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CHAPTER ONE

My bag is packed. It’s been packed for a couple of days. I checked in for my flight exactly twenty-four hours before the plane takes off and received a number in the first boarding group, just like I hoped for. My alarm clock is set for five in the morning. I climb into bed and doublecheck the alarm on my phone.
After confirming both alarms are set, I type a quick text.
Me: We need to leave for the airport at 5:30
I send the text and decide to send one more.
Me: Thanks
The door to my room is open wide and I hear two chimes from the next room. My mom’s phone has received my texts. I hope she looks at them and doesn’t forget she’s driving me to the airport. My parents have been busy for the last couple of years starting up and running their own event planning business. When they aren’t out with clients, they’re holed up in the office next to my room on their phones and computers. At night, I lie in bed and listen to them talk, or rather debate about how to run the company, and which photo to put up on social media. Having me leave for three weeks won’t put a damper on their activities. They’re so busy they hardly notice when I’m here, except when they need my help. The events in other people’s lives are more interesting than the events occurring in their only child’s life. And that’s fine. I don’t really do anything to make myself known. I prefer to blend into the background, at home and school.
I wait to see if Mom will walk past my door and say anything. Instead, the cat, Tinkles, walks by. She pauses at the opening and swishes her gray, fluffy tail against the door frame. I narrow my eyes at Tinkles. She hisses before she saunters off. That cat hates me. I once had a throw rug covering the wood floor in my room, but Tinkles took her name literally and tinkled all over it, more than once. I won’t miss the nasty feline while I’m away, and Tinkles won’t miss me. My parents are the only ones who will notice I’m gone, because no one else will.
Mom hasn’t texted me back. The click of her fingers on the keyboard carries into my room. It’s my nightly background noise. I stare at the silent phone in my hand. It’s just after the Fourth of July and everyone is in full vacation mode during summer break. Most teenagers’ phones are full of texts and messages from friends, but mine barely ever makes a peep. My closest peer, Morgan, found a boyfriend before school ended and I haven’t heard from her. It’s fine. We aren’t close, and I think she talks to me out of pity.
I open my few texts and look at the most recent one.
Grandma: I can’t wait to see you tomorrow! I have a few surprises planned for you!
Grandma’s type of surprise means she’ll make some of my favorite foods and plan a chick flick marathon. That’s more excitement than I’ve had all summer.
A heavy sigh escapes me. I close the text and place the phone on my nightstand. I feel lonely, which is odd because I’m used to it. I normally prefer to be alone. I yank up the quilt I’ve had on my bed since elementary school and snuggle up with the stuffed bunny whose been with me since birth. Bunny’s fur is matted, and his stuffing is compressed, and I’m afraid he’ll fall apart. When I was younger, I had a habit of sucking my right thumb and holding Bunny next to my face. I would grasp his ear with my right forefinger and rub the soft material against my nose while sucking my thumb. Much to my parents’ displeasure, I didn’t stop sucking my thumb until I was eight years old. It was a hard habit to break.
“Wait!” I hear Mom’s sharp voice from the next room, but she’s not talking to me. “Use the second photo.”
I can’t hear what my dad says, but his muffled tone conveys his agreement.
Little do my parents know, I was a closet thumb sucker until thirteen. I still rub the soft material of Bunny’s ear against my nose. This is one habit I haven’t broken. The ritual is comforting, and the scent of my childhood lingers on the stuffed animal.
Bunny will stay home while I leave for the next three weeks. A month ago, my grandma asked if I would come and visit. When I said I would think about it, Mom encouraged me to go. She thinks I’ll be a good distraction for Grandma and help cheer her up. My family visited Grandma seven months ago, when we flew to Florida for Grandpa’s funeral.
A jaunty theme song from an old television show carries to my room. It’s the ringtone Mom uses for Grandma. Grandma must have sensed I was thinking of her, and I listen in when my mom answers.
“Hi, Mom,” she says. “You’re up late.” There’s a pause while Grandma speaks on the other end. I can only imagine what Grandma’s saying, probably something about me arriving tomorrow. “No. She hasn’t done much. No friends.” Another pause. “Never had a boyfriend, though I don’t think that’s important right now.” Silence again. “This will be good for her. I’m glad you were able to plan this.” Another pause. “Okay. Thanks. Love you too. Bye.”
A small tear runs into Bunny’s face and I rethink the decision to not pack him. I wonder if my parents know I can overhear them.
“Night, Emma!” Mom yells from the other room. Dad echoes her.
I roll on my side and don’t answer. The phone on my nightstand vibrates.
Mom: Thumbs-up emoji
I sigh and rub Bunny’s soft ear. No friends. Never had a boyfriend. I do wonder what it would be like to have either. I need a miracle or a brand-new start to get away from the nothingness I’ve created.
The glow in the dark stars stuck to my ceiling shine dimly. I received them when I was eight, as a reward for breaking my habit of thumb sucking. I know I didn’t really break the habit, but at least I stopped sucking my thumb in front of others, not that anyone except my parents noticed. I’d have to do something impressive to be observed, and I’m not a larger-than-life type of person.
Everyone says the summer before your senior year is supposed to be epic. My summer excitement involves working for my parents, volunteering at the local library, and now a trip to Florida for three weeks. My vacation won’t be the thrilling one of teenagers, full of theme parks and parties on beaches. I’m headed to The Villages, where Grandma lives. I plan to get lost in a sea of wrinkles and gray hair for twenty-one days.
I imagine if I had friends, they’d good naturedly make fun of me for vacationing in a retirement community, but I don’t have anyone close to me. And that’s fine. 




CHAPTER TWO

Ever efficient, like her event planning, my mom waits in the car for me at exactly five thirty in the morning. I’m two minutes behind because Dad woke up to give me an awkward hug good-bye. For the last two years he gives me this weird lean in and pat on the back hug. I think it’s because I grew boobs, and he doesn’t want to encroach on a teenage girl’s space. I’m a mystery my dad can’t solve. I want to be a mystery to my mom, but she thinks she knows me better than myself, which is completely annoying.
Mom backs the car out of the garage before I even buckle my seatbelt. Her short, light brown hair is perfectly styled, and I wonder if she slept last night. She even has makeup on, unlike me. “Have everything?” she asks.
“Yes,” I reply. I checked everything off my bulleted list, but I run over stuff in my head one more time. Even if I did forget something, Mom won’t turn around. My eyes linger on the dashboard. She’s driving ten miles per hour over the speed limit. I factored our arrival time on her driving the speed limit, and at this rate, I’ll be early.
“It’s good you’re going to stay with your grandma. She needs some cheering up from her only grandchild.” Mom’s eyes never leave the stoplight. It’s red and no other vehicles approach in any direction. Mom’s fingers beat against the steering wheel, and it’s loud in the quiet car. After a quick look both ways, Mom steps on the gas. My head jerks against the headrest when Mom speeds through the deserted intersection.
“Mom!” I exclaim. “The light was red.”
“It wasn’t changing.” Mom settles back into her seat. “Plus, there wasn’t anyone around. Maybe it isn’t working.”
I glance over my shoulder and see the light Mom plowed through is now green. My hands clench in fists in my lap and I gnash my teeth together to prevent myself from saying something. As much as I like to follow the rules, it doesn’t always help to point it out when others don’t. Especially to Mom.
“What events do you have while I’m gone?” I settle on a topic Mom loves to talk about.
“The Hernandez quinceañera is this weekend. Lola had her last fitting for her dress, and she looks like a princess. It’s going to be such an elegant party,” Mom says.
“Nice.” There’s not much else for me to say. I already know about this event. Business is always a topic of discussion at the dinner table.
“You know Lola’s older brother, right? Damian? He’s on the wrestling team.”
My fists clench tighter and I nod. “Yep.” I know Damian, but he doesn’t know me.
“Since Lola and Damian go to your school, I’m throwing in some free table decorations,” Mom says as if she’s doing me a favor.
She attempts to entice people at my school to be friends with me through ten-cent goldfish in small bowls with decorative rocks from the dollar store. There’s either not going to be enough goldfish for the children who whine to take them home or all the fish will be left at the end of the evening. Mom will flush the fish down the toilet before she carts them home.
“Then it’s the bridal shower for the Governor’s daughter.” Mom drones on about the details of this party which I’ve heard about a hundred times. This is one of my parent’s highest caliber clients and you’d think they’re planning a party for real royalty with all the effort, time, and stress they’ve put into a small affair. “It’s going to be like a proper English tea,” Mom says. “A chef from England is flying in to make all the food.”
“Great,” I say with no emotion. Previously, I asked why the clients don’t support a local bakery, and there was a long-winded answer about rich grandparents getting what they want.
“Then it’s the ballroom gala fundraiser for the zoo. We significantly discounted our fee to do this, but we can write it off on our taxes as a donation. I’m still trying to convince your father it’s a good idea to put the penguins in bowties and tutus for the penguin walk,” Mom says.
I roll my eyes. A big attraction of the event is the penguin walk when the zoo’s penguins are released to strut across the ballroom. The Swan Princess is the theme for this year’s ball and Mom is determined to dress the penguins like they’re in the ballet. Someone needs to save those penguins from my mom. While they’re at it, they can save me too. Mom always pushes me to do things I don’t want to.
The entire sixty-minute drive to the Minneapolis/St. Paul airport is taken up with Mom’s running commentary on her upcoming events. She hasn’t asked about the events in my summer, not that I have anything more pressing than staying in a retirement community.
Mom takes the exit for the airport and follows the signs for departure. “It’s good you’re doing this,” Mom says again. “Good for you and for your grandma. You cheer her up and when you get back, we’ll talk about school. Maybe the break will change your mind.”
I sigh heavily. “Fine.” Three weeks away won’t change my mind, but it might give Mom a chance to rethink my idea of independent study for my senior year. Mom wants me to continue attending my large suburban school and experience everything my senior year has to offer. I’m fine not experiencing it. I’d rather be by myself at home, than alone and surrounded by thousands of students.
The departures terminal is busy when Mom pulls the car into it. “Seems everyone is going on vacation,” she says. Mom strains forward to look for an opening in the congestion.
I watch for a vehicle to pull away from the drop-off zone when our car slams to a stop. My head bounces forward with the hard braking.
“Okay.” Mom turns her head to me. She’s not checking to see if I have whiplash.
“What?” I ask.
“Just get out here.”
I wrinkle my brows and look out the windshield. A sign says, “No stopping in outer lanes.” We’re stopped in an outer lane.
“Here?” I ask.
“There’s no other place to pull in. It’s fine.” Mom peers in the rearview mirror and smooths her eyebrows with a finger.
I glance around. Mom’s car blocks other vehicles from exiting the curb and holds up traffic behind her. “But it says not to stop here,” I say.
“It’s fine. Just go.”
“But it’s a rule.”
“Emma.” Mom is clearly exasperated. “You can’t let rules rule your life.”
A car honks and Mom waves with a pleasant smile on her face. She’s not worried about breaking a rule. I hate breaking them and rush out of the car. It’s a walk of shame while I grab my suitcase from the trunk. I keep my head down in case everyone’s eyes are on me for being the negligent person parking a car in the driving lane.
After I slam the trunk shut, I hurry to the front of the car to say good-bye to Mom, but she pulls away. Through the rear of the car, I glimpse Mom’s hand raised in a wave. I’m not much of a hugger, but I’ll be gone for three weeks and I thought it’d be nice to hug Mom. If she pulled into the drop off lane, she could have gotten out of the car and given me a hug goodbye. But she didn’t.
This is how my vacation starts. I shouldn’t be too surprised I’m left all alone. Like usual.




CHAPTER THREE

Economy class on a plane is often called cattle class, and it sure feels like we’re cows waiting in line for the slaughterhouse. I stand in my A32 spot, the number I received when I checked in for my flight. Some guy with A40 tries to squeeze his way in without being noticed, but the A31 lady catches and reprimands him. She tries to push the airline’s limits of one carry-on and one personal item with a roller bag, a backpack, a large purse, and a reusable grocery bag full of items which are not groceries. I don’t know why people don’t follow the regulations. There are rules for a reason.
My feet shuffle back and forth, and I glance at my phone again to make sure I don’t have any messages. The only message I’d get is one from the airline telling me my connection is delayed. The line moves slow and when A31 woman steps to the boarding agent, she’s stopped.
“Ma’am,” the agent says, “you’re going to have to check that bag.”
“It’ll fit,” the middle-aged bottle blonde woman says. She heads toward the jetway.
“Ma’am,” the boarding agent says louder. “We have a full flight. You need to check your bag.”
The woman, dressed in a business suit, ignores the boarding agent. He holds his hand up to me. “Please wait here,” he says and hurries after the woman, who continues to ignore him.
The boarding agent dodges in front of the woman and juts his hand out to stop her from continuing. I peer down the jetway to see how this is going to play out. Observing people is a hobby of mine since I often go unnoticed.
“You scanned my ticket,” the woman complains loudly. “I can board the plane.”
“No,” the boarding agent says in an equally loud voice. “You need your bag checked before you can board.”
The woman attempts to get around the boarding agent but can’t get her rolling bag past his feet. “Excuse me.” She tries to push by.
The agent reaches for her bag. “You need to come with me, please.”
The woman yanks the bag from his hand and turns back. “Fine,” she huffs.
The woman’s face is red, and she might blow like a volcano soon. The boarding agent shakes his head in disgust. I wonder if security will be called.
“This is ridiculous,” the irate woman says and stomps in her pointy heels to the boarding desk. “I’m allowed to have a carry-on bag.”
I’d like to point out she’s about two bags over the carry-on limit, but I don’t. Plus, her roller bag doesn’t look like it would fit in one of those sizing boxes.
The agent reaches for the woman’s large bag. Again, she yanks it from his hand. “At least let me get my laptop. I have work to do.”
“I need to continue checking in the rest of the passengers,” the boarding agent says. He clearly could use some back up.
I scan my phone when he motions for me to come forward.
“Have a nice flight, Miss Garcia,” he says to me.
I smile, hoping to ease his tension. “Thank you.”
I file in line on the plane and find myself stuck behind an elderly woman struggling to lift her bag into an overhead compartment. The woman, who reminds me of a stereotypical Mrs. Claus, only manages to hit the edge of the overhead bin with a small roller bag.
“Can I help you?” I reach my hand out to steady her bag before it falls on her head or knocks her over.
“Would you mind?” The woman immediately drops her hands when she knows I have a firm grip. “I’m a little height challenged.”
I nod and with a smile on my face, lift her bag and push it into the bin.
“Thank you,” the woman says. “It must be nice to be tall.”
“You’re welcome,” I say.
The elderly woman takes her seat and I find my way to an empty row behind a wing. It’s not pleasant to be tall when you sit in an airplane seat, especially when you have abnormally long legs. If I stand next to someone of my exact height, my legs are inches longer. I take an aisle seat and stuff my backpack under the one in front of me, further limiting my leg room. My knees nearly touch the food tray.
A middle-aged man occupies the window seat in my row. I pull a novel out of my backpack. Digital books are loaded on my phone, but I prefer a real book in my hands. It feels more substantial to hold, and it causes others to leave me alone. When I read a book on my phone, people think I’m browsing social media and tend to interrupt me to talk. I don’t seek out social conversation, and I find a real book helps to prevent it.
I’m deep into the false high of the main character in the novel when someone in the aisle clears their throat. “Excuse me, is anyone sitting there?”
I look up from my book to find A31 woman. With a manicured finger she points to the middle seat next to me.
“No.” I stand and move into the aisle.
The woman pushes by me and her large purse nearly knocks me into the lap of the person in the next row. I sit and buckle up while the woman shoves two bags under the seat in front of her.
“Can you believe the agent at the gate? I could have been on the plane much sooner if he wasn’t uptight over my bag,” the woman says.
I’m not sure if the woman recognizes me as the one who stood behind her in line or if she’s ranting to no one in particular. I’m on the side of the agent, but I’m not about to tell this woman. I’m next to her for the three-hour flight, and I do have common sense, even if I’m also uptight.
An announcement is made for all seats to be in their full upright position for takeoff. The woman ignores it, reclines her chair, pulls out a large laptop, and sticks earbuds in.
“Ma’am,” a flight attendant says. I pretend to read my book. “You’re going to have to put away your laptop and raise your seat for takeoff.”
The earbuds render the woman incapable of hearing anyone. The flight attendant reaches over me to tap the woman on the arm. He repeats his message. The woman takes her earbuds out, an annoyed look on her face, and the attendant repeats his message a third time.
The woman slams her laptop and jabs her finger on the button to raise her seat. “Why are there so many rules? Honestly, what’s it going to hurt if I have my laptop out?”
Can’t the woman see I’m thoroughly engrossed in my book? I have no desire to partake in a conversation with her, especially when I’m a firm believer in following the regulations.
The woman turns to me. “What do you think of their rules?” she asks.
This is going to be the longest flight ever.




