my own cereal, pack my lunch, call her work and lie. 
She  can’t come in  today. She has the fl u. Even though I 
knew she  wasn’t sick— not with the fl u, anyway. I’d been 
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through this enough times, but I’d always been able to 
drag her out of bed before, help her into the shower.

That morning, my mom didn’t even respond when 
I shook her. At fi rst I thought she was asleep, but then I 
saw the empty Advil  bottle in her hand. Her skin  wasn’t 
even a color. Her pulse was barely a pulse.

Finding my mo ther like that was the scariest moment 
of my life. But do I talk about it in my  father’s  house? 
No. I sit in his kitchen, quiet as dust, while Marnie whips 
it out right  here at the  table. Sometimes when she is 
nursing I have to look away, I am so embarrassed. Other 
times I see her and Jane all snuggled up together and I 
want to cry. But I stay  silent. Respectful. I imagine my 
 father’s  house is a fi ve- star  hotel and I am only  here on 
vacation, eating the complimentary waffl  es.

“How did you sleep, Anna?” The waitress smiles at 
me. “Were you warm enough?”

I nod my head yes.
“I hope Jane didn’t wake you.”
I shake my head no.
Marnie is so pretty, if she actually  were a waitress she 

would get great tips. Long honey- colored hair. Curves in 
all the right places. If she  were in eighth grade at Shelby 
Horner  Middle School, she would put Danielle Loomis 
to shame. That is a fact. Dani would kill to be her friend.

My mo ther would not kill to be Marnie’s friend. She 
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does not speak to Marnie  unless absolutely necessary. 
She barely speaks to my  father. Last year at the wedding, 
while I was busy being a bridesmaid, my mom was on 
the couch in her sweatpants, staring at the TV. That is 
how I found her when I got home, staring at a tele vi sion 
that  wasn’t even on.

My  father is oblivious. This morning, he joins me 
at the bus stop— a fi rst. There is a routine to his morn-
ings. Number one, treadmill. Then shower, shave, read 
the Wall Street Journal. Marnie makes his coff ee in a 
to-go cup, which my mo ther never did. Organic roast, 
almond milk. Normally he would be gone before I 
left, but  today, there he is, standing at the end of the 
driveway with his hair slicked back, comb tracks still in 
it. Blue suit. Loafers so shiny you could see your face.

Here is the conversation:
“Got  everything?” he says, eyeing my backpack.
“Yeah.”
“That’s good.”
I nod.
He takes a sip of coff ee, then another. “How’s school?”
“Okay.”
“Good.” He juts his chin at me. “That’s good.” He 

looks away, sips his coff ee. Straightens his tie.
The silence is so loud. “How are broom sales?” I say. 

It is a bold call, making the joke my mom used to make, 
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about him selling brooms for a living like Hansel and 
Gretel’s dad.

Well, that was a  mistake. He does not smile.
“Anna,” he says.
I look up at his face— dark brows, tan skin, handsome 

enough for pharmaceutical sales. “Yes?”
“I’m sorry about your mo ther.”
And there it is. The punch in the stomach, the squeeze 

of the heart. “It’s okay,” I say.
His words buzz around in my ears. Best doctors. Psy-

chiatric care. New drugs for depression.
I nod and nod.
Elevactin. Just came on the market.  Free samples.
Thinking about it now, I almost laugh. Because  here 

is the irony: My mo ther, Dr. Frances Collette, PhD, is 
the school counselor at North Kingston High School. 
She has an advanced degree in clinical psy cho logy from 
Brown. She is a trained professional in the fi eld of  mental 
health. And three days ago, she tried to kill herself. The 
school counselor tried to kill herself. Mr. Pfaff  . . .  ding, 
ding, ding . . .  we have a winner!

*       *       *

Dani is trying out for cheerleading, which says it all. On 
my way to the bus, there she is outside the gym, fi xing 
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her hair and bouncing on her toes. She is not standing 
with Jessa Bell or Whitney Anderson, so the line must 
be alphabetical. I watch her from the end of the hall for 
a few minutes, then walk by. Casual, like I don’t see her.

“Hey, Anna.” Dani tosses her ponytail and smiles.
“Oh, hi,” I say.
She has on a tight white tank top, magenta tennis 

skirt, and Nikes. Gold hoops in her ears. Eyeliner. I want 
to walk away, but I am frozen.

“I’m trying out for cheerleading! Can you believe it?”
“Yes.”
“Lauren Goldfarb broke her leg, so there’s only one 

spot and I probably won’t get it, but . . .  hey—” Dani’s 
voice drops and she takes a step  toward me. “I’m  really 
sorry.”

I look at her, hoping. “You are?”
“I heard about your mom.”
“Oh.”
“My mom heard from Mrs.  Rose . . .  at Big Y or 

something . . .  I wondered why you  weren’t on the bus. 
I guess you’re staying at your dad’s . . .”

Dani keeps talking, but I am not listening. Regina 
Rose is my mo ther’s best friend. I have known her my 
 whole life and I have always liked her, but now I hate her. 
I hate her stinking guts.
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“. . . my mom sent fl owers to the hospital, from all of 
us. Tulips.”

Tulips. Well, hallelujah.
“I’m sorry.” Dani cringes, reading my face.
I say nothing.
“I  really am, Anna. You know I love your mom.”
Nothing.
“Remember that time I was sleeping over and she 

gave Mr. Bojangles a make over?”
Of course I remember. Mr. Bojangles was my guinea 

pig. I got him for my eighth birthday. He was calico— 
orange, tan, and white— but, for what ever reason, my 
mo ther deci ded he  wasn’t quite colorful enough. So one 
night she brought out the markers and colored all of 
Mr. Bo’s white spots green, purple, and red. He stayed 
that way for weeks.

“I remember,” I say.
“And that time she took us to the movies and bought 

every kind of candy in the concession? My mo ther would 
never do that.”

Fact. Mrs. Loomis is obsessed with calories.
“Your mom is so cool,” Dani says.
I know, right? Fifty Advil in one sitting. Can your 

mom do that?
Sarcasm is rising in my throat like lava, but before 
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I can say anything, the gym doors open and Mrs. Strand 
steps out with her clipboard. “Jensen, Joerger, Loomis, 
Lustig.”

“Omigod!” Dani is smiling again, a big, happy cheer-
leader smile. “Wish me luck, okay?”

Flash of the teeth.
Swing of the skirt.
I’ ll always care about you, Anna.
Gone.
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The day it happened, I made two calls: 911 and Regina. I didn’t call my 
 father. That sounds weird, I know. A girl fi nds her mom 
half- dead and  doesn’t call her dad? But you have to know 
the history. You have to know that when it comes to my 
mo ther, David Collette is not  exactly president of the 
Emotional Crisis Management Club. Even when they 
 were married, he  couldn’t deal. Escape. Retreat. That 
was his M.O. When my mom got depressed he would 
suddenly have to go on a sales trip, which blows my 
mind when I think about it. Because he was the respon-
sible adult and I was the kid. Okay, to be fair, my mom 
was never as bad as she is now. And it’s not like he ever 
left me alone. He always called Regina, who isn’t just 
my mo ther’s best friend, she’s also a nurse and an awe-
some cook and only too happy to swoop in and feed 

CHA PTE R
2
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everyone meatballs and boss my mo ther around  until 
she’s okay again. Regina is great in a crisis.