CHAPTER FOUR

I survive the flight with A31 woman. She’s on my connecting flight to Florida, though we end up in different rows for the second flight. I trudge through the Orlando airport. Families with crying and exhausted kids dressed in theme park merchandise pass me and head to their flights home. In front of me, families with excited children rush to baggage claim. A plush colorful animal falls from a stroller ahead of me. I pick up the stuffed rooster and think of Bunny. I should have brought him to stowaway with me in the retirement community. I rub the soft plush toy in my hands. I’d hate to lose Bunny.
“Excuse me.” I catch up to the woman pushing the stroller. “Is this yours?”
The woman stops and clasps her chest with a hand. “Oh, my goodness. Thank you,” she says. “If he realized this was missing, we’d never hear the end of it.” She takes the toy from my hand and places it next to the sleeping toddler. “We’re going to buy a few more while we’re here, as backups, just in case.”
Bunny’s at home, on his last leg, and with no backups ready to take his place. I don’t think a substitute Bunny will be the same as the original. After another round of thanks from the grateful mother, the journey to baggage claim continues. Through the tall glass barrier separating ticketed travelers from visitors, an older woman wildly waves her hands in a spastic gesture. It’s hard not to notice the woman dressed in a tight fuchsia top and dark jeggings. She has a massive amount of tanned cleavage on display and her chest jiggles along with her spirited waving. She must be really excited someone is visiting her. With a shake of my head, I remember I need to look for my grandma. I resume scanning the crowd while I walk into the baggage claim area of the airport.
Before I can utter a word or even react, the energetic bright woman engulfs me in her arms. For a moment I worry someone is trying to kidnap me. My dad warned me not to talk to anyone who raised my suspicions while I travel alone. Am I supposed to yell something or scream? Perhaps alert security with a look? Maybe pass a note to someone about a crazy lady?
“Emma! Honey!” The woman squeezes me tight. Okay, even more creepy. She knows my name. The crazy lady releases her hug on me, but keeps her hands firmly gripping my arms. “Look at you! You’re a regular young lady now. And such a beauty! I can’t believe you’re nearly eighteen.”
I narrow my eyes. There’s something strangely familiar about this woman.
“Grandma?” I ask.
I’m not quite sure this is the same grandma I saw seven months ago. The eyes look the same, and the height is about right, but everything else is different. Grandma’s former long salt and pepper hair is colored a brown resembling mine. It has honey highlights and is cut into a chic bob. Grandma seems to have abandoned her wire rimmed glasses for contacts and her attire, well, her attire is the exact opposite of what she used to wear.
“Yes, dear.” Grandma grabs my hand and tugs me in the direction of the luggage carousel. “Come on. I want to beat the horrible traffic and get you home. We might be able to make happy hour for half-off appetizers.”
In a state of shock, I let Grandma, or the woman who claims to be my grandma, drag me to find my suitcase.
“What does your bag look like?” Grandma’s eyes scan the moving conveyor belt.
“Um.” I look at the bags circling. “Black.”
Most of the bags are black. Mine blends in with the crowd, much like me. It doesn’t stand out like the lime green bag passing by. I glance at Grandma again. She’s turned into the lime green suitcase and stands out in a sea of black bags. What happened to Grandma since Grandpa died? Is completely changing her look a way of dealing with death? Is this how she mourns? Change makes me uncomfortable and I’m extremely uncomfortable with my grandma displaying more cleavage than me. And I don’t display cleavage. Ever.
“Do you have a ribbon or something on your bag to help find it?” Grandma asks.
“No.” I reach for a black bag, but another man grabs it and I realize it’s his. I guess something on my bag to identify it as mine would be useful.
◆◆◆
 
After retrieving my bag, we hop in Grandma’s new vehicle and cruise on the tollway. When Grandpa was alive, they drove a practical four door sedan. Now, Grandma drives a fancy SUV. She tells me she feels safer in it and it fits her friends more comfortably when it’s her turn to drive. Mom is wrong because Grandma doesn’t look depressed to me. She’s peppy and happy as her head bops along to the eighty’s tunes playing over the speakers.
“Your Grandpa hated this music.” Grandma turns the volume up a notch.
“Oh,” I say, not sure what to comment. I try to take in her vivid outfit. The Grandma I knew dressed in mom jeans and frumpy button-down tops. I wonder what else has changed about Grandma since Grandpa died. Does this mean she’s moved on? Mom thought Grandma would have a hard time adjusting.
“You cut your hair short. It suits you,” Grandma says. She interrupts my thoughts on the way things used to be.
With a hand, I reach for my hair and my fingers trail through it. I’m still getting used to how short it is. My straight brown hair has hit the middle of my back since kindergarten. Two days ago, I went to get it cut and now it hits just above my shoulders. It’s short, but still long enough to throw in a ponytail. Besides getting contacts a couple of years ago, the haircut is the biggest change I’ve made in a long time. And I’m not sure I like it.
“Thanks.” I run my fingers through my hair again. “I see you cut yours too.”
Grandma runs a hand through her hair, mimicking my movements. “I thought it was time for a change.”
“It looks like quite a few changes.” I glance over at Grandma.
A deep laugh erupts from her. “I spent so many years trying to please everyone, especially your Grandpa, I never tried anything new.”
“What was wrong with the way you were with Grandpa?”
“Oh, nothing,” Grandma says, and I notice her wedding band. “I’m just ready to try a few new things and see what I like without having to worry about pleasing anyone. Maybe this is the summer we both break out of our shells, try something different, and find something new to like.”
“Maybe,” I say, though it doesn’t sound like something I’d do.
The outside temperature is displayed in the car. It’s already ninety-two Fahrenheit and with the humidity, I’m sure it’s unbearable. The air-conditioning in the vehicle is on high. Who in their right mind visits the middle of Florida in the middle of the summer?
The Villages, where my Grandma lives, has a lot of snowbirds. Those are people who live somewhere else in the summer and return to Florida in the winter. My Grandma is a frog, or someone who lives year-round in Florida until they croak. Around forty percent of Villagers leave during the summer to head north. I’m escaping the north to come and swelter in an over fifty-five, active, adult golfcart community in the middle of summer. I’m not the envy of anyone, especially my peers.
“You doing okay, sweetie?” Grandma asks me after a few minutes of silence.
“Yeah,” I say, in a fake chipper voice. “Happy to be here.”
“I’m not taking you away from anything important at home, am I?” Grandma keeps her eyes on the road. “Friends, job, boyfriend?”
I’d like to let out a loud “Ha!” As if friends and a boyfriend are supposed to be important in my life, but I keep the laugh inside.
“Nothing that can’t wait,” I say. “I’m all yours.”
◆◆◆
 
Grandma dips a chicken wing in a container of blue cheese dressing. “Sorry I’m not cooking tonight.”
“It’s okay.” I hoped to have one of my favorite meals at Grandma’s, but with three weeks, I guess there’s still time. We sit on stools at a tall round table in a restaurant and bar for happy hour. I’m the youngest one here, surrounded by senior citizens.
“I didn’t feel like cooking, and these chicken wings are to die for,” Grandma says. “Especially when they’re half off.”
I bite into a fried mozzarella stick. Baskets and plates of fried food sit in front of us. Grandma went overboard ordering. We’ll eat leftover fried pickles, fried mozzarella sticks, chicken wings, and loaded potato skins for lunch tomorrow.
“Don’t forget your veggies.” Grandma crunches into a celery stick coated in the blue cheese dressing served with the chicken wings.
The food sits heavy in my stomach and I stare at Grandma. She’s still Grandma, but she’s changed, and I’m not sure what to think about it. I’m not even sure if I should mention any of this to Mom. I glance at my phone. I texted both my parents to tell them I arrived, but I haven’t heard back from either of them. The time on the phone stands out.
“Um, Grandma?” I ask.
“Who ever thought of fried pickles is genius.” Grandma pops one in her mouth and chews. “I mean, it sounds disgusting, but it’s so good. You should try one.”
“Grandma?” I try again to question her.
She pushes the plate of pickles across the table. “I’ve really got to limit myself on the fried food, or I’ll pay for it later. Try one.”
“It’s been a half hour,” I say, “and we’re parked in a thirty minute only slot.”
Grandma swishes her hand at me. “Don’t worry about it. No one ever follows that, and we won’t be here much longer. Now are you going to try a pickle?”
But I do worry about it. Each second that passes is another second further from the time we should have moved the vehicle. My anxiety about not following the rule increases with each tick of the clock. What if we get in trouble?
“Maybe we should get the food boxed up.” I check the time on my phone again.
“One more chicken wing,” Grandma says. A pile of greasy napkins next to her plate shows how much she’s enjoying those chicken wings. “We might have to come here with the group one night.”
“What group?” I rub my right finger along the side of my nose.
Grandma dabs at her cleavage with a napkin. “It’s like I’m storing crumbs for later. No wonder I don’t wear this type of top very often. Or else I can’t eat food that crumbles.”
I bite my lower lip. Grandma’s attention span is equal to the preschoolers I volunteer with at the library for story time. Should I be concerned about Grandma? She used to sit quietly and listen to everyone, much like me.
“What group are we going to come with?” I ask again.
Grandma’s gaze goes from her cleavage to me. “Oh, um…some friends. Are you going to try a pickle?”
The breadcrumb coated fried circles of pickles sit on a small plate and look unappetizing. I pick one up and hold it between my thumb and forefinger. My nose wrinkles again. I hate trying new foods, but if tasting one will get Grandma moving, then I’ll do it.
I take a bite and my lips twist at the initial taste. But then, well, actually…it’s kind of good. I pop the rest of the pickle in my mouth and chew. The initial sour taste of the pickle combines with the crunchy carb topping and tastes delicious.
“See?” Grandma nods at my approval. “They’re good, aren’t they?”
“Surprisingly.” I grab another pickle and toss it in my mouth.
“It’s good to try new things,” Grandma says. “And have a few surprises along the way.”




CHAPTER FIVE

Back at Grandma’s house, I feign tiredness and shut myself in the guest room. My body thinks it’s an hour earlier than it really is, and I’m not tired. I need some quiet time to process the alternate universe I’ve walked into, or time to ignore the changes around me. Something about Grandma’s house seems different. It looks the same, decorated in shades of white and tan with light wood furniture, reminiscent of a sandy beach. Grandma hasn’t changed much about the house since Grandpa died. I sigh. That’s what’s different about the house…Grandpa isn’t here.
I try to read a book but find myself looking at the framed photo on the dresser. It’s a snapshot of Grandpa and me when I was fifteen and visited over spring break. He took me to Disney World and the photo shows us in front of the castle.
There’s a knock on the door and Grandma pokes her head through the opening. “Can I come in?”
“Sure.” I set my book down.
Grandma sits on the edge of the queen-sized bed I recline on. She holds a small gift bag in her hand. “Let’s talk about why you’re visiting.”
Grandma has glasses on, and her pajamas are comfy cotton pants and a t-shirt with a high neckline. If it weren’t for the different hair, she nearly resembles the Grandma I remember.
“I’m here to spend time with you,” I say. My fingers brush through my hair. It still startles me to find the short ending.
“Yes,” Grandma says. “We’ll get plenty of that. But let’s talk about the real reason you’re here.”
I adjust myself on the bed and bring my feet close to my body. “What do you mean?” I didn’t think there had to be a reason other than Grandma invited me.
“Why don’t you want to go to your high school in the fall?”
Uncomfortable, I shift positions. Grandma’s been talking to Mom. “I want to try something different,” I reply.
Grandma’s face lights up in a smile. “Good,” she says. “That’s why you’re here. To try something different.”
Okay. I can play along. “Like what?”
“Maybe something like me and maybe something else,” Grandma says. “Dress different, act different, try something different. You already have a different haircut.”
“I don’t know.” I run my fingers along the pattern on the comforter.
“I’m not saying you need to change,” Grandma says. “You don’t know anyone here and they don’t know you. You can take some risks without worrying.”
“I’ve never been much of a risk taker.”
“I know.” Grandma pats me on the leg. “That’s why I invited you here now. I’m going to give you a push out of your box.”
“But I like my box,” I say, a joking tone in my voice. “I’ve got it just the way I want it.” And I’m alone in it.
Grandma’s face crinkles in another smile. “If I can’t push you out, you’re going to have to at least open it. Maybe let a few others in.”
“My box is tiny. It might get crowded.” I continue with the joke, but it seems Grandma is serious.
“Uncomfortably crowded,” Grandma says. “Which you need a little of.”
“That sounds…” I rub my nose. “Uncomfortable.”
Grandma laughs and plays with the tissue paper of the bag she holds. “Give it a try. Now I have something for you.” Grandma hands me the gift bag. “Open it.”
I dig into the tissue paper and pull out two pieces of small fabric. My eyebrows rise high on my forehead. “A bikini?”
“Yes,” Grandma says. “You’re going to wear it while you’re here.”
“I don’t wear bikinis.” I don’t have a reason for not wearing one. I haven’t given much thought to it.
“You’re trying something different,” Grandma says. “Make me happy and wear it once.”
I finger the suit. It’s blue and doesn’t look like it’ll be too revealing. It’s a one-shouldered tank style top with boy short bottoms. “I’ll try it on,” I say. I hope Grandma doesn’t have a matching one.
“There’s going to be some rules while you’re here.”
“Okay,” I say with an exhale. I can do rules. Rules are comfortable.
“You’re going to have to follow them unless you want me shipping you back to your parents.” Grandma’s eyes don’t waver from me.
“I have to wear the bikini?” I push it into the gift bag.
Grandma laughs. “Yes, and there’s one other rule.”
“Okay.” I can humor Grandma and her rules. I’ll even wear the bikini once since I don’t know anyone here. Plus, it’ll most likely be senior citizens at the pool.
“Your other rule is to break some rules.”
“What?” I lean forward.
“Break some rules,” Grandma says again, and I’m thoroughly convinced she’s fallen off her rocker. She knows I hate to break rules.
“Why?” I ask. “How can that be a rule?”
“You’re letting rules rule your life. You can still follow rules, but you need to know the difference between living your life and letting rules live your life for you.”
“Have you been talking to Mom?” I cross my arms over my chest.
“Some.” Grandma nods. “But she didn’t tell me to do this.”
“What do you expect me to do?” I groan. “I hate getting in trouble.”
“I never said to break a law,” Grandma says. “Laws are meant to be followed. Rules are different. They’re meant to get people to act a certain way, keep people in line, keep them from hurting themselves, and such.”
“What do you mean then, by breaking a rule?” I’m confused about how I’m supposed to do this and not get in trouble. I could get in trouble for breaking a rule, and I could get in trouble from Grandma for not breaking one.
“You don’t have to do anything big and crazy. If you see a sign telling you to not walk on the grass, I want you to step on the grass,” Grandma says.
“Um, I don’t know.” My heart rate accelerates at the thought. I wouldn’t step on the grass. “What if I get in trouble?”
“The most someone will do is yell at you,” Grandma says. “You won’t get in trouble.”
“I’m not sure about that.” I’d much rather wear the bikini every day than do this. “What other rules are there to break where I don’t get in trouble?”
“This is what I mean.” Grandma pats my leg with each word. “You’re so afraid of what people think and of getting in trouble that you hide or run away. That’s why breaking some small rules might be good for you.”
“What small rules can I break?” Thinking about breaking rules is causing me to worry. How can this be good for me?
“Look around,” Grandma says with a flourish of her hand. “Rules surround us. Most rules are for people who don’t have common sense, like the rule of looking both ways before you cross the street.”
“But that’s a good rule,” I interrupt.
Grandma raises her hand to stop me. “Rules can be good. I don’t want you risking your life to break a rule. Keep that in mind. I want you to let your inhibitions go a bit. Don’t let the rules rule you.”
I rub my nose with my finger. This is the strangest thing I’ve ever heard in my life. “If I eat and go swimming right away, instead of waiting thirty minutes, does that count as breaking a rule?”
“Sure,” Grandma says. She pats me on my leg again. “Be crazy with it. It’s only for twenty days and then you can go back to following the rules.”
“Okay.” I draw out my word. I’m not sure if this is okay. It sounds crazy. And really, how will she know if I break a rule or not?
“One rule a day,” Grandma says. “Starting tomorrow. And I’m going to need evidence of every rule you break.”




CHAPTER SIX

It’s day two of my visit and my hand with the seatbelt hesitates over the buckle of Grandma’s golfcart. Would I be breaking a rule if I don’t buckle in? Maybe, but I can’t do it. The seatbelt clicks and I breathe a sigh of relief. It feels safe to follow rules.
“What are we doing?” I ask.
“I meet the ladies for coffee and donuts nearly every morning and you’re coming. They all have grandchildren visiting too. We thought it might be nice for the young people to get together.” Grandma twists the key in her gas golfcart, and it starts up.
“Okay,” I say, visions of middle schoolers in my head. Grandma does remember how old I am, doesn’t she? Not many teenagers voluntarily want to spend part of their summer vacation in a retirement community. I think they’d rather be working at a theme park. Or be anywhere else. I hope I’m not expected to be a babysitter.
Grandma backs the golfcart out of the garage. “I’m thinking of selling this golfcart and getting an electric one. Iris has a hot pink one I like.”
“Okay.” I try to envision my formerly plain grandma driving a hot pink golfcart. I guess it would match her outfit. Today she’s dressed in a long maxi dress with bright flowers. It’s a far cry from the neutral and pastel colors I’m used to seeing her in.
“You remember Iris? She lives next door.” Grandma talks loud over the noise of the small gas engine. I nod. I met Iris on a previous visit. Her outgoing personality, vibrant clothes and makeup, and platinum blonde hair are hard to forget. “She and her grandson flew in this morning. They’re driving back now,” Grandma says.
“Umhmm.” I watch the plethora of people out early to beat the heat and humidity. The backs of my thighs stick to the seat of the golfcart. I ran early this morning and I’m still in my sweaty clothes. A quick sniff of my armpit confirms I’m not too stinky and I remembered to put on deodorant.
“Patty and Martha will be there with their grandkids. Martha has two visiting her. The woman’s a saint,” Grandma says.
I watch a couple power walk and calculate grandkids in my head. There will be four and with me it makes five. I want to ask how old they are, but Grandma rattles on about construction and things going on around The Villages. Soon, we pull into Brownwood Paddock Square and Grandma concentrates on finding a parking spot.
Brownwood Paddock Square is a large outdoor complex not far from Grandma’s neighborhood. It has shops, bars, restaurants, a movie theater resembling a barn, and a log cabin stage surrounded by stands for nightly music and dancing. There are a few town squares scattered around The Villages, and Brownwood runs with the old western theme. We had our appetizer happy hour dinner here last night.
It’s a short walk to the donut store. This is a place I’m familiar with and I don’t have to analyze the menu ahead of time to try and find something I like. I already know what I eat here.
“Pam!” Patty waves at Grandma after we walk in. I met Patty at Grandpa’s funeral. She’s at a table with another older woman, who I assume is Martha. Grandma waves and I follow her to the counter to order.
“Patty and Martha are here with their grandkids.” Grandma points to some tables. “Iris should be here soon.”
I sneak a peek. Patty and Martha sit at a table by a large window. Near them, in the center of the small dining area, is another table occupied by what must be their grandchildren. My heart drops and my stomach climbs, and they slam into each other.
I’d rather sit with the senior citizens. I eye the table of teenagers. This is worse than being forced to sit with a bunch of middle schoolers or babysit rambunctious preschoolers. It’s worse than anything I can imagine. Three teenagers sit in chairs, their phones in their hands, and their faces glued to the screens. There’s a slender boy with his elbows on his knees and his phone in front of his face. His black hair is combed to the side and he wears a cotton polo shirt with a pair of khakis. The outfit resembles what most of the older men here wear. The news on his phone screen reflects off his large black framed glasses.
Across from the boy is a girl who, though tiny, looks tough and intimidating. I’m even a little scared to peek at her. She wears all black, including black combat boots and a leather jacket. The leather jacket wouldn’t have been my first choice for Florida. The girl’s black hair is an obvious dye job with blonde roots peeking out of her shaggy bob. Dark sunglasses sit on top of her head. She leans back in her chair, enough the front feet are off the ground. I cringe to see her black boots up on the edge of the table. A phone is in her outstretched hands and she glowers at it.
The next girl is the exact opposite of the one dressed in black. She’s also intimidating in her own way. I immediately flag her as a pretty popular girl. Her creamy brown skin is flawless, and her face is made up better than any magazine advertisement. Her black hair has mocha highlights and is perfectly blown out. She’s dressed in tiny denim shorts, a lacy tank top, and cute wedges. The girl sits with one leg crossed over the other and she holds her phone between perfectly manicured hands. Her sparkly painted fingernails fly over the screen.
My outfit leaves something to be desired. I wear sweaty running clothes which consists of a gray t-shirt printed with “Will Exercise for Chocolate” and black shorts. I remove my neon pink running hat and try to smooth my ponytailed hair. I look like the middle schooler in this group.
“What will it be?” Grandma asks when we get to the front of the line.
I turn my attention to the counter. “Oh, the usual. Sour cream donut with a small hot cocoa.”
“Alright.” Grandma smiles at the cashier. “What do you recommend today?”
“It’s feeling like a Boston Crème day today, Miss Pam. They’re extra full,” the young woman says.
“Sounds good.” Grandma gets ready to pay while the cashier gets our order.
I bite my lip. Grandma’s the sour cream donut fan and turned me on to them. What’s happened to her? First the different look, the different car, and now a different donut.
After we get our drinks, I follow Grandma to the dining area. A fluttery feeling invades my belly, and not because I’m hungry. This feels like the first day of school. It’s not the exciting first day nerves, but the anxiety inducing horror of not knowing anybody or anything.
“Have a seat and we’ll make sure everyone is introduced when Iris arrives.” Grandma points to the table of teenagers.
I swallow hard and pull out the only empty chair. I’m not sure if I should say hi to these people glued to their phones. The boy is the only one to look up and glance at me. He nods his head in greeting.
I take a small bite of my donut and peek at what everyone else eats and drinks. The boy, who I label Brainy Boy, has a small cup like mine, and I can’t tell what’s in it. He has blueberry donut holes and pops one in his mouth with his fingers every now and then. Scary Girl, the one in black, has a medium cup of what I guess is black coffee, because I can smell it. She picks up her chocolate donut, covered in chocolate frosting, and takes a large bite. I shudder. For some reason, it reminds me of how a vampire might bite someone, knowing he’ll get blood once he bites through flesh. Popular Girl, she’s obviously of a higher social status in the high school crowd than I am, has a donut with pink frosting and sprinkles. It sits uneaten on the table, and Popular Girl occasionally picks a sprinkle off without taking her eyes from her phone. She has what looks like a large, iced coffee mixed with cream.
Hoping to blend in with the crowd, I retrieve my phone and look at it. I have no new texts. Only the ones my parents sent me last night.
Mom: Glad you made it. We’ll talk soon.
Dad: Did Grandma make you cookies? Smuggle me some home.
I could text them back to look like I’m doing something, but I don’t know what to say other than…help me. I turn the phone screen off and shove it back in my bag.
“There’s Iris.” I hear Grandma’s voice and look at the entrance.
Iris walks through and a young, very good-looking guy holds the door for her. Everyone’s attention is subtly on Iris and her grandson. Scary Girl removes her feet from the table, Popular Girl uses her phone to reapply lip gloss and check herself out, and Brainy Boy mirrors me and tries to not look intimidated. I branded those at the table with stereotypical nicknames and I’m branding Iris’s grandson as Sporty Guy or Hot Guy. I’m going to go with Hot Guy, because while he looks athletic, I’m not sure if he is.
“You have a boyfriend.” Scary Girl’s voice is harsh, and she narrows her eyes at Popular Girl.
The comment doesn’t faze Popular Girl. She caps her lip gloss, rubs her lips together, makes a duck face into her phone, and then looks up. “Nothing wrong with wanting to look good.”
I glance at Iris and her grandson while they wait in line to order. If Popular Girl didn’t have a boyfriend, I’d bet money the two of them hook up if they’re here long enough. Even with a boyfriend, I’ll wager some on major flirting.
Soon enough, Iris bustles over with her grandson who carries her drink. “I guess the senior ladies are over there.” Iris points to the table with my grandma and chuckles. “And the other seniors are here. Pull up a chair, honey,” Iris tells her grandson.
Hot Guy hands Iris her drink and grabs a chair from another table. I slide over to make room for him between Brainy Boy and me.
“Why don’t you all go around and introduce yourselves? You’re going to be spending a lot of time together these next few weeks,” Iris says. She winks and the multiple bracelets on her wrist jangle when she walks away.
I frown. Why am I spending a lot of time with these people? I thought I was here to visit my grandma. Please don’t tell me these are the people Grandma wants me to let in my box. I think I’ll run out of my box before I let anyone in. Duct taping it shut might be an even better idea.
Oh. I get it. This is Grandma’s crafty plan to get me out of my box or let someone in. I tear a bite out of my donut, narrow my eyes, and send unsavory mental messages to Grandma. You will pay for this. She sips her coffee and laughs with her friends, oblivious to my discomfort.
“This is seriously worse than detention.” Scary Girl leans in as if telling a secret. “It’s like we’ve been committed.”
“You have,” Popular Girl says. “That’s why you’re here.”
Scary Girl sneers at Popular Girl. “And why are you here?”
Popular Girl ignores Scary Girl and swipes on her phone. “This is hell. It’s hot, humid, and full of old people.” Popular Girl’s eyes never leave her phone. “I’m missing a party tonight and everyone is going to be there.”
Hot Guy takes a drink and sets his cup on the table. “What’s your story?”
Everyone looks at him, but we all know who he’s talking to.
“Divorce,” Popular Girl says. “My parents are going through this crazy huge divorce and I’m stuck in the middle.”
“What’s your name and who are you with?” Hot Guy asks. He takes a bite of his chocolate crème donut covered in powdered sugar. He makes wiping his mouth with the back of his hand look casually cool, while I look like a dork.
“I’m Hannah,” Popular Girl says. “Martha is my grandmother.”
“Seriously.” Scary Girl rolls her eyes. “It’s like we’re a breakfast therapy group.”
“And you are?” Hot Guy’s eyes pivot to Scary Girl.
“Cole,” Scary Girl replies. “And Martha’s also my grandma.”
“She’s actually Colette,” Popular Girl, I mean, Hannah says with a side eye at Cole.
Scary Girl, or Cole, glares back at Hannah. “I told you not to call me that.”
Hannah shrugs her shoulders and taps on her phone. “It’s your name.”
Cole’s eyes narrow. “I go by Cole.” Cole flicks her fingers at Popular Girl, or Hannah. “And unfortunately, I’m related to her.”
Hot Guy reclines in his chair. It’s like a television program has caught his attention and he’s ready to watch. Brainy Boy and I sit on the edge of our seats, ready to bolt if anything more dramatic is going to happen. I still can’t believe we’re here for three weeks. How did Grandma manage to plan this?
“Really?” Hot Guy asks. “You’re related? You’re both staying with Martha?” He voices what me, and probably Brainy Boy, all think.
“Our moms are sisters,” Hannah answers. “My dad’s Black and hers isn’t.” Hannah flicks her fingers at Cole.
“That’s not what I meant,” Hot Guy says. He takes a slow drink from his cup. I know what he means. While the two girls look different, their personalities are on extreme ends of each other. It’ll be a miracle if they survive three weeks in the same house. And I’ve amassed this assumption in only three minutes of being with them.
“Why are you here?” Hannah eyes Hot Guy. She knows they would run in the same pack if they attended school together.
“Same reason. Divorced parents,” Hot Guy says. Hannah gives him a smile I would categorize as borderline seductive. “My dad just remarried and needs time with his wife who is barely older than me and my mom is busy moving.”
“Seriously?” Cole says. “Lame.”
“Yeah, well, you haven’t said why you’re here,” Hannah shoots back. “You wanna tell everyone why you’re here? Why you’re stuck in purgatory?”
Cole narrows her eyes. “I hate you. You’re just the grenade topping on my prison sentence.”
“You’re no picnic either,” Hannah says.
“Well,” Cole starts.
“I’m Ravi.” Brainy Boy interrupts with appropriate timing. He’s already my favorite. “I’m Patty’s grandson. I’m here because my parents are traveling, my older sister’s too busy, and I’m hoping to get time to study for my SATs without interruption.”
Hot Guy leans forward and places his elbows on the table. He wears a fraying and faded red ballcap, pulled low over his face. Short, sandy blond hair covers what I can see of his head. “And you?” Hot Guy looks at me with murky blue eyes from beneath the bill of his cap.
It takes me a moment to realize he’s talking to me. What is it about his eyes? Why do they seem familiar?
“Oh.” Blood rushes to my cheeks. “I’m Emma. Pam is my grandma. I’m here to visit her. My grandpa died in December.”
“You look familiar.” Hot Guy pushes his hat up. A small furrow forms between his eyes, which stay trained on me.
“Where are you from?” I try to shake off the feeling I know Hot Guy. He must remind me of someone.
“I’m from, um…Connecticut,” Hot Guy replies.
Nope. I don’t know anyone there. “Iris lives next door to my grandma,” I say. “Maybe we’ve seen each other before?”
“Maybe,” Hot Guys says, the furrow still between his brows.
“You look familiar,” Hannah says to Hot Guy and takes his attention off me. “Do I know you?”
Hot Guy shakes his head and lifts his drink to his face. “Nope.”
“You ever take the train into New York City?” Hannah asks Hot Guy. “I’ll be visiting my dad there after the divorce.”
“Sometimes my buddies and I come in,” Hot Guy says.
“We should totally meet up some time,” Hannah says. Cole rolls her eyes. Hannah doesn’t even know his name yet or what he’s into, and she’s making plans to meet up with Hot Guy. “Maybe you can show me around.”
Hot Guy shrugs his shoulders. “Yeah. Maybe. My…uh…girlfriend loves to show people around.”
Hannah’s body twitches, which means she’s disappointed with the girlfriend comment. It’s not overly surprising Hot Guy has a girlfriend.
My elbow bumps my napkin, and it falls to the floor. I bend over my lap and lower my face from the table to retrieve it.
“You gotta name?” Cole asks Hot Guy.
“Tyler Barnes.”
In surprise, I jerk up and the back of my head hits the bottom of the table. I flinch and try not to yelp. I don’t want to draw attention to myself. The chair screeches on the hard floor when I move it away from the table. When I sit up, everyone’s eyes are on me.
“You okay?” Hot Guy, or Tyler, asks.
I rub my head. No.
“Yeah,” I reply.
I’m not okay and it’s not because of my head.
I remember where I know Tyler from. And it’s not from meeting him in The Villages.