When the ambulance came, she took over  everything. 
She talked to the EMS guys. She signed forms. She didn’t 
even make me  ride to the hospital. She just told me to 
pack a bag, and by the time I came downstairs my  father 
was waiting for me. Even though it  wasn’t Wednesday. 
Wednesday is his day. Wednesday and every other week-
end. That was the deal.  Until Monday, when my mo ther 
tried to kill herself and  everything went haywire and now 
I’m staying in the wrong  house on the wrong nights, 
which is basically breaking the custody agreement.

Not that I ever “agreed” in the fi rst place. I didn’t 
“agree” when my dad left. I didn’t “agree” when he got 
married. I didn’t “agree” to any of it, which is why, ever 
since he moved into his new  house, I have refused to sleep 
over. Wednesday dinners: fi ne. Weekend activities: fi ne. 
But no sleepovers.  Until now, when I have no choice.

I get off  the bus, and there is Marnie, waving to me 
from the front porch. Her hair is French- braided and her 
Siamese twin is stuck to her hip. “Hey, Anna!” Three 
white satin triangles glimmer on her chest.

“Hey,” I say.
She picks up Jane’s hand, makes it wave. “Can you say 

Hey, Janie? Say, Hey, Anna! How was school?” The only 
thing worse than Marnie’s baby talk is her Delta Delta 
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Delta sweatshirt. She is twenty- four years old and she 
still thinks she’s in college. She has photos of her sorority 
sisters taped to the mirror in her bathroom. She has yoga 
pants with paw prints on the butt, a big stuff ed tiger on 
her marital bed. My  father  doesn’t even care. “Clemson’s 
a great school,” he says. “Great football team.”

Marnie opens the door for me, lets me go fi rst. In the 
foyer, she takes my backpack and my coat. I want to tell 
her she’s not my maid, she  doesn’t have to do these 
things, but the words don’t come. They pile up in my 
throat like rocks.

“Are you hungry?” Marnie says.
I shrug.
“I made cookies, if you want . . .  or there’s fruit.” She 

is fi ddling with the chain around her neck. Instead of a 
charm, there is her name in gold script. Marnie. She used 
to be Marnie Staples, but then she married my  father, so 
now she is Marnie Collette. Once I heard my mom say, 
“Marnie Collette. Do you know what that sounds like? 
A stripper.”

She was on the phone with Regina when she said it, 
sneaking a cigarette. I could tell because I was listening 
on the other phone, and I could hear her inhale.

“Well, Fran,” Regina said, “she probably is a stripper.”
“Ha!” my mom snorted, exhaling. “She probably is!”
She was trying to quit. Before she went into the 
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hospital she was trying  really hard. Chewing the gum, 
wearing the patches. She even bought these hypnosis CDs 
she saw advertised on TV, and she listened to them con-
stantly. Mind over  matter, mind over  matter. You have the 
power, you have the power.

“Anna?” Marnie is looking at me expectantly.
“Yeah?”
She holds out a plate. “Would you like a cookie?”
I would not like a cookie, but I take one anyway.
“They’re carob chip.” She smiles. “Your dad’s favorite.”
Since when? That is my question. Since when does he 

like carob?
“I want you to know,” Marnie says out of nowhere, 

“that your friends are welcome  here. Anytime. You don’t 
even have to ask.”

I nod, like I am considering this. A year ago, I actually 
had friends. Besides Dani, there was Keesha Soboleski. It 
was always the three of us: Dani, Keesha, and Anna, in-
separable. Then last fall,  after the divorce was fi nal but 
before my dad married Marnie, Keesha’s dad got a job 
coaching basketball in Pennsylvania and she had to move. 
Dani was my best friend, no question, but right now I 
miss Keesha more. She was so funny. She would do things 
like show up at your  house wearing a mustache she’d 
made out of felt. “Who am I?” she would say. You’d guess 
and guess, but you would never be right because it was 
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always someone you hadn’t heard of. Burt Reynolds. 
Clark Gable. Keesha watched a lot of old movies. Some-
times she would make you put on a trench coat and 
sunglasses and walk around town with her, pretending to 
be Sherlock Holmes and Watson. Even if you didn’t want 
to, you would do it, feeling like an idiot at fi rst, but by the 
end you would be peeing-your-pants laughing.

I  haven’t laughed like that in weeks. Even now, in my 
 father’s kitchen, when Jane lets out a huge burp that Mar-
nie thinks is hilarious, I don’t laugh. I take a bite of cookie.

“Excuse my dau gh ter,” Marnie says. “She thinks she’s 
a frat boy.” She kisses Jane’s cheek and coos. “Don’t you, 
my angel? Don’t you think you’re a big, hairy Alpha 
Delta Phi?”

Jane burps again. Marnie cracks up. She snuggles 
Jane against her chest and kisses the top of her head.

Suddenly I am remembering this photo from my 
baby  album. I am about Jane’s age, with wild curls and 
a white eyelet dress. I am sitting in my mom’s lap, cran-
ing my neck to look up at her, but she isn’t looking at 
me. She is staring out the win dow. Her arms are hang-
ing at her sides like dead wood. Once you see something 
like that, you  can’t unsee it. Every time you think about 
it your mouth tastes like pennies.

When Marnie isn’t looking, I spit her cookie in the 
trash.
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*       *       *

Here is what I know about my mo ther:

1. She is in Butler Hospital, the psychiatric hospital.
2. She is “ under observation,” which means the doctors 
are watching her every move to make sure she  doesn’t 
hurt herself. Which is what happens, I guess, when you 
swallow a  bottle of pills.  People read you loud and clear.
3. She  can’t have any visitors. She is too “emotionally 
fragile.”

That is all my  father will tell me except for Don’t 
worry, Anna, your mo ther is  going to be fi ne. Well, how 
does he know she’s  going to be fi ne? He’s not a doctor. 
He’s not even her husband anymore. What does he know 
about anything?

*       *       *

Six  o’clock and my  father is home. He is standing in the 
driveway, talking on his phone. I watch him from the 
win dow for a while, then go out to tell him it’s dinner-
time. He nods but  doesn’t stop talking. “Jim,” he says, 
“I’m telling you. Rigoris is the next Viagra . . .  How do 
I know? Because I know.”
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He rolls his eyes at me like  we’re sharing a joke. Which 
we are not. I have tried to joke with my  father in the past, 
telling knock- knocks or riddles I think are funny, but he 
never laughs as hard as I do. Our humor just  misses.

“Uh- huh.” My  father is nodding. “Well, Jim, that is 
what I would call a paradigm shift.”

Paradigm shift. Benchmarking. Value added. He might 
as well be speaking Hindi. He is still at it when Marnie 
steps out on the porch looking completely  diff erent. In-
stead of the sweatshirt, she has on a lime- green sundress 
and high strappy sandals. Instead of the braids, her hair 
is loose and wavy around her shoulders. As soon as my 
 father sees her he hangs up. Just like that, he’s done 
with Jim.

“Babe,” he says, staring her up and down. “Wow.”
“This old thing?” she says, pouting like a model.
Marnie holds so much power. She fl icks a switch in 

my  father like nothing I have ever seen. It is a pure mys-
tery how she does it. Once I tried walking down the hall 
like her, chest pushed out, hips swaying side to side. I 
waited for the boys to notice. Nothing, except for Kevin 
Callahan practically slamming me into a locker. “Watch 
where you’re  going,” he said, like it was my fault.

Marnie walks inside fi rst, followed by my  father, then 
me. It is just the three of us for dinner. Jane is asleep in 
her bassinet, resting up for a night of screaming ahead. 
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Which I think is the worst kind of planning, but I am 
not the mo ther.

I sit at the dining room  table, napkin in lap and hands 
on napkin. I look to see what Marnie has made. Burgers. 
Good. It is hard to mess up burgers. Then I take a bite 
and realize I am dead wrong.

“They’re black bean!” Marnie announces.
I watch my  father lift his burger to his mouth and 

chew. And chew. And chew several more times before he 
fi nally takes a gulp of  water.

“Oh no,” Marnie says, looking at him. Her green 
eyes are wide, spiky with mascara. “You don’t like it.”

My  father shakes his head. “It’s great.”
“You hate it.”
“Babe, I was just surprised. I thought it was beef.”
“Red meat contains carnatine, which can damage 

your heart. It increases your risk of type two diabetes.” 
Marnie’s voice is getting higher. “It puts stress on your 
colon and your brain!”

Here is where I should tell you that my  father 
loves burgers. Every Wednesday when he takes me to 
Denny’s— the divorced dads’ restaurant of choice—he 
gets the same thing: the Bacon Slamburger with cheese 
fries. But does he admit that now? No. My  father gets 
up and walks around the  table. He wraps his arms 
around Marnie and kisses her, full on, as though they 
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are alone and his thirteen- year- old dau gh ter is at a 
sleepover.

I take this opportunity to spit black beans into my 
napkin.

 After the make- out session ends and Marnie is calm, 
my  father gestures to the  table. “Who needs red meat? . . .  
Am I right, Anna?”

I do what I am supposed to do: nod.
Marnie smiles and says there’s rice pudding for des-

sert. Made with almond milk and sweetened with real 
maple syrup.

“Rice pudding?” my  father repeats. Then, like I’m 
deaf, “Did you hear that, Anna? Rice pudding with real 
maple syrup!”

I know he is trying to make Marnie feel better, but 
please. “Wow,” I say,  going for sarcasm, but my voice is so 
low no one notices.

Marnie stands up like she is on a mission, serving out 
broccoli (organic!) and mushrooms (full of potassium!). 
When I take my next bite, I force my lips smile-ward. Al-
most as good as the Shelby Horner cafeteria!

*       *       *

I am in bed when I hear something. A soft moaning. The 
baby, I think. No. It’s not that. The wind? It’s not that 
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 either. The sound gets louder and louder and I know, 
suddenly, what it is. Marnie and my  father,  doing what 
couples do in the dark. I know because when Dani and 
I  were friends we used to watch this movie her parents 
kept hidden in their room. 9½ Weeks. It tells you every-
thing you need to know about sex, even if you are not 
old enough to know it.

Oh, this is too mortifying for words. Worse than Jane 
screaming at the top of her lungs. Worse than my mom 
crying in the bathroom,  running  water so I won’t hear.

Thoughts fl icker through my head like sparks. What 
if Marnie gets pregnant again? What if they need this 
room for the new baby? What if my mom never gets out 
of the hospital and the bank takes our  house? Where 
will I go?

The questions hurt to think about, and the answers 
hurt more. I breathe and breathe. Even though I have 
never touched a cigarette, I repeat the quit- smoking 
mantra in my head. Mind over  matter, mind over  matter. 
You have the power, you have the power. Over and over, 
 until I fall asleep.
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The next morning, Sarabeth Mueller flags me down. All week she has 
been  doing this, saving a seat for me on the bus. It is 
worse than sitting alone, but I don’t want to hurt her 
feelings. I take off  my backpack, rest it in my lap.

“Hi, Anna.”
“Hi,” I say.
Sarabeth Mueller is so pale you can see her veins. 

Practically  everything about her is see- through. Skin, 
hair, fi ngernails, eyebrows. There is a pink ribbon of 
scalp where she parts her hair. Once, when we  were 
on a class trip to the beach, I saw her squirt sunscreen 
on it.

“Want to know what I’m  doing this weekend?”
“Okay.”

CHA PTE R
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I do not want to know what Sarabeth Mueller is  doing 
this weekend. I am sure it has something to do with 
dolls. In sixth grade, she had a birthday party and we 
spent the entire time in her bedroom drinking tea and 
looking at her dolls. She had about a million of them, 
all dressed up and staring down at us from shelves.

Sarabeth adjusts the hem of her skirt. “Ever hear of 
Irish step dancing?”

“Um. I don’t think so.”
“Well, it’s a traditional per for mance dance that orig-

inated in Ireland. I’ve been  doing it since I was four. Satur-
day I have a competition.”

“Cool.”
I am lying so bad. I know exactly what Sarabeth is 

talking about because in seventh grade there was this tal-
ent show and she got up on stage and danced for the 
 whole school. It was the craziest thing.  Little Sarabeth 
Mueller, all alone with her white toothpick legs and her 
big black clogs,  going like sixty. The ninth- grade boys 
had a fi eld day. Dani and I sat in the back of the audito-
rium, the only ones not laughing.

Of course, that was last year. Now if there  were a talent 
show, Dani would be front and center. She would be up on 
stage with Jessa Bell and Whitney Anderson and all those 
girls, shimmying around in her tube top and platform 
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heels, making the ninth- grade boys whistle. And you’d 
still fi nd me in the back of the auditorium, not laughing.

“So,” Sarabeth says now, “how long will your mom 
be out of town?”

This is what I told her my fi rst day on the bus, and 
it’s not exactly a lie. My mo ther is out of town. “Not 
long,” I say.

“Do you like staying at your dad’s?”
I shrug. “It’s okay.”
“When did they get divorced?”
“A year ago.” I am chewing on my thumbnail. I am 

squinting out the win dow, hoping  we’re close to school, 
but  we’re not.

“That’s tough,” Sarabeth says. “My grandparents are 
divorced. Both sets. If you ever need someone to talk 
to . . .”

“Okay.”
I don’t know why I’m saying okay. I don’t even know 

if Sarabeth means I can talk to her or to her divorced 
grandparents. All I know is I need one of those school 
bus emergency drills. The driver presses a button and an 
escape hatch opens. He  doesn’t even have to slow down. 
I’ll just jump.

*       *       *
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“The sum of the  angles is . . .  uh . . .  ninety degrees,” I 
tell Ms. Baer- Leighton.

Ms. Baer- Leighton is drinking something brown out 
of a Poland Spring  bottle. She takes a swallow and nods. 
“Yes.”

I fi ddle with my protractor. “So that means they’re . . .  
uh . . .  complementary  angles?”