CHAPTER SEVEN

Ravi and I sit on opposite ends of the slipcovered sectional in Grandma’s living room. Ravi and Patty followed Grandma and me home. I finger my phone, and wish I had someone to text about the crazy turn of events. How strange is it Tyler, of all people, shows up in The Villages with me?
I’m sure Tyler doesn’t remember me, even though he said I look familiar. Back then I had long hair, glasses, and hadn’t quite developed yet. Plus, I only had one class with him freshman year and we hardly interacted. Tyler was popular, and I wasn’t. He talked, and I didn’t. He stood out, and I hid. Tyler moved after ninth grade, and there’s been no reason to think of him since then. Until today. And I need to stop thinking about him. I pick up the book next to me.
“What’re you reading?” Ravi asks after a few minutes.
I hold up my book so he can see the title. He nods his head like he knows what it is, but I kind of doubt he does. A young adult contemporary romance doesn’t seem like the book Ravi would read. I would guess he’s a non-fiction or science-fiction reader.
“What are you doing?” I gesture to the phone in Ravi’s hand.
“It’s a practice test for the SAT,” he replies. “I’m going to take the test again in the fall.”
“Hoping for a better score?”
Ravi stares at his phone and twists his lip to the side. “I guess,” he finally replies. “If I can do better than a fifteen-fifty.”
“Wow!” I grip my book tight. The highest score you can get on the test is sixteen hundred. “You must be seriously smart.”
Ravi shrugs. “I study a lot. People expect a lot.”
Ravi looks at his phone again, and while I don’t want to interrupt his studies, I’m curious of what he thinks of the others.
“The grandmas seem excited for us to meet,” I say.
“I have to say…” Ravi sets his phone down. “I was glad when you showed up.”
“Why?” I close my book and set it to the side. I don’t often have a conversation with a peer and talking to Ravi fills an unknown craving. Plus, he doesn’t know me, and I can be different, not my usual school self. This is what Grandma wants me to try.
“I don’t quite fit in with Hannah and Cole, plus Cole scares me,” Ravi says.
“Me too!” I exclaim. “I kept calling her Scary Girl in my head.”
“And Hannah is like every popular girl in my school, one who ignores my type.”
“What’s your type?” I ask.
“The nerdy guy,” Ravi replies.
My smile is flat. I classified him as Brainy Boy in my head, which I guess is nerdy to some. I’m not super smart, but some people would put me in the nerdy or dorky classification.
“What’s Tyler’s type?” I ask.
“Popular jock.”
I nod in agreement. “And mine?”
Ravi twists his lip again. “Average.”
He’s not wrong. I’m neither athletic, smart, pretty, popular, or rebellious. Even with trying to be different, I still get classified as average.
As if to breeze over how he classifies me, Ravi keeps talking. “I bet you, Tyler and Hannah hook up before the three weeks are up.”
My stomach twists ever so slightly. I thought the same thing. “She has a boyfriend, and he has a girlfriend,” I say.
“That doesn’t always stop people,” Ravi says.
“I suppose,” I say and a lump forms in my throat. I don’t like the idea of people cheating. It’s breaking a rule.
“Do you…” Ravi pauses and fiddles with his phone. “You have a boyfriend or something?”
Or something. My something is…nothing. No boyfriend or friend.
I bite my bottom lip and shake my head. “You?”
“Nah.” Ravi leans back and places his hands behind his head. “No girlfriend right now. I’m a late bloomer and counting on hitting my stride in a few years.”
“In five years, you’ll be the one hooking up with Hannah?” I ask with a smile.
“You bet,” Ravi says. “The nerdy guys always get the good-looking girls later on.”
Ravi isn’t bad looking right now. He has an understated charm, which I would call handsome.
“Nerd ends up with the popular girl and the popular guy gets the bad girl,” I say and point at my book. “Just like in books and movies.”
“What about you?” Ravi asks, his dark eyes on me. “What do you end up with?”
I shrug. I’m the loner or the leftover. “Do you think they’re up to something?” I ask, ready to change the subject.
Ravi peers through the sliding glass door to the lanai or enclosed porch, where our grandmas sit. My grandma and Patty hunker over a laptop at a small round table.
“They’re up to something,” Ravi says. “My nana told me this isn’t going to be a typical vacation. Not that I was expecting it to be.” He holds up his phone to indicate his SAT studying.
As if on cue, Grandma opens the sliding glass door. “Pool party time. It’s all figured out.” A large smile covers her face and the wrinkles around her eyes deepen.
Ravi and I glance at each other with slack expressions.
“What’s figured out?” I ask.




CHAPTER EIGHT

The grandmas are up to something. All four of them. We’re next door at Iris’s place. The senior ladies are in the house and they occasionally peer at the senior kids through the glass door and windows. The five of us haven’t progressed much beyond our names and who our grandmas are.
We all do our own thing in Iris’s swimming pool. The outdoor pool is surrounded by large beams and a screen cover. It resembles an oversized birdcage. Ravi sits at a patio table near the house with an SAT practice test on his phone. Tyler and Hannah relax in the hot tub. Hannah has her phone and takes selfies or scrolls on it. Cole sits in a lounge chair not far from the hot tub with her phone. She wears a black t-shirt and shorts.
Tyler sits with his arms outstretched and on the edges of the hot tub. He wears expensive dark shades, and I can’t tell if he’s asleep or awake. He’s so motionless he could be a statue. We haven’t spoken, and I’m not sure I should mention I know him. I peek at Tyler through my sunglasses. He’s put on more muscle and height in the past two years. His voice is deeper, and he has a shadow of facial hair, but his boyish smile and blue eyes are the same.
Tyler and I had science class together our freshman year. He was the class clown, the one who always caused silly problems, but never got in trouble because he knew how to charm the teacher. I was the quiet student who blended into the background. Our final project in the class was to fabricate boats out of cardboard and race them in the school’s pool. Tyler helped row his team’s boat and then cannonballed into the pool to everyone’s applause. I stayed on the pool deck and quietly watched everything without getting in the way.
I’m the only one in the pool now, though more accurately, I’m on the pool. Iris has a large inner tube which resembles a donut with sprinkles, and I float on it. I’m using Grandma’s suggestion to try something different. I wear the bikini, but I have a swim shirt over it. While it may look like I’m lounging, behind my dark sunglasses I observe everyone.
I drift near the wall of the hot tub. Water from the hot tub pours down a cutout in the wall and into the pool.
“Emma.” Hannah leans over me. She sits by the waterfall and Tyler stands on the edge of the hot tub with her glittery phone in his hands. “You’re in my shot,” Hannah says.
Hannah pushes my tube away from the wall with her toes. I spin in a circle, stream across the water, and slow in the middle of the pool. I paddle around to see Hannah on the edge of the hot tub, her knees bent and her feet on the other side of the small waterfall. She arches her back and looks like she’s posing for a magazine photo shoot in her tiny bikini. Tyler stands above Hannah and aims the phone at her.
“Make sure you get me in the photo and try not to get any of the birdcage walls,” Hannah commands him.
Tyler’s finger jabs the phone, and he hands it to Hannah. “There,” he says. “See if that’s what you want.”
Tyler slides into the pool from the top of the hot tub while Hannah studies her phone. “I guess I can work with it,” she says.
Tyler treads the short distance from the deep end to where he can touch near me. “How come you’re not wet yet?” A mischievous grin covers his face.
“Don’t you dare,” I warn.
Tyler slams his hands on the tube near my feet. “It’s getting hot. Don’t you want to go for a swim?”
I brace myself on the tube. “Please, don’t. I’m perfectly content here.” Tyler lifts the edge of the tube up a bit. I tighten my body in response and try to use my weight to keep the tube down. “You wouldn’t,” I say. Tyler pushes the tube up a little bit more. “Tyler!” I exclaim. I won’t be happy if he dumps me out.
“Fine.” Tyler sets the tube down, gives it a push, and sends me spinning in circles. “Whatever you want.”
“Thank you,” I say. The spinning makes me light-headed. It’s dizzying enough knowing Tyler and I went to school together and now we’re here. In The Villages. In his grandma’s pool. It’s crazy.
Tyler walks to the stairs and gets out of the pool. He grabs a towel and sits in a lounge chair next to Cole.
“Seriously!” Cole’s shrill voice breaks the stillness. “You’re such a liar.” She waves her phone at Hannah, who is still in the hot tub.
“I’m not lying,” Hannah says. “I’m only giving a selective view of my situation.”
“You make it look like you’re at a resort on a fancy vacation.” Cole sneers. “Look at this.” She holds her phone out to Tyler.
“That’s the photo I took?” Tyler’s eyebrows arch above his sunglass frame.
“You should follow me,” Hannah says to Tyler. “I’d follow you.”
“You don’t even follow me back.” Cole pulls her phone away from Tyler and swipes on it.
“For obvious reasons,” Hannah mutters in a voice loud enough for everyone to hear.
Curious, I paddle over to the edge of the pool with the intention of getting out and having a look at my phone. I have social media accounts, but I don’t do much with them. I’m fine being a loner, but social media has a way of amplifying it. I joined Twitter, thinking maybe I could connect with someone who didn’t know me, but it was a bust. The only people who followed me were total creeps or ones who wanted me to up their follower count. When I did tweet something, I would get zero likes. I don’t understand the commotion of social media. Saying something on social media or yelling into my room accomplish the same thing…nothing. At least in my room I can get a hiss from Tinkles.
I attempt to get out of the donut, lose my balance, and flip face first into the water. It’s not a worthy viral moment. I surface, sputter water out of my mouth, and hope no one saw me.
“Guess you didn’t need my help to get wet,” Tyler says.
Normally I’d stay quiet, but maybe it’s the bikini, because I respond. “I’m perfectly capable of doing it myself.”
“I can see that.” A smirk covers Tyler’s face.
I step out of the pool and water rolls off me in big drips. I try to act confident while I grab a towel.
“Oh, look,” Cole says. “Here come the jail wardens with our sentences.”
I wrap in the soft cotton towel and watch the four ladies emerge from the house. It’s the grandma brigade. They’re an eclectic mix of women. Grandma is the tallest, and I know my long legs come from her. Iris is what I would call the most “Hollywood” of the group, with sparkly clothes and shiny jewelry. She breezes into the pool area in a flowy pastel caftan that glitters and swishes with her every movement. Patty is the shortest and roundest, and what I would characterize as the most stereotypical storybook grandmother with short curly gray hair and pink cheeks. She’s dressed in sensible khaki pants with a lavender shirt and a cardigan of the same color. Martha resembles both her granddaughters. She’s fashionable and intimidating at the same time. Her silver hair is chin length with long bangs, and she reminds me of a certain actress. She’s a more elegant version of Cole and wears slim black capris and a fitted black t-shirt.
The women walk across the porch with intent. Five teenagers and four grandmas in a retirement community sounds like a recipe for disaster or a catastrophe of a social experiment. I’m still mystified as to why we’re all here at the same time, and it looks like I’m about to find out.




CHAPTER NINE

“Everyone take a seat,” Iris says. The thin gold bracelets on her wrist jangle together when she motions to the four lounge chairs near the pool. I take the furthest one, which leaves the one between Cole and me open for Ravi. Hannah positions herself on the end of Tyler’s.
The four women stand in front of us lined up according to height. Grandma, Martha, Iris, and Patty fix us in their sights. My grandma holds a stack of papers. She’s the general ready to give orders.
“Fire away,” Cole says. “It’s not like we can run far in a golfcart.”
“Cole.” Martha sighs. “We’ve talked about this. You need to try.”
“I say ship her off,” Hannah says and flicks her hair over her shoulder. Cole shoots her cousin evil looks.
“Girls!” Martha exclaims. “Please. We invited you here for a reason. This will be much easier if we get along.”
“Doubtful,” Cole mutters. “And I wasn’t invited.”
I glance at Grandma and lift my shoulders at her. What is going on? They planned a grandma ambush?
Grandma looks away from me and hands out the papers without a word. She doesn’t meet my eyes when she hands me one. I bite my lip and scan it. It’s a calendar with the days I’m here and it looks like a schedule. Each day is divided into activities chaperoned by a different grandma.
“You’re kidding!” Cole exclaims. “It’s like a class schedule. Are you trying to torture us?”
“That’s negotiable,” Martha says. “Depends on how well you stick with the plans.”
“Every. Day,” Hannah mutters. “We do something every single freaking day.”
“What if I don’t want to do this?” Cole waves the paper in her hand.
“It’s this or your other option,” Martha says to Cole.
I can’t help but wonder what Cole’s other option is.
“Exactly why are we all here?” Tyler gestures to those of us sitting.
The grandmas glance at each other.
“You’re all here to break a habit. And we thought it’d be good to have you all together to help each other.” Martha speaks first. She’s the vocal leader of the group.
“But we don’t even know each other,” Hannah says, her eyes on her phone.
“That’ll make it easier to be accountable to each other,” Martha continues. “You might end up friends by the end.”
“Cause there’s nothing like torture to bring people closer,” Cole says and smacks her gum. “I’m pretty sure this is some sort of sick entertainment for you all.”
“I can think of better entertainment,” Iris says. A sly grin appears on her face.
Martha nudges Iris. “There’ll be none of that these next three weeks.”
“Thank goodness.” Patty’s statement comes out in a soft breath. “She needs to break a habit too.”
A groan emits from Iris and her bracelets jangle with her wrist movements as she wiggles her hand at us. “And they think they’re the ones being tortured.”
Grandma clears her throat and it’s a sharp, raspy sound. “Some of you know what habit you’re here to break.” Grandma looks at me. I cross my arms over my chest. “And some of you can guess.”
“Ravi.” Patty’s voice is calm and sweet sounding, like she’s offering him a plate of cake.
Ravi stares at the paper clutched in his hand. “But I need to study! That’s why I’m here.” The paper wrinkles in his fist.
“That’s the last thing you need to do. You have a habit of studying too much,” Patty says. “You need to learn to relax. Everyone here is going to make sure you don’t study and have some fun.”
“Fun in a retirement community?” Cole asks, her voice tinged with sarcasm.
“Take what you can get.” Iris chuckles.
“Shuffleboard?” Cole smacks her gum.
“I see you’ve looked at the schedule,” Iris replies. “It’ll be fun. More fun than juvie.”
The rest of us bend our heads to the calendar. Tomorrow, after donuts, we’re scheduled to play shuffleboard with Patty.
“Hannah.” Martha looks at her other granddaughter. Hannah types away on her phone. “Hannah.”
“Hmm.” Hannah keeps her focus on her phone.
“Everyone here will help Hannah break her cell phone and social media habit,” Martha says.
“I’m not addicted.” Hannah’s focus doesn’t break from her phone. “I just have things to keep up with.”
“Twenty hours a day?” Martha asks.
Cole reaches over and grabs Hannah’s phone. “I’ll be happy to help.”
“Hey!” Hannah swipes at her cousin. “That’s my phone.”
Martha points her finger between her granddaughters. “You’re both on my phone plan and I put the family link on. I can see how long you spend on your phones and limit your time. Everyone here is going to make sure Hannah focuses on some real-world things and not social media things.”
“None of you are allowed to post photos of your time here to social media,” Iris adds with a glance at her grandson. Tyler doesn’t look at anyone.
“Like I would post anything with all of you,” Hannah says.
“You can’t even post yourself,” Martha says with narrowed eyes. “No social media at all for you.”
“Grandma!” Hannah exclaims. “That isn’t fair.”
“Three weeks,” Martha says. “You can do it.”
Cole laughs and holds the phone out to Hannah. “Think you’ll lose some followers if you post less?”
Hannah grabs her phone. “Like it matters to you. You only ever think of yourself.”
“And…” Martha says it loud. “Everyone will help Cole stay away from smoking and drinking. And make sure she’s helping others.”
“I’ve been clean for two weeks.” Cole crosses her arms over her chest and smacks the gum she chews.
“Which explains why you’re cranky as hell,” Hannah says. The vicious looks continue between the two cousins.
“And Emma…” Grandma butts in. I keep my arms crossed over my chest and stay silent. I know what’s coming. “Needs to break her rule following habit. She has to prove to me every day she’s broken a rule, no matter how small. But nothing that gets her arrested.”
“Cole should be able to help her with that,” Hannah says. “Not sure about the getting arrested part though.”
“Happy to help her break rules,” Cole says. “See, I can help others.” She smiles at me, which doesn’t make me feel any better. Cole’s smiles are wicked. “And what about Mr. Perfect over there?” Cole turns her evil smile on Tyler.
Tyler’s quiet and I wonder what habit Iris wants him to break.
“Tyler needs to stop being a people pleaser and find what pleases him,” Iris says.
“What the…” Cole sputters. “He’s supposed to be an irritating prick like Hannah. How are we supposed to be accountable to that?”
“I thought you were the irritating prick,” Hannah says.
“We don’t need the name calling,” Martha says in a loud voice. “You all are nearly adults.”
“Not adult enough to avoid being here.” Cole smacks her gum.
“Exactly,” Martha says. “But you’re all adult enough to obey our rules or suffer the consequences.”
“As if this isn’t a consequence,” Cole mutters.
All the teenagers nod, except me. I’m not sure what to think. I hate consequences, which is why I’m a dedicated rule follower.
“Tyler may displease you by making some of his own decisions. He’s not to try to please you all by following along,” Iris says again, her light eyes trained on her grandson.
“He can get out of this?” Cole waves the paper in her hand. “While we can’t.”
“No,” Martha says. “The schedule is non-negotiable. Other things might be, but not the schedule.”
“You all need to think about who you are and who you want to be,” Patty adds.
“You’re not going to make us write an essay about who we think we are, are you?” Cole asks.
I’d rather write an essay than do all of this. The schedule indicates I’ll be spending a lot of time with these people, and I’m not sure I want to. I’m a happy loner. I like my box. People scare me. Cole scares me, and the thought of letting her in my box is frightening.
“This time is about improving yourself, trying something different, and breaking some habits,” Grandma says to a chorus of teen groans. It’s the same talk she gave me last night.
“This is like a group therapy session,” Cole says.
“If you want to think of it like that, then fine, it is,” Martha says. “Cheap therapy. You do have the option of being sent away.”
“I really can’t study?” Ravi waves the paper.
“It’s not going to kill you,” Patty says.
“Until I fail my SAT.” Ravi pushes up his glasses and wipes a sheen of sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand.
“You’ll be fine,” I say. Normally quiet in group settings, I try out something different by speaking up. “I don’t think you’re going to fail, and you’ll do fine with the high score you have.”
“You have a high score?” Cole asks and Ravi nods. “Why the heck are you still studying?”
“You don’t get it,” Ravi says. “There’s all this pressure. Everyone expects me to get into a good college.”
“My dad expects me to do things too,” Tyler mutters.
Iris pinches her lips and watches her grandson. Tyler repeatedly taps his right foot on the concrete.
“You wanna compare parents?” Cole asks. “At least you have some around.”
My heart pinches. My parents may always be busy, but at least they’re around.
Martha raises her hands. “We may be old in your eyes, but we get it. Your parents pressure you, your parents don’t pay attention to you, your parents are addicts, your parents put you in the middle, and your parents do things you don’t approve of. Parents make mistakes, we made mistakes, we’re still making mistakes, and you’re making mistakes. For these three weeks you can forget all that. We love you. That’s why you’re here.”
“I’m gonna be sick.” Cole looks ready to bolt.
“Do you all have to break habits too?” Hannah asks. She holds her phone up, like she’s recording the conversation.
“No,” Iris says. “There are some benefits to getting old.”
“I don’t think that’s quite fair,” Cole says, a side glance at her cousin. “You’re never too old to break a habit. I think you all need to break one too.”
Martha raises her hands as the teenagers start to grumble. “Next vacation. You can pick the schedule and determine the habit breaking.”
“I’m going to need that in writing,” Cole says.
Hannah waves her phone, a gleeful smile on her face. “I got it on video.”
“Perfect.” Cole’s evil smile returns, and it looks like she mulls over devious plans.
“Fine.” Martha sighs. “Here are the rules.” I perk up a bit. I can do rules. Martha lifts a finger as she names each one. “One. Follow the schedule.”
Maybe I can…
“Emma.” Grandma interrupts both Martha and my thought. “You’re not allowed to break these rules.”
I slump back in my chair. Grandma knows me well.
“Two,” Martha says. “Obey your grandmas. Three. Be respectful. Help and encourage each other. And four. No secrets these three weeks. Everything is out in the open. If you see someone cheating on their habit, spill it.”
I bite my lip. This is so screwed up. I’m supposed to break rules and follow the rules.
“Now that that’s over.” Grandma claps her hands together. “Who wants cookies?”
We only answer with faces all shades of different misery.