“Is that your fi nal answer?”
Oh, I hate math so much. No teacher but Ms. Baer- 

Leighton makes you stand up in the  middle of class like 
this, stuttering like an idiot while  laser-beam eyes shoot 
holes in your back.

“No,” I say. “Supplementary.”
 Behind me, someone sniggers.
“The fi rst rule of mathematics”— Ms. Baer- Leighton 

swishes her  bottle around and around— “as in life, is to 
trust your instincts.” She takes a sip. What ever she is 
drinking matches her sawed- off  haircut. Also her scarf, 
dress, and practical pumps. Brown, brown, brown.

Your clothes tell a lot about you, Dani said once. Jean- on- 
jean is a message you don’t want to send. Try a pop of color. 
Accessorize.

“Do you understand what I’m saying, Anna?” Ms. 
Baer- Leighton is looking at me, forehead shining in 
the light.
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“Yes,” I say.
She raises a fi st in the air. “Confi dence!”
I sit down at my desk, die a  little.

*       *       *

In En glish Mr. Pfaff  gives everyone a sheet of lined paper 
and tells us to freewrite for ten minutes. It’s his favorite 
thing, freewriting. Every class he makes us freewrite, and 
every time my brain freezes and I can barely eke out two 
sentences. Sometimes I won der if he is  doing it just to tor-
ture me.

 Today our prompt is “morning madness.” What I 
 really want to write is I am mad this morning because 
I am being forced to freewrite, but I know this is not what 
Mr. Pfaff  is looking for. So I stare at my paper and think 
of all the other things I could tell him.

1. I am mad this morning because I heard my  father 
and stepmother  doing it last night and was too mor-
tifi ed to look them in the eye at breakfast.
2. I am mad this morning because I have to  ride this 
new bus and Dani’s not on it, not that she would be 
sitting with me anyway, but now I have to sit with Sara-
beth Mueller.
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3. I am mad this morning because my mom is in the 
psychiatric ward, also known as the mad house. Get 
it? MADhouse?

Of course, there are a lot of reasons why my mo ther 
ended up in the hospital, most of which have nothing to do 
with me. But I am the dau gh ter. I was there and I should 
have seen it coming. Because there are always signs. The 
way her voice sounds, or  little shifts in her be hav ior, like 
forgetting to brush her teeth. Red fl ags. But in a way, I ig-
nored them. I’m not good with impending disaster. I’d be 
the one in the  middle of the tornado saying, “Don’t worry, 
Dorothy and Toto.  Really. It’s just a breeze.” I am the one 
who, instead of writing down all the bad thoughts in my 
head, will chew on my pencil and keep my paper clean.

Ten minutes  later, Mr. Pfaff  is looking over my shoul-
der, petting his goatee. When he talks, he lowers his 
voice, but it  really isn’t low at all. It’s more like an an-
nouncement to the  whole class.

“You  can’t think of anything to write?”
I shake my head. I can feel Dani looking at me but 

stare straight ahead.
“Nothing at all?”
I sink down lower in my seat.
“Why don’t you stop by and see me  after school and 

we’ll talk about it?”
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I nod, as though I am agreeing.
He smiles, as though he believes me.
It’s offi  cial. I now hate En glish more than I hate 

math.

*       *       *

Since Keesha moved and Dani ditched me, I have no one 
to sit with at lunch. So I have been sitting at this ran-
dom  table with Sarabeth Mueller. Also Chloe Hartman 
and Nicole Dodd, who are obsessed with witches, and 
Shawna Wendall, who actually looks like a witch. I think 
it has something to do with her eyebrows, which she 
plucks bald and then draws over with black pencil 
so they’re dagger- like points. Then there’s this girl who 
just moved  here from Texas. Her name is Reese and she 
barely says a word. She has the same three things every 
day without fail: sesame bagel, banana, milk. Which 
would bore my taste buds practically to death, but she 
 doesn’t seem to mind.

Across from me, Sarabeth Mueller has a carrot in her 
mouth and a pen in her hand and is scribbling away in 
a spiral notebook. What ever she is writing she sure looks 
jazzed about, ignoring the argument heating up between 
Chloe and Nicole. Not that it’s so fascinating. I’ve never 
read the Complete Book of Witchcraft, and I  really don’t 
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care if it’s better or worse than Wicca: A Guide for the Sol-
itary Practitioner.

I glance over at Jessa Bell’s  table, where Dani now re-
sides. She looks completely at home there, eating Cheez 
Doodles, fl ipping her ponytail, smiling. I actually watch 
her do all three at once, a skill I never knew existed. If 
there  were a talent show to night, Dani would win.

“What’s with all the ponytail fl ipping?” I would ask 
her if we  were still friends. “Are you swatting fl ies?” 
Then, “Is Cheez Doodle dust the new manicure?” And 
Dani would laugh. My questions would be sarcastic, but 
she would know I was joking because best friends always 
know. They read each other’s mind. They fi nish each 
other’s sentences. That’s how it was for me and Dani, 
 before she morphed into someone I don’t know.

Dani catches me looking and I squint, pretending to 
read the clock over her head. I shift my gaze back to my 
own  table, where Chloe and Nicole are still arguing, 
Reese is picking all the sesame seeds off  her bagel, and 
Sarabeth is scribbling away.

“Done!” Sarabeth says, suddenly shutting the notebook 
and tucking the pen  behind her ear.

“With what?” Shawna says, looking annoyed. Shawna 
always looks annoyed.

Sarabeth smiles mysteriously. “Just a  little something 
I’ve been working on . . .  All will be revealed in time.”
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Shawna looks more annoyed. Chloe tells Nicole she 
 doesn’t know crap about Wiccan lit erature. Reese begins 
tossing sesame seeds into her mouth, one at a time, like 
some kind of performing seal.

I  can’t believe this is my  table.

*       *       *

Again, the Dynamic Duo is waiting on the porch when 
I get home from school. Marnie is holding an envelope.

“This came for you,” she says, shifting Jane on her hip 
so she can hand it to me.

I see my mom’s spidery handwriting and instantly feel 
sick. The way you do when you’re in an elevator and it 
shoots to the thirtieth fl oor, leaving your stomach in the 
lobby.

“Anna—” Marnie starts to say, but I cut her off .
“I’m  going upstairs.”
“Okay.” She reaches past me to open the door.
I have hands, I want to say.
“Jane and I will fi x you a snack,” she tells me. “Okay? 

Just come down when you’re ready.”
I nod, heading for the stairs. There’s a carpet runner, 

maroon and green paisley, that’s supposed to keep  people 
from slipping, but it is so ugly you could slip just trying 
not to look at it. In my  house, the stairs are polished 
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wood, same as the fl oors. My mom likes natu ral lines, 
clean surfaces. Which is ironic when I think about her 
bedroom that day. Clothes everywhere, when she likes 
them neatly folded. Bed rumpled, when she likes it 
made. That day, the air had an unwashed smell. Sour. 
It makes me mad to think about. Why  couldn’t she just 
get up and take a shower? Put on deodorant and go to 
work like a normal parent?

*       *       *

I stand in my  father’s guest room, staring at the enve-
lope. Frances Collette, Butler Hospital. “Eff  you,” I whis-
per. I should feel guilty, but I don’t. Especially when I 
take the letter out and read it.

Hi honey. It’s me.
I  haven’t been a very good mo ther. I wish I 

could promise you that when I get out  everything 
will be  different, but I don’t know if it will. All I 
can say is I’m sorry.

— Mom

It is so lame it’s comical. I try to laugh, but the sound 
gets caught in my throat. It stays there all night, like a 
hair ball caught in a drain.
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My mo ther hates doctors. This is my first thought in the morning. 
My mo ther hates doctors and she’s stuck in the hospital. It’s 
like a joke without a punch line. I stare at the ceiling, 
remembering one time she had strep throat. How old 
was I? Six? Seven? Anyway, instead of calling the doc-
tor, she tried all these home remedies: gargling with 
salt  water, raw honey, cayenne pepper. Nothing worked. 
Finally, my  father realized how sick she was, and some-
how, because he is a pharmaceutical rep, he was able to 
get my mo ther antibiotics without her having to go to a 
doctor’s offi  ce.

He used to love her. This is my next thought. I know 
for a fact he loved her, at least when I was younger, be-
fore they started fi ghting. They had fun together. I re-
member one night in third grade I had a bad dream and 

CHA PTE R
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I went into their room, but the bed was empty. So I went 
downstairs and there they  were, dancing in the kitchen. 
No  music, just my mom singing and my dad smiling and 
their two bodies swaying like blades of grass in the wind. 
And when my mom saw me, she grabbed my hand and 
said, “Dance with us, Anna.” And I did. I know that 
sounds weird, but I did. I danced in the kitchen with my 
parents. Because that’s how it was. Mom, Dad, and Anna, 
the Three Musketeers. The Three Amigos. For twelve 
 whole years, that’s how it was.

We used to be a  family. This is my third thought, the 
most pathetic of all. We stopped being a  family so fast 
my head is still spinning.

One minute you are eating Cheerios like a normal, 
happy kid. The next your parents are sitting down at the 
 table with their coff ee, saying, “Honey, we have some-
thing to tell you.”

They are getting a divorce, they say. It’s been in the 
works for a while. (Which is code for  everything has 
already been deci ded. Lawyers have been met with. Cus-
tody has been arranged. They’re just waiting for the 
paperwork.)

It’s no one’s fault, they say.
Relationships are complicated, they say.
This will be better for everyone, they say. You’ll see.
 Really? Is it “better for everyone” when your  father 
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moves into one of those horrible apartments over by the 
mall, with the cheap appliances and the scratchy brown 
carpet? An apartment that, even though there’s a pull-
out couch, you point- blank refuse to sleep in, partly be-
cause you’re mad, and partly because there’s a lingering 
smell of cat pee from the last tenant?

Is it “better for everyone” when your  father goes to a 
pharmaceutical sales conference in Atlanta and comes 
home looking happier than you’ve ever seen him? And 
now he’s fl ying to Atlanta every two weeks? Because, 
guess what, even though the divorce isn’t “offi  cial” yet, 
he’s met someone! And suddenly, at one of your lame 
Wednesday-night Denny’s dinners,  here she is. And she’s 
so pretty you want to puke.

Is it “better for everyone” when, surprise! Even though 
the divorce isn’t “offi  cial” yet, they’re engaged? And sur-
prise again, you’re  going to be a big sister?

This all happened in a year. The divorce was fi nal in 
September; they  were married in November; Marnie had 
Jane in April; they bought the  house in June. Boom, 
boom, boom, boom. Now  here we are, September again. 
My mo ther is stuck in the hospital and I am stuck in my 
 father’s guest room, staring at the ceiling, while Jane wakes 
up and starts wailing. Clearly, this is better for everyone.

*       *       *
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If I have to spend a  whole weekend inside this  house, I 
will go crazy, I realize, so I take Marnie’s bike. She said 
I could borrow it. I  ride around their neighborhood for 
a while, chugging up hills, fl ying down. As far as ath-
letic talent goes, this is it for me. I can  ride a bike. All 
those P.E. games— dodgeball, kick ball, volleyball—oh, 
I am the worst. More than once, I have literally hurt 
myself in gym class. Slammed my own knee into my 
nose, poked my own fi n ger in my eye. Dani, though— 
she’s always been coordinated. She will get that one spot 
on the cheerleading squad. I know it. When we  were 
friends, we used to do Just Dance on the Wii in her base-
ment. Dani got all the “Gold Moves.” The most I got 
was “OK.”

Without  really thinking about it, I fi nd myself riding 
to Dani’s  house. How many times have I showed up at 
the Loomises’ doorstep unannounced on a Saturday 
morning? Hundreds. Something about the air in Dani’s 
kitchen— her mom’s potpourri and Lemon Pledge and 
what ever is baking in the oven— has always smelled like 
home to me. I think I just need a whiff  of it.

Of course, the minute the door opens, I know I have 
made a  mistake.

“Anna!” Mrs. Loomis says, all wide- eyed and fake- 
sounding. She is wearing her aerobics outfi t, complete 
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with sweatband. “What a nice surprise! . . .  Girls, look 
who’s  here. It’s Anna!”

I can see from where I am standing that it’s not just 
Dani at the  table. It’s Jessa Bell and Whitney Anderson. 
And they didn’t just show up,  either. They are wearing 
pajamas and eating post- sleepover pancakes.

Like an idiot, I wave.
Three limp hands wave back.
“How are you  doing, honey?” Mrs. Loomis asks, low-

ering her voice and squeezing my arm with her sweaty 
fi ngers.

I know what she is asking. It’s not about me and Dani; 
it’s about my mo ther.

“Okay,” I say.
Her voice drops even lower. “How’s your mom?”
“She’s okay.”
“Good.” Mrs. Loomis smiles and nods. “That’s 

good . . . We sent fl owers to the hospital,” she adds. 
“Tulips.”

Again with the tulips.
“ARE YOU HUNGRY?” Her voice is suddenly loud, 

like she’s trying to blast me with good cheer. “DO YOU 
WANT A PANCAKE?”

I force a smile and nod. “Okay.”
“WELL, GRAB A CHAIR! THERE’S PLENTY!”
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Mrs.  Loomis gives my arm another squeeze, then 
hightails it down to the basement, where her workout 
room is. This is what Dani’s mo ther does. Power 90, 
TurboFire, Biggest Loser. Exercise is her life.

I wish I could follow her down there. Or run out the 
door, hop on Marnie’s bike, and  ride away. But I  can’t. 
Whitney Anderson is waving me over, and you don’t ig-
nore Whitney Anderson. Unlike Jessa Bell, whose power 
comes from ignoring  people she thinks are losers, Whit-
ney is straight-up mean. Oh, she looks sweet and shiny 
in her cupcake pajamas, and the corners of her mouth 
are turned upward, but that  doesn’t tell you anything. 
I’ve seen Whitney in action. In sixth grade, just because 
my hair is dark and curly, she said it looked like pubic 
hair. For the rest of the year, the boys called me Pubes.