CHAPTER TEN

“What a coincidence your friends have grandchildren visiting at the same time,” I say later in the evening when I sit on a stool at Grandma’s kitchen island.
“The real coincidence is you’re all the same age.” Grandma places a large glass in front of me. “It’s like we were meant to be friends.”
Grandma met Patty before Grandpa died. After Grandpa’s funeral, Patty introduced Grandma to Martha. One evening the three ladies were having drinks on Grandma’s back patio when Iris walked outside. Iris has lived next to Grandma for a couple of years, but they never interacted while Grandpa was alive. Grandma invited Iris over, and the four women became fast friends, or bosom buddies, as Grandma hilariously puts it.
I pull the glass containing soda water, chocolate syrup, and vanilla ice cream in front of me. It’s cold and the foam from the chocolate soda threatens to topple over the edge of the glass. I slurp some foam off the top. Grandpa always had me suck the foam before he added the ice cream.
“How did you manage to get us all here at the same time?” I ask. This conversation is probably being repeated in three other homes.
“It was a fortunate stroke of serendipity,” Grandma says. She sits next to me and dips a spoon in her chocolate soda.
I shovel a chunk of ice cream in my mouth. I like how the liquid creates a chocolate crust on the surface of the ice cream.
“And the habit breaking thing?” I ask. “How did that come about?”
“Martha wanted suggestions on how to help Cole with her habits and to keep her occupied and wah lah…” Grandma twirls her spoon like it’s a magic wand.
“I’m not sure if you all are complete geniuses or lunatics,” I say. “But definitely crazy old ladies with too much time on your hands.”
Grandma laughs and her spoon clanks against the glass. “Sorry,” she says.
“It’s alright,” I say. Grandma asked me to visit under false pretenses, but she loves me.
“I know this isn’t quite how your grandpa made them.”
“Oh.” She’s talking about the chocolate soda. Grandpa always made me one before bedtime. It was his tradition when I visited. It’s thoughtful of Grandma to try and keep it up, but yes, she doesn’t make it like he did.
We eat our chocolate sodas in silence. I miss the stories Grandpa told when we ate together. He loved to talk about the antics he got into with his four brothers when they were young. I miss the way Grandpa’s deep laugh would rattle Grandma’s collection of vintage teacups.
I suck up the remnants of soda at the bottom of the glass. Grandma takes it from me and prevents me from making more annoying noises with the straw.
“What rule have you broken today?” Grandma asks.
Right. I’m supposed to be breaking rules. Something I hate to do. “I hope you’re ready to send me home,” I say.
Grandma rinses the glasses in the sink and turns to me. “Only if you’re ready to fail.”
I groan. I follow rules because I hate failing.
“You either break a rule or you fail,” Grandma says.
“You’re evil,” I say and narrow my eyes at Grandma. “Completely evil. You and all your little friends.”
Grandma smiles, one reminiscent of Cole’s evil smile. “This is the perfect opportunity to be different and break some rules around people you don’t know,” Grandma says. “After three weeks, you leave, and chances are you won’t ever see them again. What do you have to lose?”
Everything. Nothing. Something.
I only shrug.
“Emmaline Sawyer Garcia.” Grandma brings out my full name and eyes me, as if she can see deep into my soul and knows what’s there. “Don’t be afraid to make friends.”
I run a finger along a vein in the countertop. Perhaps it’s easier to let strangers into my box than it is to let in people I’ve grown up with.
“I know Tyler,” I say. My eyes follow the finger tracing the dark vein amidst the light surface of the countertop.
“Iris’s grandson?” Grandma asks. I look up to see surprise on her face. The same surprise I must have had on mine when I realized I know Tyler. “The boy next door?”
I nod.
“That’s a coincidence,” Grandma says.
I explain how we went to school together until our freshman year. I’m sure Grandma picks up on my humiliation that I remember Tyler and he doesn’t have a clue. I shouldn’t be humiliated, but the feeling pricks at me. There’s no reason he should remember me. I haven’t done anything worth remembering.
Grandma wraps me in a side hug. “No need to tell him. It’s only three weeks and then you’re both headed home. And if he doesn’t remember a sweet girl like you, it’s his own damn shame.”
“Thanks, Grandma,” I whisper, and relish the hug and touch I normally shun.
“Now stop stalling. What rule are you breaking?”
I slap my palms on the counter. “Maybe you should send me home.”
But I know Grandma’s right. If she can easily try different things, like a wardrobe and haircut, then I can too. No one here knows me, and they don’t need to. I can make up a different version of me for these three weeks. Goodbye, usual me. Hello, different me. And different me breaks rules. On the counter is a left-over donut wrapped in aluminum foil. I grab it and stick it in the microwave.
“You’re not supposed to put foil in the microwave,” Grandma says.
I push the door closed with a satisfying click and set the timer for ten seconds. “I know,” I say, ready to break my first rule.
Grandma laughs. “You’re a rebel with a donut.” She waves her finger, a gesture for me to start the microwave.
I smile as I push the start button. If all rule breaking is this easy, then the next three weeks will be a piece of cake…or a donut.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

I wake up early the next morning for a run. I joined the cross-country team my sophomore year in an effort to add something to my college applications. A team sport, like volleyball or soccer, doesn’t appeal to me. Cross-country running seems the best fit for someone who prefers to keep to themselves. A surprising bonus is, I really like running.
While I run through The Villages, I contemplate the situation I currently find myself in. I don’t know how three weeks is going to change my perspective on anything. I’ve heard it takes at least thirty days to break a habit, and there’s only nineteen left. Plus, following rules isn’t a habit, it’s the right thing to do.
My feet pound the ground and I take a deep inhale of the moisture laden air. As much as I hate to admit it, I’m drawn to the idea of what I can be like when I’m not worried what others think. It might be refreshing to see who I am around people I don’t know. Grandma said this would be a good chance to try out a different me with people who have no stake in my future. I guess we’re thinking the same thing, but the usual me isn’t so sure about a different me.
I round a corner into the neighborhood where Grandma lives. I’m not sure what rule I’ll break today. Being different is one thing, but breaking rules still sets my heart hammering and my nerves raging. These next couple of weeks are either going to make me or break me. There must be some way I can still follow the rules and make it look like I broke them.
In Grandma’s housing development there aren’t sidewalks and I run facing the oncoming traffic. Outside her neighborhood, wide sidewalks line the main roads leading to other neighborhoods and the town centers. I glance in all directions and don’t notice any cars or golfcarts. I’m six houses away from Grandma’s. My heart starts to race, not because I’m running hard, but because I’m thinking of breaking a rule. I need to be different me. Different me breaks a rule a day.
I look both ways, take a deep breath, pump my arms, and cross the street. I run with my back to the traffic. This doesn’t feel right, and it makes me nervous to have the cars at my back. My palms sweat, and I already drip profusely from the humidity. No one is around, but I feel like everyone judges me for not running against the traffic. My shoes strike the pavement and I pick up speed. If I must break a rule, I might as well do it fast and get it over with.
Iris’s house is on a corner lot and when I run by Tyler walks out the front door. I want to look away and pretend I don’t see him, but we’ve already locked eyes.
“Emma,” he calls, a smile on his face. The braces he had in ninth grade have been replaced with straight teeth. “Wait up.”
I slow to a walk and stop at the edge of Iris’s driveway. Tyler hurries my way, a leash in his hand connected to something resembling a large rodent.
“Did you go for a run?” Tyler asks.
I nod, as if my running clothes and the sweat pouring off me isn’t evidence enough. Now that I’ve stopped and air isn’t blowing over me, the sweat accumulates. The back of my shirt is moist and beads of sweat form on my neck. A trickle of moisture runs down the center of my chest and I’m afraid it’s going to pass through my sports bra and get my shirt wet. I don’t need boob sweat in front of Tyler.
The short-haired mammal with Tyler barks once at me. It’s a high-pitched squeaky bark.
“I didn’t know Iris has a dog.” I eye the small brown chihuahua mix. I’m not a huge fan of animals, and most of them don’t like me.
“Gaga’s only had Pookie for a few months,” Tyler says with a shrug of his shoulders.
“Gaga?”
“That’s what we call my grandma. She says she goes by it because it sounds fancy and doesn’t make her feel old, but it’s really because my older brother couldn’t say grandma and he called her gaga and it stuck.” Tyler jiggles the leash connected to the body collar on the tiny dog.
I point a finger at the animal. “And Pookie?”
Tyler’s head shakes. “I know, it’s a stupid name for this dog. She should be named Killer or Beast or something else. She has a Napoleon complex and thinks she’s a huge dog.” As Tyler speaks, Pookie yips and walks in my direction. “Pookie, no!” Tyler jiggles the leash again. Pookie starts to circle and I take a step back from the tiny ankle biter. Before I can move away from her, the tiny brown dog sits her rear on my right shoe. “Huh.” Tyler’s lips crinkle. “That’s new. She usually hates people. That’s why we kept her in a bedroom yesterday.”
I’m not sure if I should move my foot or what I’m supposed to do. I don’t voluntarily get close to animals. “I’m not usually a fan of dogs,” I say and wiggle my toes in the shoe Pookie sits on. She tilts her head back and bares her teeth. I stop moving my foot.
“She peed on my shoe the first time I met her. Right in the garage when I was getting my stuff out of the car,” Tyler says.
“Doesn’t that mean she marked you as her territory?” I keep my eyes on the furball.
“I didn’t see it like that,” Tyler says. “Anyways, I have to walk the little terror every morning. Do you want to join me?”
I pause for a moment. I usually walk when I finish my run and I don’t want to be rude and head off on my own when Tyler’s invited me to join, but I’m a little wary. Would he invite me if he remembers me?
“Sure.” I jiggle my foot and Pookie slides off.
We start to walk, and I let usual me slip off too. This is the second time in two days I’ve had a conversation with someone. Plus, a dog sat on my foot. Different me is on a roll.
Pookie veers into the unnaturally green grass of a neighbor’s lawn, spins three times, and proceeds to drop a smelly load. Tyler leaves after Pookie hops onto the road. I remain standing where we stopped to let Pookie do her business.
I clear my throat loudly and Tyler looks back. “Aren’t you going to clean that up?” I point to the sign stuck in the grass printed with…There isn’t a poop fairy. Clean it up! An image of a large yellow man with wings dressed in a pink leotard with a tutu adorns the poster.
“I’m not supposed to please people,” Tyler says.
“That’s the dog not pleasing people.” I point to Pookie’s mess. “You should clean it up.”
“Aren’t you supposed to be breaking rules?” Tyler asks. I can’t see his expression with the dark sunglasses and hat he has on.
“I already broke one today,” I say. “And you saw me.”
“No, I didn’t,” Tyler replies. “I didn’t witness anything.”
“I ran on the wrong side of the road,” I say and plant my hands on my hips.
Tyler chuckles. “I’m not agreeing to be a witness to that.”
Pookie lifts her chin and barks, encouraging me. “I’m not agreeing to leave poop in someone’s yard.” I stare back at Tyler.
Pookie yips and barks, runs after a green anole, and tugs hard enough on her leash to jerk Tyler.
He releases an exasperated sigh. “Okay,” he says. “I’ll clean it up if you take the sign.”
“Why?” I remain with my hands on my hips.
“Isn’t the sign technically against the rules? People here sign a deed and aren’t allowed to have signs and decorations in their front lawns.”
“Yes,” I agree. “But...”
Tyler removes a waste bag from his pocket. “But the sign is gaudy. That couldn’t have been approved for their front lawn.”
I bite my bottom lip. An uneasy feeling comes over me. “Isn’t it stealing?”
“Think of it as helping them to follow the rule they agreed to when they moved here.”
I hesitate and look at the placard stuck in the green grass. It really is a ridiculous sign.
Tyler holds the dog bag out and waves it. “I’ll get the poop. You take the sign,” he says.
The poop fairy stares at me and his dull black eyes beckon to me. “Fine. You first,” I say. I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this.
Tyler plasters a grin on his face, and I have an urge to shove him in the dog poop. He bags the mess and stares at me. “Your turn.”
Usual me would never steal a sign. Different me takes over and I do something impulsive. I yank the sign out of the grass. Adrenaline surges through me and I hightail it away from the scene of the crime. I hold the sign in front of my stomach and Tyler rushes to catch up. “What am I supposed to do with it?” I clutch the sign tight. I can’t believe I took it.
Pookie trots ahead and Tyler gazes at me. “I wasn’t sure you’d really take it.”
“Well, I did.” I glance around to see if anyone saw me. “Now what do I do?” The sign is too big to stick in a pocket and I’m not sure it’ll fit under my shirt. I feel a need to hide it and I pick up the pace of our walk.
A couple rounds the corner and heads our direction on the opposite side of the street. My eyes widen and I look at Tyler. The poop fairy sign is visible in my hands. Tyler only grins. He’s not worried and wants to see how I’ll react. I shove my right hand with the sign behind Tyler’s back. It looks like I have my arm wrapped around Tyler’s waist, but I don’t touch him.
“Nice move.” Tyler proceeds to put his left arm over my shoulders. “Does this bother you?” The smirk on his face shows it doesn’t bother him.
I roll my eyes and try not to grimace. I’m so sweaty. “Let’s just get by them.”
Pookie yips and looks back at me. I glare at her. It’s her fault I’m in this position.
“Does it displease you to pretend you’re my girlfriend?” Tyler asks.
“You’re not getting off that easy,” I say, thinking of his habit.
“Hey.” Tyler’s voice has a whine to it. “I got you to break a rule, the least you can do is let me displease you.”
“Are you displeasing your girlfriend by pretending I’m yours?”
“I doubt it.” Tyler smiles at the walkers approaching.
We exchange hellos with the older couple as they pass. Once they’re out of sight, I pull my hand with the sign back in front. Tyler’s arm falls off me when I step away from him.
“See?” Tyler says. “It’s not even eight and we’ve both accomplished our task for the day. I displeased you, and you took something that isn’t yours.”
“I never said you displeased me,” I say. The feel of Tyler’s arm around me still ripples through my body.
“That means you like having my arm around your sweaty shoulder?” he asks.
I groan. “You’re impossible.”
Tyler grins.
I’m tempted to wipe the grin off his face and embarrassed to think how I want to do it.