“How are you, Anna?” Whitney says, as though she 
talks to me every day.

“Fine,” I say. I take the empty chair next to Dani, 
who  doesn’t say a word. Jessa, cool as can be, pops a bite 
of pancake into her mouth.

“What’d you do last night?” Whitney says.
It is not an unfriendly question. She is still smiling. 

But Whitney knows, and I know, and Dani and Jessa 
know, exactly what she’s saying. Last night, while you 
 were home alone, the three of us  were having a blast.

I tell her I didn’t do much, just hung out.

135-61119_ch01_2P.indd   38135-61119_ch01_2P.indd   38 05/12/15   3:18 am05/12/15   3:18 am



39

—-1
—0
—+1

“Who’d you hang out with? Sarabeth Mueller?”
Jessa snorts into her napkin.
I force a laugh. “No.”
Dani says nothing.
“Sarabeth Mueller is a mutant,” Whitney says, smirk-

ing. “I swear to God, I’ve never seen anyone so pale in 
my life. Do you guys remember that time in sixth grade 
when she got that nasty sunburn? And it peeled all over 
the place?”

Jessa shakes her silky blond head. “Oh my God, 
gross.”

“Remember Tyler Banks called her a leper?” Whitney 
says. “And you had to walk her to the nurse, Dee, to get 
aloe vera?”

Dani is “Dee” now, apparently. A new name to go 
with her new friends and her new personality. “Oh my 
God,” she says. “Yeah. Aloe vera.”

Suddenly she is standing. “Can I talk to you for a 
minute, Anna?”

I look at her face, trying to gauge what she is think-
ing. “Sure,” I say.

“Have a good chat!” I hear Whitney call, as I follow 
Dani out the front door and onto the porch.

When  we’re alone, she turns to me. “What are you 
 doing  here?”

“I don’t know,” I say. Which is a bold- faced lie. I am 
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 here because I need my best friend. And I thought if we 
hung out again, just the two of us, she might reconsider. 
Oh yeah! she would say. I forgot how much fun we have 
together !

Dani holds up both hands.
“What?” I say. “I just felt like coming over.” Then 

I  throw in some sarcasm. “I didn’t realize you had 
house guests.”

It’s funny, but Dani  doesn’t laugh. “You’ve put me in 
an awkward position,” she says.

“How?”
“I thought I was clear before.”
“About what?”
She hesitates. “About our friendship.”
“What about it?” I’m looking straight at her. There’s 

a splotch of maple syrup on one cheek, dry skin on her 
lips where she always gets it.

She looks away.
“What?” I say again. I’m playing dumb and it’s kill-

ing me, but I’m not about to back down now.
“We’re not friends anymore, Anna!” Dani suddenly 

explodes. “Okay? I’m sorry about your mom, but 
you   can’t just show up at my  house uninvited! It’s 
 embarrassing!”

It’s embarrassing. Well, what is a person supposed to 
say? There is nothing left to say. My eyes  can’t even look 

135-61119_ch01_2P.indd   40135-61119_ch01_2P.indd   40 05/12/15   3:18 am05/12/15   3:18 am



41

—-1
—0
—+1

at her. I grab the bike, which is propped against the same 
tree Dani and I once carved our initials into. DL + AC = 
BFF. Fourth grade, that’s when we did it. We used Mr. 
Loomis’s jackknife. We got in trou ble, but we didn’t care.

“Anna,” Dani says as I grab Marnie’s helmet, snap 
it on.

Don’t look, I tell myself.
“Anna,” she says again, louder. “Wait. I know that 

sounded harsh—”
No, I will not wait. I will hop on and pedal.
“You’ll make new friends!”
Pedal, pedal, pedal away.

*       *       *

I fi nd myself at Starbucks, not because I’m hungry but 
because I don’t want to go back to my dad’s. There’s a 
boy ahead of me in line, my age, maybe older, wearing 
a fl eece vest. His hair is sticking out around his baseball 
cap, blond and soft- looking. I pretend to study the pas-
tries while he  orders. Grande mocha Frappuccino, extra 
whipped cream.

The barista repeats it back. “Grande mocha Frapp, 
extra whip.” Then, “Would you like to try one of our 
apple cider doughnuts  today?”

“Uh, no thanks.”
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I open my mouth without thinking. “They’re  really 
good.”

The boy turns around. Eyes the color of sea glass. 
Freckly nose. Cute. So cute! “What?” he says.

“The cider doughnuts,” I say. “They’re actually good.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“So you’re saying I should get one?”
“I’m saying you should get one.”
He smiles at me. I cannot believe it, but he does. 

I know there are girls this happens to all the time, but 
I am not one of them.

“You won’t regret it,” I say.
He  orders the doughnut. I am scanning my brain for 

what to say next when a girl exits the ladies’ room, all 
tight jeans and leather boots.

The boy’s eyes light up. “Hey,” he says. “I got you a 
doughnut.”

The girl’s lip- glossy mouth twists into a pout. “I hate 
doughnuts. You know that.” She reaches out to smack 
his butt.

I turn away, embarrassed. If I ever have a boyfriend, I 
won’t smack his butt in public, I promise you that. And 
I will appreciate every doughnut he buys me.

*       *       *
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When I get back, my dad is talking on his phone in the 
driveway, but Marnie and Jane are in the kitchen, wait-
ing for me.

“What’s this?” I say when Marnie hands me a bag.
She smiles. “Open it and see.”
I have to give her credit for surprising me. She bought 

me a phone. Or, technically, my  father’s AmEx bought me 
a phone, but it was Marnie’s idea. It’s black with an 
orange case, Clemson colors, which I would not have 
chosen for myself, but I am not complaining. Another 
thing I am not  doing is telling Marnie that my mo ther 
won’t let me have my own phone  until I’m sixteen. Cell 
phone use in teenagers has been linked to sleep disorders, 
high- risk be hav ior, sexting, cyberbullying . . .  The speech 
goes on and on, but as far as I am concerned, it is no 
longer relevant. The school counselor has lost her right 
to vote.

“Do you like it?” Marnie says.
“Yes.”
“She likes it, Janie!”
Marnie lifts one of Jane’s tiny fi sts in the air.  Today 

she is strapped into the BabyBjörn, facing out. She is 
wearing a miniature pink tracksuit with pink- and- gray- 
striped booties. Her cheeks are rosy and she has Marnie’s 
emerald- colored eyes. It is sad to say that I am jealous 
of a baby’s eyes, but I am. Mine are plain brown, same 
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as my hair, same as my freckles. I have always thought 
this was part of my prob lem. Brown, brown, brown, 
just like Ms. Baer- Leighton.

“You can change the color if you want,” Marnie says, 
but she is not talking about my looks, she is talking 
about the phone.

Oh, no, I tell her. I like the orange,  really.
Marnie looks so happy you would think I gave her a 

pre sent. “It’s charged and ready to go,” she says. “Do you 
want me to show you how to set up the address book? 
We can put all your friends’ numbers in there.”

All my friends. Right.
“Maybe  later,” I say. I thank Marnie and head up-

stairs to the guest room. The phone is light in my 
hand, smaller than a deck of cards. It is the newest ver-
sion, better than Dani’s. But I’ll bet Dani has a hundred 
friends in her phone already. She is one of Them now, a 
hoarder of likes and posts and hits and forwards. She 
texts with Ethan Zane in En glish, so of course she has 
boys’ numbers in there, too. Her phone might not have 
cost as much as mine, but it is worth more.

I sit on the edge of the guest bed, staring at Marnie’s 
pre sent. What if I called Dani right now? Hey! I’d say. 
Guess what? I got a phone! But I realize that even if I 
wanted to call her, I don’t have her number. Dani never 
gave it to me.
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I sit on the bed, feeling like a loser. The girl with the 
cool new phone and no one to call. Pathetic. I get up, 
walk over to the dresser to shove the phone in a drawer. 
But as soon as I open it there is my mo ther’s letter.

It’s like a kick in the gut, the feeling. I just want her 
 here so I can yell at her and then she can apologize. I’m 
sorry, Anna, she will say. I’m all better now. Let’s go home.

But how can I yell at someone I’m not even allowed 
to talk to? The closest I can come is writing back.

I open the guest room door and walk softly through 
the hall. I know I should not be stealing fi ve pieces of 
orange tiger-paw stationery off  Marnie’s bedside  table, 
but that is what I’m  doing.

I grab the paper, go back to the guest room, sit on the 
fl oor, and write.

Dear Mom,
I will not be sending you this letter. That’s 

the first thing you should know. I may be writing 
it, but I will not be sending it. So I guess there’s 
 really no point in telling you that this paper is 
Marnie’s and I took it without asking. Or that she 
just bought me a phone. Do you even care? You 
don’t, Mom, is the answer to that. You don’t care. 
You’re alone in some hospital room right now, 
probably staring at nothing. Even though it’s the 
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weekend and you’re supposed to be home being a 
mo ther, you’re not. You don’t even know what being 
a mo ther means or why a dau gh ter might need you 
to be one.

It’s starting to rain, if you must know. The 
kind of day that makes most  people want to curl up 
on the couch with a good book. Most  people. Do you 
remember, Mom, that time it was raining and you 
dragged me out of bed in the  middle of the night?

YOU: Wake up, Anna.
ME: It’s two in the morning.
YOU: It’s  after noon in China.
ME: Mom.
YOU: It’s raining, honey! It’s glorious! We 

need to get out there!
So we went outside at two in the morning. Do 

you remember? We didn’t even put on bathing suits, 
we just stayed in our pajamas and got soaking wet. 
We stomped in puddles and sang every song from 
the Evita sound track and you got a pail and we 
filled it with night crawlers we found squiggling 
 under the streetlamp. And it was fun, okay? 
I admit it. But come on. What kind of mo ther does 
that? What kind of mo ther wakes her ten- year- 
old up in the  middle of the night and drags her 
out in the rain in her pajamas?
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And while  we’re on the subject, what kind of 
mo ther sells her car and brings home a motor-
cycle? Dad said, Where’s the Subaru, Frances? 
And you said, Why drive a Subaru when you can 
drive a Harley? He was so mad he stormed out of 
the  house, but you just laughed and called  after 
him, Lighten up, David! Lighten up!

What kind of mo ther gets a tattoo of Judy 
Garland on her shoulder? What kind of mo ther 
steps into traffic without looking, just to see 
what will happen?

I have to stop writing. I’m getting a pit in my stom-
ach, thinking about my mom. I used to think she did 
crazy things because she was cool and brave and wild and 
rare. But I don’t know anymore. I’m starting to think I 
had it backward. I’m starting to think maybe she did 
those things because she’s actually crazy.
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Sunday  after noon I am  doing my homework. Well, technically, I am 
sitting cross- legged on the guest room fl oor with To Kill 
a Mockingbird in my lap, chomping on a pencil and wait-
ing for inspiration to strike. It is hard to be inspired in this 
room. No desk. No posters. Nothing at all,  really. Just a 
bed and a dresser and a straight- backed chair over by the 
win dow where I put my backpack. Walls: white. Sheets: 
white. Carpet: beige. I might as well be living at the 
Holiday Inn.

I know this is my choice. I know I could decorate it 
any way I want. That was literally the fi rst thing my dad 
said when he showed me the room. “This is your space, 
Anna. Decorate it any way you want.” It could be just 
like my old room, he said. I could have a beanbag couch. 

CHA PTE R
5
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I could have a shag rug. I could paint constellations on 
the ceiling and peace signs on the walls.

This isn’t my space! I wanted to scream at him, scream 
 until the ceiling cracked and the walls came crashing 
down.

I didn’t scream, of course. I just calmly told him that 
this was not my  house, any more than his lame bachelor 
apartment had been my  house, and that I would not be 
sleeping over. Ever.

And he calmly responded, “I won’t force you to sleep 
 here, Anna. But decorating your room would mean a lot 
to Marnie, so just think about it.”

I hated the way he said that, like Marnie’s feelings 
mattered more. Like the things she left for me on the 
bed— a Pottery Barn teen cata log, paint samples from 
Benjamin Moore— could possibly make up for anything. 
Thanks, Marnie, a Totally Trellis comforter and Aztec Lily 
walls will totally erase the fact that you and my dad got to-
gether a month  after he left his  family.

I  wouldn’t do that to my mom. I  couldn’t. Decorat-
ing this room, moving into my  father’s pretty new life 
with his pretty new wife, would send my mom right over 
the edge.

Over the edge, where she went anyway. Because I 
 couldn’t stop her. Because I ignored all the signs— 
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No, I am not  going to think about that. I am  going to 
think about To Kill a Mockingbird. I open my book, pull 
out Mr. Pfaff  ’s essay question. What is Atticus Finch’s 
relationship to Maycomb? What is his role in the community?

I can do this. I can answer this.
But before I can write a word, there’s a knock on the 

door.
“I’m working,” I say.
Marnie pops her head in anyway. “Hi,” she says, smil-

ing. “Sorry to interrupt, but you have a phone call.” She 
walks over, holding out the cordless. Her nails are shiny 
peach ovals. “It’s Regina.”

Crap.
I wait for Marnie to leave. She hovers in the doorway 

for a moment. “You okay?”
“Fine,” I say.
As soon as she closes the door, I pick up the phone. 

“Hello,” I say, all ice queen.
“Anna Banana?”
Hearing her voice, warm and deep like a man’s, a pic-

ture pops into my head. Regina Rose wearing one of her 
favorite tent- like shirts— the yellow one with the cow-
boy motif— and her bangs are sky-high. Regina is a big 
 woman. Big voice, big hair, big boobs, big, strong arms. 
When she pulls you in for a hug, there is no escape. I used 
to love getting hugged by Regina. She is warm and wob-
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bly like a water bed, and she always smells like tomato 
sauce. Gravy, she calls it. I love Regina’s gravy, but I 
will not be eating it again.