CHAPTER TWELVE

Tyler and I part ways after our walk.
“See you in a bit.” Tyler waves as he heads to Iris’s.
It’s such a simple thing to say…see you in a bit. Tyler will see me, which is different. I’m not used to being seen, because I either blend in and hide, or people don’t notice me.
It’s funny to think these three weeks could change anything about me. I highly doubt they will unless something fully consumes me. I look at the sign in my hand. The poop fairy smiles back at me, like he’s pleased I broke a rule. These three weeks are a change from the normal.
I drop the sign on the kitchen island where Grandma reads the local newspaper. She’s dressed and ready for the day. Her hair is done, and she even has makeup on. The outfit she wears is a little more subdued than the first day I was here, but it’s still not what I’m used to seeing her in. Skinny short pants and a pink peasant top were not in Grandma’s closet the last time I visited.
“What’s that?” Grandma points to the poop fairy sign.
“I broke a rule,” I say. “I stole someone’s sign.” A wave of guilt washes over me with the word stole. I took something that doesn’t belong to me. I’m a horrible, horrible person.
Grandma lowers the reading glasses on her nose and turns the sign in her hand with a sour expression. “They’ll let people have these in their yard and I get a noncompliance notice about a tiny white cross hidden in a bush.”
“What cross and what notice?”
“In a floral arrangement from the senior church group at your grandpa’s funeral, there was a little white cross. Once the flowers died, I kept the cross and put it under the bush by the front walk. I know it’s probably a cheap little cross you get at the dollar store, but it reminds me of your grandpa and the people he touched,” Grandma says.
I open the front door and peer out. The cross is about four inches tall and nowhere near as gaudy as a poop fairy. I never noticed the cross until now. Back in the kitchen, Grandma shows me the noncompliance notice. She has a week to remove the cross. I’m all for following rules, but this seems a little absurd.
“Do the poop fairy people get noncompliance notices?” I ask.
Grandma shakes her head. “Someone makes money off those things, because they’re in yards all over.”
“That doesn’t seem right,” I say. “What can you do about it?”
“I’m going to ignore it,” Grandma says. “Then be called in before the compliance committee and get fined.”
“Do you know who reported you?” I read over the paper and someone had to have reported Grandma for the deed violation.
“No, it’s anonymous,” Grandma says.
“Got any enemies?” I ask.
“None that I know of.” Grandma takes off her reading glasses, smooths her hair, and stands up. “Now come on, it’s time to go meet everyone.”
I’m still in my sweaty running clothes. It would feel nice to shower, eat here, and then lounge on a chair in the lanai with a book. “I already broke my rule for the day,” I remind Grandma, hoping she’ll let me stay. How can I stomach a donut after stealing?
“Still have the schedule to follow.” She picks up her purse.
“I might become your enemy,” I say.
“You’re too nice for that.” Grandma grabs my cheek in her fingers and gives it a squeeze. “Now let’s go. We can swing by where you took the sign from.”
“Why?”
Grandma hands me the sign. “Because I see the guilt written all over your face. I want you breaking rules, but I don’t want to wreck your conscience. You can stick it back in their yard.”
My shoulders sag in relief. Two rules broken, only seventeen more to go. I can do this.
◆◆◆
 
I sit at a table with the teenagers, my usual sour cream donut and hot cocoa in front of me.
Hannah shakes her phone. “This is so unfair.” She jabs her finger on it.
“She’s locked out,” Cole explains. “Already used her hour for the day.”
“It’s not even nine,” Tyler says. “You’ve already been on your phone for an hour?”
“I can only call or text the grandmas and the four of you. This is so lame.” Hannah shoves her phone in her purse. “What am I supposed to do all day?”
Cole throws her feet up on the table edge and grins. “This might be fun after all.”
“What kind of person gets joy out of other people’s misery?” Hannah eyes her cousin.
“Me.” Cole tilts her head back. “And obviously the old ladies.”
The four grandmas are at the same table as yesterday. They cluster together like a bunch of hens and talk in low voices.
“You’re supposed to be helping people,” Hannah complains to her cousin. “Help me.”
“I’m also not supposed to encourage your phone habit.” Cole squints from the force of her wicked grin. I think an evil smile is the only one she knows how to do.
“How am I supposed to communicate with my boyfriend?” Hannah looks over her shoulder. “Grandma. How do I contact Jordan?”
“Letter,” Martha says loud enough for us to hear. “It’s what we used to do in my day. Pen and paper. Have you heard of it?”
“You had phones,” Hannah says with a whining tone. “This isn’t fair.”
“Rotary phones with cords. At our house,” Martha says. “I had to share with my entire family of seven and sometimes the neighbors.”
“And you had to walk uphill in snow to school both ways, with a hot potato in your pocket on the way there and you ate it for lunch, so your hands froze on the way home.” Hannah rolls her eyes. “I’ve heard the story before.”
“Exactly.” Martha points her finger at Hannah. “You have an hour on your phone, use it wisely.”
“So unfair,” Hannah mutters.
Cole laughs. “This is already a good day.”
Hannah glares at Cole and turns to Ravi. She bats her long mascara covered eyelashes. “Ravi,” she says, her voice sweetened. “Let me use your phone.”
Ravi hesitates for a moment, his phone clutched in his hand. Finally, he shakes his head. “Nope.”
“Tyler?” Hannah bats her eyelashes again and puckers her glossed lips. “Come on. You know what I’m dealing with. You’re away from your girlfriend. Help another girl communicate with her guy.” Tyler shakes his head and Hannah groans. “You all are heartless.”
“An hour, sweetie,” Martha sings. “You have an hour, and you didn’t choose to spend it on your boyfriend.”
Cole laughs again.
“I’m not even asking you,” Hannah says to Cole, and turns to me. “Emma.” She smacks her hands on the table like she’s making a deal. “Will you help me out?”
I pause. If we were in school together, the usual me would hand my phone over no questions asked. Not that anyone would ask me in the first place. I’m trying something different and everyone else has refused to share with Hannah. I shake my head. “Nope, sorry,” I say.
“Have you broken a rule today?” Hannah asks. “Break that one.”
“I already witnessed her breaking a rule,” Tyler says. I nod and take a bite of my donut, proud of my different me. “And I pretty much displeased her in the process, which means Emma and I have accomplished our tasks for the day.”
I roll my eyes at Tyler. “I’m not sure about displeasing me, but you just displeased Hannah.”
“Yeah,” Hannah agrees. “You should make it up to me and let me use your phone.”
“Nice.” Tyler leans back in his chair and places his hands behind his head. He wears his faded red ballcap again. There’s a tiny dimple in his left cheek when he grins. “Thanks for pointing that out. I’m rocking this habit breaking stuff.”
“You don’t need to act all cocky,” I say. “It’s not attractive.”
Oh. My. What did I just say? Unlike usual me, different me leaks obnoxious comebacks.
“And breaking the rules is attractive.” Tyler smiles at me, the dimple still there.
I hide a red face behind my cup. I can’t tell if he was making a statement or asking a question.
“What’d you do?” Cole asks me. She takes a bite of some jelly-filled donut and a shudder passes through me, lessening the heat building in my body. She really reminds me of a vampire.
“Stole a sign,” I reply, and hope Tyler doesn’t say it’s a poop fairy sign. I also won’t mention I jumped out of Grandma’s golfcart and stuck it back in the grass, hoping the owners never knew it was gone.
Cole’s head bobs. “Nice.” She gestures to Ravi. “You stayin’ clean?”
“What?” Ravi looks up from his lap.
“Whatcha doing there?” Cole reaches over and grabs Ravi’s phone. She presses her lips together.
“Come on.” Ravi tries to grab his phone. “Give it to me.”
“No, give it to me.” Hannah reaches for it.
Cole holds the phone to her chest and her eyebrows bounce up and down. “Looks like someone needs a filter on their phone. This is obscene.”
She turns the phone screen to the rest of us. I close my eyes.
“Aw, man,” I hear Tyler say. “What’re you doing?”
“It was only a few minutes,” Ravi says, his voice full of guilt. “I couldn’t help it.”
“That’s how you choose to use your time on your phone?” Hannah asks in a disgusted voice.
Cole makes a tsking sound with her tongue. “Guess we’re going to have to keep an eye on you.”
I crack an eye to see what’s on the phone screen and open my eyes fully when I realize it’s another practice test for the SAT.
“Ravi!” Patty scolds from a table over. “I’m going to have to confiscate your phone!”
“It’s like they have supersonic hearing.” Ravi pockets his phone. “I thought hearing was supposed to fade as you get older.”
“I heard that,” Patty says in a singsong voice.
Ravi only shakes his head, his dark hair moving side to side. I offer him a smile. It’s hard to break habits.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

After a mixing up of golfcarts, Cole joins Patty and Ravi in theirs. My grandma rides home with Iris, and Hannah joins Tyler and me for the ride to the activity center where we’re playing shuffleboard with Patty.
“Emma,” Hannah says from the back of the golfcart. “Break a rule. Just take a different turn and drive us away from here. Like to a place where I can get another cell phone.”
“Following the schedule is a rule I’m not allowed to break,” I say and trail Patty’s golfcart into the parking lot.
Hannah sighs. “The bright side of my phone not working is I can’t document this lame outing. I’m not sure how I can spin shuffleboard to be cool.”
“Come on now.” Tyler twists to look at Hannah. “Shuffleboard is not lame. And if anyone can spin shuffleboard to be cool, I bet you can.”
I can’t see Hannah behind me, but I can imagine the smile she has on her face. I marvel at Tyler’s ability to please people by saying the right thing at the right time.
We follow Patty to the storage shed where the items are kept for the various activities. Dressed in purple slacks, a colorful blouse with large flowers, and a purple cardigan, Patty looks ready for a tea party rather than shuffleboard.
“Now we need those long stick thingies and the pucks or whatever they’re called.” Patty points with her left hand, a large diamond on her ring finger. “Enough for all of us. We’ll play on three courts or boards with two of us at each.”
“Nana?” Ravi looks at his grandmother before he grabs a pole. “Have you ever played shuffleboard?”
Patty takes the pole Ravi hands her. “No, but I’ve always wanted to learn. I thought this would be a great time.”
“Because we can’t say no?” Cole pushes her sunglasses on top of her head and enters the storage shed.
Patty pats Cole on the arm. “Yes, dear. Your grandmother always says no. I expect you’ll be doing things with the other ladies the rest of us won’t do with them.”
“Fantastic.” Cole’s voice drips with sarcasm thicker than the humid air.
“You’ll be my partner for the first round, dear,” Patty says to Cole.
“Fantastic,” Cole says and smacks her gum.
“Isn’t it though?” Patty scrunches her face into a mock excited look. Or maybe it’s just her natural excited look. I can’t tell if Patty’s being sarcastic or not because she seems delighted to have Cole as her partner. Patty has a bounce to her step and her cheeks flush pink as we head to the boards.
Ravi and I are partners, while Tyler and Hannah are paired together.
“What do you think?” Ravi asks after taking his first shot. His puck pushes mine out of bounds.
“About what?” I line up my puck and push it across. “Shuffleboard?” I wince as my pucks stops in the ten off box, which means I lose ten points.
Ravi takes my position for his turn. “This whole schedule and habit breaking thing?”
I lean on my pole. “I thought I was here to only visit my grandma and cheer her up.”
“Me too,” Ravi says. “I thought I’d be studying. Now we’re the ones needing cheering up.”
“This is so far from the vacation I expected.” I glance around at the people surrounding me. Never would I have predicted I’d be playing shuffleboard with the likes of these people, or even talking to them.
“Think someone’s going to break?” Ravi asks.
“Me,” I say, entirely serious. “Breaking rules makes me anxious. I hate it.”
“Cole seemed impressed you stole something,” Ravi says.
I line up my shot, and take it, again only managing to knock one of my own pucks out of scoring. “It’s not that impressive. It was only a poop fairy sign,” I say. I’m glad Grandma let me return the sign or I’m sure it’d still be gnawing at my conscience. “How are you doing?”
Ravi snorts and looks at the pucks, lining up his shot. “I’m already in study withdrawal. I keep seeing shuffleboard as a big math problem.” His puck lands squarely in the ten-point section.
“Maybe that’s why you’re winning.” I line up for my last shot. “If I hadn’t already broken a rule today, I’d be thinking about cheating on this game. I’m losing by a long shot.” My last shot overshoots everything and I’m left with a negative score.
I follow Ravi to the other side to play another round. Ravi motions his head toward Hannah and Tyler who are two boards away from us.
“Sure you don’t wanna bet they hook up?” Ravi asks.
I watch Hannah and Tyler. They laugh at something, and as Hannah takes her turn, Tyler reaches out and knocks her pole. Hannah swats at Tyler’s chest, and from a distance I can tell it’s playful and flirty because of their smiles.
“I don’t know,” I say. “I guess anything’s possible.”
Ravi starts this round and pushes his puck across the board. “I have to say, I’m glad you’re my partner.”
“I bet you are,” I reply. “It’s not taking much for you to beat me.” I take my turn and demonstrate how awful I’m at this game.
Ravi laughs. “See, you’re just easy to get along with. It still feels awkward with the others.”
I lean against my pole and watch Ravi. I’ve never entertained the idea I’m easy to get along with. My past and lack of friends would say otherwise. This is all so strange, but nice.
“If you want friends in low places…” My breath hitches at the foreign word of friend. “You’ve come to the right place.”
“You mean friends with low scores.” Ravi points to my dismal shot.
“I don’t hide what I bring to the table,” I say. I only hide the usual me, the one who didn’t know she’s aching for a friend.
Ravi pushes his glasses up and looks at me with his dark eyes. “You want the truth?”
“About what?” I push my puck and it lands on the ten off spot.
“You really suck at this,” Ravi says.
We both laugh and I’m the one who pushes Ravi when it’s his turn.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

After I lose every round of shuffleboard, we head to Patty’s for lunch.
“Air conditioning is the best invention ever,” Hannah says when we walk through the door. It’s almost frigid in Patty’s house. It’s impossible to dress in the same outfit for the outdoors of Florida and the indoors of refrigerated air. You’re either going to be warm in one or cold in the other.
“Why don’t you kids go chat in the living room while I get lunch ready,” Patty says.
“Do you need any help?” I ask.
“I’d be happy to help,” Tyler adds from behind me.
Patty pats me on the arm. “You’re such dears, but no. Go enjoy yourselves. I have most everything ready. It’s not often I get to cook for a group anymore.”
“Okay.” I hesitate while Tyler walks by and follows the others. “Thanks,” I say.
I’d rather hang out of the way, but I follow everyone into the living room. Ravi and Cole each occupy the two single chairs and the only other place available is the couch with Hannah and Tyler. I sit close to the edge, away from Tyler who sits in the middle.
The interior of Patty’s house is very feminine with splashes of floral and chintz. It’s like a beach and country house gave birth. The living room is decorated with floral pattern chairs, a turquoise couch, and shell crusted lamps. There are even lace doilies under the lamps.
“Where do you live, Ravi?” Tyler asks. He’s the people pleaser and the first one to break the ice and ask questions.
“Near Chicago,” Ravi replies.
“What’s your school like?” Tyler asks.
“Private. A college prep academy,” Ravi says.
Cole slaps Ravi on the arm. “You’re wondering how you can get to your room to get a book to study, aren’t you? Or how you can look at your phone?”
Ravi’s phone is clenched in his hands between his knees. He won’t agree or deny.
“What about you, Cole? Where are you from? What’s your school like?” Tyler leans forward, his elbows on his knees to await Cole’s answer.
“My school’s lame. Not nearly big enough to get lost, and small enough everyone knows everyone’s business. It’s in New Mexico,” Cole replies.
“You’re used to heat then,” Tyler says.
“But not the damn humidity,” Cole says. “It’s like a steam room out there.”
The conversation feels forced and awkward. No one seems willing to divulge too much about themselves. I know I’m not willing to share where I live.
Hannah tells us she’s from upstate New York, but her dad is relocating to New York City. Tyler lives in Connecticut with his dad. He visits his mom in Alabama, but she’s in the process of moving.
“What about you, Emma?” Tyler’s blue eyes are on me. I notice he has a large freckle on his cheekbone, under his right eye.
“I…” I don’t want to tell Tyler where I’m from. I’m afraid of the humiliation of him not knowing me, and of me remembering him. “I…” I need to stall somehow.
“Lunch!” Patty’s musical voice exclaims from the nearby dining room.
I jump up as if the couch is on fire and rush to her. Lunch is the perfect diversion and saves me from answering. Patty has a spread of food, and she obviously delights in cooking for a group. I finish a plate of tatertot hotdish and refrain from speaking. Usual me has decided to take over for a bit. I’m a bottle of soda someone’s shaken. When I’m different me, the top is off, and words pour out of me like bubbly liquid escaping the bottle. But usual me has put the top back on and trapped the violent escape of words.
When I’m quiet, it’s easier to observe everyone. Like how Ravi absentmindedly twists his hand in his hair when he’s thinking. Or how Patty watches everyone eat with joy on her face. Or how Cole scowls every time Hannah speaks. Or how Tyler eyes me, waiting to ask where I’m from. I try to think of a way to get his attention on something else. Maybe I need to eat a biscuit and drop crumbs down my shirt, like my grandma.
“Emma,” Tyler starts. “Where are-”
“Dessert!” Patty flounces in and sets a glass casserole dish on the table in front of me. She has perfect timing.
Cole points with a finger. “What is that? It looks like something a unicorn would vomit.”
“Cole!” Hannah scolds her cousin.
Patty only beams and starts to cut the dessert into squares. “Oh, it’s fine. It is crazy looking. It’s a layered Jell-O salad.” The casserole dish contains a multi layered rainbow concoction.
“Nana is the best at Jell-O salads.” Ravi looks at his grandmother with adoration. “Next time you’re going to have to make the one with the cottage cheese and whipping cream.”
“How is Jell-O a salad?” Cole takes the plate of wiggling gelatin Patty hands her and eyes it like it’s going to come alive.
“Gelatin molds used to be made with all kinds of things in them. Carrots were popular and other vegetables, and then fruit. Now it’s more of a dessert thing,” Patty says.
There are murmurs of “gross” and gagging sounds. Carrots in Jell-O does not sound appetizing. Patty hands a plate with a square of the rainbow layered dessert to Hannah.
“This is amazing!” Hannah squeals. She tends to get excited over random things. “You’re going to have to teach me how to make this. Jordan loves Jell-O.” She uses her fork to poke and inspect the different colored layers. “How do you get some of the colors to look opaque?”
Patty smiles, clearly proud Hannah is enthused over this dessert. “It takes time to let each layer set, but it’s not hard to make. The opaque ones are from condensed milk added to it.”
Tyler shovels the dessert in his mouth as Patty hands me a slice. “It’s so good,” he says. “I love Jell-O, and this has like every flavor in it.”
“Does your girlfriend like Jell-O?” Hannah asks Tyler. Her eyes are narrowed at him.
The forkful Tyler has freezes in front of his mouth. “Uh, I don’t know.”
“Hmm…” Cole points her fork at the multi-layered dessert. “I think it’s a lie to call this stuff a salad.”
“Speaking of lies,” Hannah says. “I believe we aren’t supposed to have any secrets while we’re here.” Her eyes roam around the table, pause on Tyler, and then land on me. I return my attention to the colorful square of gelatin which jitters like my insides. I have a secret and I swallow it down with a spoonful of Jell-O.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“Do you have a favorite flavor of Jell-O?” Tyler asks me. He sits next to me in the golfcart while I drive us to the neighborhood where our grandmas live. Iris and Grandma reside in a different neighborhood from Patty and Martha.
“No,” I say. My eyes are on the road and I obey all traffic signs. Maybe tomorrow, if I only pause at a stop sign, would that count as breaking a rule? No. I’d never do that and risk getting a ticket or endangering someone.
“Hmm.” Tyler makes a thoughtful sound, one meant to elicit a question.
“What?” I respond. It’s exactly what he wants me to do.
“Just thought your favorite flavor would help me figure you out.”
“Do you have a favorite?” I ask.
“Red.” Tyler shuffles in his seat and angles his body toward mine.
“That’s not a flavor,” I say.
Chugging along at the top speed of twenty-five miles per hour, I’m eager to get back to Grandma’s and take a small break before we’re again subjected to the schedule and being all up in everyone’s business. There’s a “pool party” and BBQ at Iris’s in just over an hour and I need to be alone and be my usual me for a few minutes. This different me is exhausting. I’ve never been so social.
I wait my turn at a stop sign and feel Tyler’s eyes on me. I keep waiting for him to have a spark of recognition, and I’m ninety-nine percent sure he won’t. The odds are in my favor.
“You know, you’re kind of awkward,” Tyler says.
“Thank you.” I say it with a sincere tone. I know I’m awkward. I’m good at it.
“See?” Tyler says. “That’s what I mean. Who says thank you to that?”
“Me. What’s wrong with that?”
“It’s not a bad thing,” Tyler says while I step on the gas. Stupid governors on the golfcarts. I wish I could go faster. “It’s just you’re hard to figure out. You’re super quiet sometimes.”
“You’ve known me barely two days,” I say. Give or take all the years in middle school and in ninth grade.
“True,” he says, “but haven’t you already sized me and the others up. I’m sure we’ve all done it.”
“You shouldn’t judge a book by its cover.” I swallow, scared where this conversation is going. I’m afraid he’s going to skim ahead, read the ending, and realize I’m not worth figuring out.
“You probably think Hannah is the popular cheerleader obsessed with social media,” Tyler says, “and Cole is…”
“Scary,” I fill in. I’ve already had this conversation with Ravi. We all have our preconceived notions of who the others are. I don’t want to find out how Tyler classifies me. Average. Forgettable. Unremarkable. Dorky. Invisible. Nobody.
“I guess she is,” Tyler says.
“Maybe it’s an act,” I say. “Maybe we’re all acting different.”
“Are you?”
“Maybe,” I say. It’s hard to escape who I am, even when I try to be different.
“Let me see if I can figure you out.” Tyler taps his fingers together like he’s an evil mastermind coming up with a plan. “What do you like to do at home?”
“Run,” I say, wanting to run from this conversation. “And read.”
“At the same time?” Tyler’s voice hints at laugher behind it. “That’s impressive.”
“One of my hidden talents,” I say. The top twists off my internal soda bottle of words.
“What other talents do you have?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know,” I say. And the top has come off to spray witty words.
“What do you and your friends do for fun?”
“Go to parties.” There’s no need to explain they’re events I work at with my parents, and there may be a lack of friends. “What about you?” I switch the conversation back to Tyler. “What do you like to do?”
“I wrestle,” Tyler says.
“Do you enjoy it?” I remember him being on the wrestling team.
Tyler doesn’t answer right away. He turns his attention to the road in front of us. “You know, I don’t know.”
“Why do you do it?”
“I got into it because my dad pushed me. Wrestling was his and my brother’s sport.”
“Are you any good?” I ask.
“Yeah.” Tyler shrugs. “I guess that’s why I do it.”
An awkward silence ensues, but I’m good with awkward, and it doesn’t bother me. The golfcart putters along next to one of the many golf courses in The Villages.
“You know…” Tyler breaks the silence. He doesn’t seem to like when conversations lag. “There are probably over fifty thousand golfcarts here and I bet most of them never drive on a golf course.” A golfcart resembling an antique car drives by on the opposite side of the road. “They sure love their golfcarts here.”
I nod. “Iris has quite the standout golfcart.”
Tyler groans. “Hot pink. Thanks for giving me a ride, otherwise I’d be driving a hot pink golfcart.”
“What’s wrong with that?” I ask. “I think you’d look good driving a hot pink golfcart.” What did I just say? That flew out of my mouth. Different me doesn’t think before she speaks, and I’m not sure I like it.
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Tyler grin. “It looks like something Hannah would drive, doesn’t it?”
I sigh. “Yep.” I stop the golfcart at the bottom of Iris’s driveway. Tyler sits, not unbuckling or making any motion to get out.
I turn to him. “I’ll see you in a little bit.” It’s a subtle hint for him to get out.
Tyler lowers his sunglasses. He eyes me in a way that makes it feel as if he x-rays my soul to look for the secrets. “I still can’t figure out why you seem so familiar.”
“You must have seen me on a previous visit,” I say.
“I don’t think so.” Tyler pushes his sunglasses up, but his focus is still on me.
I swallow. Tyler needs to get out so I can hide for a bit. “It’s probably because there’s someone like me everywhere,” I say.
Tyler finally unbuckles his seatbelt and exits the golfcart but keeps a hand on it. He shakes his head. “No, I’m pretty sure you’re unique.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Ravi and I float in the pool, while Tyler and Hannah sit in the hot tub, and Cole occupies a lounge chair. I wear the bikini again, though I’m still covered up with a swim shirt. There’s way too much skin to put sunscreen on with a bikini.
“I think she’s seeing somebody,” Ravi says. His eyes are on the house, where the grandmas are.
“Who?” I put my foot on the inflatable alligator Ravi lounges on to keep him from floating away.
“My nana,” Ravi says. He twists a patch of hair in his hand.
“Has she told you?” I flick my fingers in the water toward Ravi, splashing the green alligator.
Ravi shakes his head. “No, but she talks with someone at night on the phone. Plus, she acts all, I don’t know, giddy like.”
“Giddier than when she was playing shuffleboard and at lunch?”
“Yes,” Ravi replies. “I mean she’s the naively happy kind of person who would hug a charging polar bear, but this is different.”
Patty is a hugger. She hugged all of us before we left her house. I’m not a hugger, but Patty’s hugs feel natural. She has one of those all-encompassing hugs that melts around you like a down jacket.
“Have you asked her?” I run my fingers through the warm pool water.
“No!” Ravi exclaims. “I can’t say, ‘Hey, Nana, are you dating someone?’ It’s weird to think of her seeing anyone. It’s only been a year since my papa died. And she’s old.”
“I don’t think there’s an age limit on dating.” I can only imagine how strange it would be for my grandma to date. It’s strange enough how different she is, her dating would blow my mind. “I’m sure she’d tell you if it was really important to her.”
“I suppose,” Ravi says. “I guess we all have our secrets.”
“What?” I put on a mock surprised face. “We’re not supposed to have secrets.”
“During these three weeks,” Ravi says. “No one ever said from before.”
“You have secrets?” I tip my sunglasses down and look at Ravi with a smile.
“I know you have secrets,” he says.
I swallow. Ravi has a smile on his face. Does he know my secret?
“Who has secrets?” Tyler’s voice sounds behind Ravi and me. I release Ravi’s alligator and use my hands to paddle the inner tube in a circle. Tyler treads our way.
“You,” I say.
“I might.” Tyler places his hands on my tube and stands on the bottom of the pool. “Maybe I know something about you.”
My breath catches in my throat. “Like what?”
“How to displease you.” In the next instant, my tube lifts and I tip out of it with a splash into the pool. I come up, sputtering water, to find Ravi and Tyler laughing.
I wipe my face with my hands and splash them. “What was that for?”
“Did it displease you?” Tyler smirks.
“Are you going to flip Ravi?” I ask.
“Nah,” Tyler answers. “You’re more fun to annoy.”
I splash Tyler in his face, which he only laughs off. He grabs the donut inner tube and hoists himself into it.
“Now you’re stealing my tube,” I say.
“Displeasing you twice,” Tyler says. “I’m on a roll. Shall we continue?”
I dunk in the water, grip the bottom of the tube, and push. Tyler’s mass is more than mine and he uses it to keep the tube down. I try to tip Tyler out and he counters my every move.
“Three displeasures,” Tyler says.
I groan. “You’re impossible.” I jump off the bottom of the pool and hoist myself on the large alligator with Ravi. Usual me would never join someone in the pool. Ever. Different me jumps on a float with a boy.
“You’re getting me all wet,” Ravi says, though it’s not a genuine complaint. He smiles and makes room for me to recline next to him.
“Blame Tyler.” I shield my face from the afternoon sun pouring through the leaves of the trees overhanging the screen around the pool. It sometimes feels like we’re animals in a cage.
“Nice,” Tyler says. “I’m displeasing people through another person. I’m crushing this.”
“You can stop now,” I say. “You don’t want to max out your habit breaking all at once.”
“Really?” Tyler grins. “What time do you run in the morning?”
“Six thirty,” I reply, without thinking. “Why?”
“Ravi, want to run tomorrow morning?” Tyler asks.
I take a deep breath and hold it.
“I don’t run,” Ravi says. “Unless something is after me, like an alligator.”
“Hannah, Cole!” Tyler yells across the pool. “Want to run tomorrow morning at six thirty?”
A duet of “no” sounds immediately.
“Guess it’s just you and me tomorrow.” Tyler grins again.
“You want to run?” Running is my thing. My time to be the usual me before I switch gears and be different me with this group. He can’t take that from me.
“Does that displease you?” The grin remains on Tyler’s face.
“You really need to stop,” I say.
“I’m not supposed to.” Tyler splashes water at me. “I’ll get lost in this maze of houses that all look the same if I don’t go with someone. And you can walk Pookie with me. She likes you.”
“I can see why she doesn’t like you,” I say.
I hope Pookie pees on his running shoe tomorrow morning.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The front door closes with a click and when I turn, Tyler is at the end of the driveway. I assumed he’d rather sleep in, but no, here he is ready to go for a run. He’s dressed in a t-shirt, black athletic shorts, sunglasses, and his usual red ballcap. I glance at my shirt and stop in my tracks. I wear my team cross-country t-shirt from the very same high school Tyler once attended. My fists clutch the belly of the shirt.
I will not panic. Usual me would panic and run inside. I won’t do that, but I need to do something fast. Tyler waits and different me must act. It’s time to step into a new day, and not look back at the usual me. Different me is ready to throw away the fear of what others think of me. I grab the ends of my shirt and yank it over my head. My running hat falls to the ground. I retrieve the hat, ball up the shirt, and throw it at the front door. It lands in a bush. I wonder if Grandma will get a citation for that.
My eyes land on my sports bra. I breathe a sigh of relief. It’s good enough to wear alone. My heart pumps like I’ve already run. I may be trying to face my fear, but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel anything. My nerves dance wild and unsure. I plaster a smile on my face and head to Tyler.
“Can you believe how hot it already is?” I ask.
“Um, sure,” Tyler says, his face directed at me. His dark sunglasses again prevent me from seeing where his eyes are. They’d better not be on my chest.
“What is it?” I ask. Why is he staring at me? The breeze tickles my bare skin. Bikinis at the pool and running in my sports bra. The different me is baring a lot more skin than the usual me.
“Still trying to figure you out,” Tyler says.
Right now, I can’t even figure myself out.
“We’d better start if we want to make it back to walk Pookie and get to donut club on time,” I say.
“Donut club?” Tyler falls in next to me when I start to jog. “That sounds tame to the names I’m sure Cole could come up with.”
“You have a better name?”
“The breakfast club, the villages club, the seniors club, spring chickens and hens, the cool kids and the old farts?”
I laugh. “I don’t think the grandmas would like that one.”
“I guess donut club works,” Tyler says.
We run in silence and the humidity wraps its arms around us like the tentacles of an octopus. It’s hard to believe Tyler hasn’t spoken yet. I wonder if he’s figuring me out and will let me know if he does.
By the time we pick up Pookie for a walk, we settle into a natural rhythm of back-and-forth questions and statements to figure each other out.
Favorite flavor of gum?
Strictly cinnamon for me and always when I run. Red for Tyler.
Favorite candy?
Sour candy for me and anything red for Tyler.
Favorite color?
Blue for me. And Tyler’s isn’t hard to guess…red.
“There’s not much red in these neighborhoods, is there?” Tyler asks. Pookie trots ahead of us, leading the way.
“Nope, I don’t think it’s on the approved color list,” I reply.
Except for red flowers, none of the houses are red. Owners in The Villages need approval for anything done to the exterior of their houses. There’s a list of approved paint colors, plants, landscaping materials, and even house plans.
“Thanks for the run,” Tyler says when we walk on the lawn between the two houses. “I’d get lost without you.”
Unless you go by street names, it’d be easy to get lost. Every house and yard blends in with the surrounding ones. Nothing stands out. Nothing says, “Look at me!” The Villages is a lot like me.
“See you soon.” I head to Grandma’s front door. I’ve spoken more words this morning than I speak in a week, maybe even a month.
Pookie yips, multiple high-pitched barks which cause me to turn to the sound. She tugs on the leash and attempts to run to me. Tyler gently tries to coax her over to Iris’s.
“I don’t think she wants you to leave.” Tyler gently tugs on Pookie and she growls at him.
I walk across the clipped grass and squat in front of the tiny dog. Pookie stands on her hind legs and rests her front paws on my knee. I scratch behind her ears. Her fur is rough and soft at the same time. It’s a strange feeling to be petting an animal who willingly wants my attention.
“Favorite animal?” I ask while Pookie nuzzles into my touch.
“Anything but Pookie,” Tyler replies.
“Pookie,” I say. She rewards me with a dog kiss on the back of my hand.
“Guess that means it’s time to go, Pookie.” Tyler snatches the small animal and holds her. “Gotta displease Emma by taking away her favorite beast.”
Pookie only growls, echoing my sentiment.
◆◆◆
 