“How are you, honey?” Regina asks.
I say nothing.
“Anna?”
Silence.
“Can you hear me?”
This coming from the loudest person I know.
“Anna?” she says again. “Are you there?”
“I’m  here,” I say fl atly.
“Good. I thought I lost you.”
If only.
“How are you  doing at your dad’s?” she says. “Are you 

eating enough?” Regina thinks everyone is too thin. She 
cooks constantly, and I am her favorite customer. Meat-
balls, baked ziti, lacey Italian cookies. I have sat in 
 Regina’s kitchen a million times, eating her food. A mil-
lion times, I have stuff ed my face with garlic knots while 
she and my mom drank wine and listened to Italian opera.

Suddenly the words burst out of me. “Why are you 
telling everyone about my mo ther?”

“What?” Regina sounds surprised.
“Dani says you told her mom. In the  middle of Big Y. ”
“Oh, honey. It was hardly the  middle of Big Y. It was 

a discreet corner. The ethnic foods section.”
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“I  can’t believe you did that. I  can’t believe you’re tell-
ing  people.”

“Your mom needs all the love and support she can get 
right now.”

“That’s your idea of love and support? Blabbing her 
personal business to the  whole world?”

“Joyce Loomis is not the  whole world. She’s a friend 
of your mom, and I thought she should know.”

I snort. I don’t bother telling Regina that because 
Dani and I are no longer friends, by the transitive prop-
erty our mothers are no longer friends. I just snort.

“Okay,” she says. “So you’re mad at me.”
I think about denying it, but I don’t.
“It’s okay to be mad at me. Be as mad as you want. I 

can take it.”
“Fine,” I say. “I will . . .  I am.”
“I know you are. It’s all right.”
Silence for a moment. Then she says, “So, okay,  we’ve 

established that you’re pissed at me. And  we’ve estab-
lished that it’s fi ne that you’re pissed at me. And now we 
need to talk about your mom.”

I feel a  little twist in my stomach.
“Okay? Can we do that?”
My voice comes out low. “Have you seen her?”
“Not yet. But I’ve been talking to her doctors. They’ve 
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been trying, based on what happened, based on your 
mom’s history, to come up with an accurate diagnosis.”

“What do you mean, an accurate diagnosis? It’s 
 depression. She gets depressed. You give her pills and 
she gets better.”

Regina is the one who explained this to me in the fi rst 
place— how not long  after I was born, my mo ther devel-
oped postpartum depression. She was so sad and tired 
she  couldn’t get out of bed, so she had to go into the hos-
pital. My dad was left to take care of me, which was not 
part of the plan. You know that movie about the three 
single guys and the baby that suddenly gets dropped 
on their doorstep? They’re so befuddled they don’t know 
what to do? How do we put on this diaper? What do babies 
eat? That was my dad, minus the roommates to help 
him, so he called Regina. I don’t remember any of this, 
obviously. But Regina told me the story when I was in 
second grade, on the morning my mom was so tired she 
 couldn’t get out of bed and go to my school play. I don’t 
think I will ever forget how it made me feel. Like my 
mom’s depression was my fault. Like giving birth to me 
broke something inside of her. That’s how  little kids 
think, right? In literal terms? I broke it; now I need to 
fi x it.

“It may not be as  simple as depression,” Regina says 
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now. “And the medication she’s been given in the past 
may not have been the right medication.”

“Why not?”
“Well . . .  I need you to think back for me. Not 

about this week, when your mom was clearly depressed, 
but about the weeks leading up to her depression . . .  
What was she like?”

“What was she like?” I say. “She was Mom. You know 
what she’s like.”

“Energized? Excited about things? Working on a 
pro ject?”

“Obviously.”
This is one of the things I love about my mom. She’s 

always jazzed about something. This summer it was 
guinea hens. She’d read some scientifi c journal article 
about Lyme disease and discovered that guinea hens eat 
the ticks that carry the bacteria. Most  people would read 
the article and say, Hmm, that’s interest ing. But my mom 
springs into action. She joins the Guinea Fowl Breeders 
Association. She buys the wood and the wire and the 
nails. She digs the trench in the backyard and builds the 
coop and  orders the eggs. And then, when the chicks 
hatch, she names them all  after Broadway stars you have 
never heard of. Gertrude Lawrence. Pearl Bailey. Betty 
Buckley. She sings them show tunes. She paints  little 
signs for their roosts.
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“Remember the guinea hens?” I say.
Regina saw the  whole thing. My mom called her 

when the chicks hatched. They drank champagne to 
celebrate.

“I do,” Regina says. She starts to say something  else, 
hesitates. Then, “What  else?”

“What do you mean?”
“Do you remember any other projects— say, before 

your dad moved out?”
I’m tired, I realize. I don’t want to have this conversa-

tion. I want to lie down on the bed, take a  little nap. 
Wake up in a year.

“Anna. I know this isn’t easy. But I need you to bear 
with me.”

“I am.”
“Remember the painting pro ject?”
Regina is  really starting to bug me. Of course I re-

member the painting pro ject. I was there. It was the last 
big fi ght my parents had before they split up, and I was 
right in the  middle of it.

The way it started was my mom went to some work-
shop on the psy cho logy of color, and when she came 
home she deci ded to repaint the  whole  house. First she 
made a chart: rooms, moods they should create, best col-
ors to refl ect those moods. Front hall: orange; welcoming 
energy. Downstairs bathroom: blue; peace and relaxation. 
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She bought paint. She took all the art off  the walls. She 
moved the furniture into the  middle of each room. I was 
excited because my room was  going to be green, har-
mony and stability, and because I would get to use the 
paint roller. My  father was not excited. He thought the 
 whole thing was a GD shit storm. He said my mo ther 
would never fi nish and he would have to clean up the 
GD mess.

I sigh into the phone.
“What?” Regina says. “Say it.”
“Say what?”
“What ever’s on your mind.”
“My dad was right. It was a shit storm.”
“Anna.”
“What?”
“Honey,” Regina says softly, “that’s mania. The fl ip 

side of depression. Your mom’s projects? Those times 
when she’s  really,  really energized and  doesn’t need to 
sleep more than a few hours? That’s actually part of her 
sickness.”

“Oh.”
“It’s a new diagnosis they’re considering. Bipolar two.”
“So, what— Dr.  Amman was wrong? She’s not 

 depressed?”
Dr. Amman is a psychiatrist friend of Regina’s— the 

one she drags my mo ther to whenever she  can’t get out 
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of bed. My mom hates  going, but Regina makes her go 
anyway. Because Regina is only a nurse and  can’t pre-
scribe medication.

“Dr. Amman was half- right.”
“How can you be half- right?” I say.
“He treated half your mom’s prob lem, and the pills 

only worked to a certain extent, when she was willing to 
take them. The doctors at the hospital are trying to fi g-
ure out which medications, in which combinations, will 
work to stabilize all of your mom’s symptoms and make 
her feel better.”

“When can I see her?” I say. “When can she come 
home?”

“Let’s take this one step at a time,” Regina says.
Who put you in charge? I want to yell at her. I feel a 

knot of craziness forming in my stomach and another 
one in my throat.

“This sucks,” I choke out.
“She’s  going to be okay,” Regina says. “I promise. You 

just need to give her time.”
Time? It’s been a week already. How much more does 

she need?
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