Cole and Hannah are at the table when I join them with my usual hot cocoa and sour cream donut. The size of Cole’s coffee has increased, and there’s probably more than one reason why. Hannah being one reason, and withdrawal being another.
“How was your run?” Hannah asks me.
“Sweaty,” I say. The word pops out of my mouth before I realize the connotation behind it.
“Really?” Hannah’s eyebrows arch and her lips pucker.
“Break any rules?” Cole asks. She pops a chocolate donut hole in her mouth and bites on it as if she’s stopping it from hurting her.
“No.” I still have all day to break a rule.
“How about you let me use your phone?” Hannah stares me down with her dark eyes. They’re perfectly lined, and her lashes are full of mascara.
I bring my hot chocolate to my lips to stall. I want to, but I shouldn’t. What would different me do? The opposite of usual me, and usual me would give Hannah the phone to get her attention off me.
“No,” I finally say. I swear Cole smirks. It makes me feel like I’ve accomplished something, even if I haven’t broken a rule yet.
“Hey, loser,” Cole says, her eyes above my head.
I tilt my chin up. Tyler stands above me.
“Hello, ladies,” he says. “What’re you doing today?”
“Same thing as you,” Hannah says.
“Displeasing Emma?” Tyler asks. “Then this should be fun.”




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“What are we doing here, Grandma?” I ask when she pulls the SUV into a parking space at Lake Griffin State Park.
“Whatever we want,” Grandma says. “There’s hiking and canoeing, boat rides, and other things to do. It’s a park.”
“I’m going to melt,” Cole says from the backseat she shares with Ravi. “Can I stay in the air-conditioned vehicle?”
“Tyler’s going to pick what we do today.” Grandma turns to Tyler who sits in the front passenger seat.
“Me? Why?” Tyler jerks his head to her.
“Because you get to pick,” Grandma says.
Tyler turns to us with a dazed look. “What does everyone else want to do?”
“Go back,” Cole yells.
“Use a phone,” Hannah calls out.
“Study,” Ravi whispers.
“No, no, no.” Grandma wags her finger at Tyler. “No pleasing anyone today. You choose without any input from these hooligans.”
I roll my eyes. Grandpa was the one to take charge of teenagers, and Grandma was the one trying to please them or stuff them full of cookies.
“I choose? Um…canoeing?” Tyler says it like he’s asking a question and hopes it’s what the rest of us want to do. His eyes rove around, seeking approval.
“But I…” Cole starts.
“Ah, ah, ah!” Grandma exclaims and wags a finger again. “Tyler decided canoeing and we’re all going.”
“With alligators?” Ravi asks.
◆◆◆
 
We canoe with alligators. Real ones, not like the fake crocodiles they have on the Jungle Cruise at Disney World. My grandpa always took me on that ride because it was his favorite. I spy an alligator’s head poking through the river grass in the water. I keep a sharp eye on it, but it remains motionless. We launched canoes into the Dead River, which has no current, and it’s easy to paddle. Water plants grow and all kinds of birds swoop overhead and call out. We’re trying to make our way through the river to the marshes of Lake Griffin.
“What if an alligator comes up to the side of the boat?” I ask.
“That’s what these are for,” Tyler says. He somehow ended up being my partner for the two hours we have the canoes rented. Over my shoulder I see Tyler wave the paddle in his hands above his head. “You can smack alligators.” Tyler demonstrates by hitting the surface of the river with the flat edge of the paddle. He only manages to splash water and rock the boat.
I brace myself in the canoe. “Please don’t do that.” My heart races faster than when I run in a race.
“Don’t do what?” Tyler asks. “This.” He starts to rock the canoe side to side.
I brace my feet and grip the sides of the canoe, which is tough when I still have a paddle in my hand.
“Tyler! Stop!” My stomach is in my throat and nerves course through me like they’re riding the rapids in a river.
“Are you scared of canoeing?” Tyler asks, his voice light and joking.
“No, it’s the alligators and water moccasins.”
Tyler stops rocking and paddles without speaking. When the canoe moves forward in a less undulating pattern, I dip my paddle in the water and help as best I can without putting a hand near the surface.
“I would say you succeeded in not pleasing someone today,” I say as I try to paddle the nerves out.
“Have you broken a rule yet?” Tyler asks.
I sigh. “Does taking my seatbelt off before the car’s parked count?”
Tyler laughs, a deep throaty chuckle which makes me smile. Since I’m in the front of the canoe, he can’t see my face. “You should stand up,” he suggests.
“In the canoe?” Again, my heart starts to thump against my chest. We were told not to stand in the canoes and a big sign at the dock reminds you not to. Visions of the boat overturning pop up in my head, along with alligators and water moccasins. Even the slimy seaweeds wrapping around my legs is a shudder inducing vision.
“Yes. Stand in the canoe,” Tyler says.
“What if it overturns?”
“If anyone’s going over, it’s going to be Cole and Hannah.”
An appropriately timed cuss word leaves Hannah’s mouth and the canoe she’s in rocks. Hannah and Cole are ahead of us and it’s hard to tell their trajectory. They veer all over the river. If I didn’t know Cole was clean, I’d think she’s under the influence of something with the way she drives the canoe. Cole delights in torturing her cousin.
“I don’t know,” I say.
Cole splashes Hannah with her paddle and Hannah shrieks. Their canoe rocks more than ours.
“I won’t let us go over, I promise,” Tyler says.
I twist in my seat to look at Tyler and his face is serious. At least, I think it’s serious. He has dark sunglasses on and a ballcap pulled low on his forehead. His eyes could be laughing under the glasses and I wouldn’t know.
“You helped me with my habit. Time for me to help you,” Tyler says and rests his paddle on his legs. He grips the edges of the boat.
“Let’s not make this a habit. You displeasing me and witnessing my rule breaking,” I say.
“Everyone will witness this.”
“I swear, I’m going to be the first one to break down and fail at this habit breaking.” I hold my quaking hand out to Tyler. “Look what the thought of breaking a rule does to me.”
“That’s just the thought of falling into a river with alligators,” Tyler says.
“Gee, thanks.”
“Just let go and do it. Trust me. I won’t let you fall or fail.”
Something in the way Tyler says the words makes me believe him. There’s no reason I should trust him, but there’s also not a reason I shouldn’t.
“Fine.” I make a huffing sound. I hope I don’t regret this. I place the paddle behind me on the floor of the canoe, plant my feet on the bottom, and lift to a standing position with a surge of wanting to be different. “Look at me. I’m standing in the canoe!” I yell with excitement.
There’s a smattering of encouraging cheers and Grandma claps in the canoe behind me. Tyler whoops, which causes the canoe to rock and I drop to my rear on the seat. Tyler reaches his paddle forward and pushes it against my life jacket. “Great job,” he says.
I turn around and grab my paddle. “Thanks,” I say, a huge smile on my face. I did it. I broke a rule and there was no consequence.
“You’re welcome.” Tyler flicks his paddle in the water which sends a splash at my face. “Now don’t let it go to your head. It was just one tiny rule.”
One tiny rule he convinced me to break.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

Ravi and I sit in the backrow of the SUV on the drive home. Tyler and Cole are in the middle row. Hannah drives, while Grandma navigates from the passenger seat.
There’s an email when I check my phone. It’s from Morgan.
Emma,
I hope you’re having a fun summer. Maybe we can get together soon.
Hope all is well,
Morgan
I bite my bottom lip. Morgan didn’t call or text. She emailed. A text is more personal and intimate, but an email…an email is formal and businesslike. It seems Morgan is doing the courtesy of checking on me but doesn’t really want to do anything. Whatever. A sigh escapes me while I look at the few sentences. It’s not like I’ve contacted her either. I rub the right side of my nose with my right finger as an uncomfortable feeling builds in my stomach. I have no idea how to be a friend.
A knee bumps into mine. “Hey, everything okay?” Ravi asks.
My phone remains in my hand and I stare at the blank screen. I tilt my head to Ravi’s. His dark eyes are on me and his face shows concern.
“Um.” I shove my phone in my bag. “It’s nothing. Just heard from someone unexpected.”
“You looked like you were going to puke,” Ravi says. “I wanted to make sure you don’t get carsick.”
Cole looks back at us. “Hear from an ex? That would make you want to puke.” Cole pushes her dark sunglasses up on her head. Her bright blue eyes narrow on me. “Any skeletons in your closet?”
I swallow hard. Cole would be the one to find them and use them. “No,” I reply. “No ex-boyfriend. No skeletons.” I’ve got nothing and no one.
Tyler’s head tilts, like he’s listening, but he keeps his eyes forward.
“You have a boyfriend, Emma?” Hannah talks loud from the front.
I slide down in my seat. Can everyone hear everything in here? “No, I…” My face starts to heat up. Can different me swing this conversation to make my nonexistent love life an intriguing mystery?
“Emma’s never had a boyfriend,” Grandma announces, much to my dismay before I have time to think of anything.
My face turns red. “That’s not…” I want to say it’s not true, but it is. I’ve never had an actual boyfriend. A couple of strange dates, a small awkward kiss once, but that’s it. Can this get any more embarrassing?
“I’d say the summer before your senior year is an epic time to have a summer romance, but things look a little bleak here,” Hannah says. She glances in the rearview mirror. I hope she’s satisfied with the utter look of mortification on my face.
“Oh, Emma and I have a double date tonight,” Grandma says. She even bounces in her seat, like a little kid with a helium balloon. She reminds me of Patty right now.
“Really?” Hannah asks. She should trademark the way she says that with the arched eyebrows and drawn-out inflection. “What are you doing?”
“Going to dinner with Ravi and Patty,” Grandma replies.
Ravi and I sit frozen in our seats.




CHAPTER TWENTY

“Emma!” Hannah waves at me when I head to the table at donut club the next morning. “I saved you a seat.”
Hannah pulls out the chair next to her. My face scrunches up. “Thanks.” This is all so strange. So different. If we went to school together, Hannah would never save the usual me a seat.
“What’s up, losers?” Cole takes a chair on the other side of me. “You two run again?”
Tyler sits next to Hannah. “No. We’re all sweaty because we…”
“Walked Pookie.” Iris walks by and sets a drink in front of Tyler.
“Thanks, Gaga,” he says.
Iris winks at me before she heads to the table the grandmas occupy every morning. It’s my fifth day here and the fourth day meeting this group. I’ve broken three rules and I have no idea what one I’m going to break today. After canoeing yesterday, we had lunch together and spent the afternoon hanging out in the air-conditioned living room at Grandma’s. While I wanted to sit quietly and observe, Hannah’s lack of phone use meant she needed to use her words elsewhere, and I was the receiver.
“Emma! Catch!” I look up and Ravi pretends to toss a donut hole at me.
I laugh and throw my hands in front of my face. “You know I can’t catch. And you wouldn’t want to waste a donut.”
Ravi takes a bite of the chocolate donut hole. “You really need to branch out in your flavor choices.” He points to the sour cream donut I take a bite of.
“I know what I like,” I say and brush crumbs off my face.
“Do you?” Tyler asks. The way he has his eyes on me is a little unsettling. “It might be good to try a different flavor.”
I try to swallow the heat rising in me. It tastes like sour cream.
“Tomorrow I think we should switch donuts. Draw random names or something,” Tyler says, and his eyes stay trained on me.
“I’m in,” Hannah says.
“Sure,” Ravi answers.
“Whatever.” Cole’s face hovers over her coffee.
I groan. “You’re impossible,” I say and the corners of Tyler’s mouth twitch. “You’re doing this to displease me.” I think different me is doing enough different things. I don’t need to change my donut.
“Drinks too,” Tyler adds.
“If anyone takes my coffee away,” Cole threatens.
“Really,” Hannah says. “Save us all. Don’t take Cole’s coffee away and unleash the beast.”
“You mean she already isn’t a beast?” Tyler asks.
Cole gives Tyler an aggressive glare. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”
“I’m going to miss you this morning,” Tyler says. It sounds like he’s talking to Cole, but his eyes are on me.
“Wait.” Cole leans forward. “What’s on the schedule today?”
“Really?” Hannah arches her eyebrows. “You never look at the schedule?”
“I’ve got a lot of keepers.” Cole gestures to our table and the grandma table.
◆◆◆
 
“Wait,” I tell Tyler when he picks me up in Iris’s hot pink golfcart after lunch. The morning was scheduled time with our own grandma. “I need to get my visitor pass. I left it in my room.”
Before I can hustle out of the golfcart, Tyler grabs my arm. “Don’t,” he says. “It’ll be fine. I don’t have mine either.”
I look at Tyler’s hand on my arm and he pulls it back.
“We’re supposed to take them when we use the community pools.” I hesitate with one foot on the driveway and one on the golfcart.
“I’ve never seen anyone check them,” Tyler says.
“I don’t know,” I say. It’s like driving without your driver’s license.
“This will be your rule breaking,” Tyler says with a grin. “Now come on, let’s go.” He pushes the inflatable donut at me.
I bite my lip and hesitate for a moment before I grab the donut and get in.
“Displease you?” Tyler smirks now.
“You’re impossible.” I haven’t overlooked the fact it’s Tyler who gets me to break the rules. “Just drive.”
Tyler takes us to the nearest community pool where Ravi, Hannah, and Cole have claimed a table under a shaded gazebo near the outdoor entrance.
“We saved you some chairs.” Cole points to two empty ones. “And Grandma Martha’s in the building if we need her.”
“Um, thanks.” I drop the donut on the ground and plop my bag on the chair next to Hannah. She’s on her phone, a bright smile on her face.
She hangs up and turns her smile on me. “Sorry, I was talking to Jordan. Would you mind putting some sunscreen on my back?”
I crinkle my nose and Hannah thrusts a bottle at me before I can answer. Okay. I guess I’m putting sunscreen on her. When I’m done with Hannah, Ravi approaches with the large inflatable alligator in his hands.
“Emma,” he says. “Come float with me.”
I rub the remnants of Hannah’s sunscreen into my hands. “Um, okay.”
I push myself off the chair and shed my shorts. Ravi leads the way to the pool and a strange and unknown feeling wells in me. It pricks at my heart, forcing little holes in it. Much like a needle piercing the inflatable and causing a tiny leak, I’m pricked full of tiny holes. Tiny holes leaking out loneliness. I never realized how good this could feel. In a matter of minutes, three people were looking out for me or needing me. This has never happened. And I like it, but I’m afraid to like it. It’s like raising a lamb you know will be slaughtered one day. I’m afraid of becoming attached to this strange group of people and then leaving them. To go back to nothing.
I lie on the alligator with Ravi, his feet in my face and mine in his. The conversation flows slow, and the mood is relaxed. My eyes are closed, and the warm sun feels nice when I’m near the water.
“They’re checking Cole’s guest pass.” I hear Hannah’s voice.
My eyes pop open. “No!”
Hannah is draped over a pool noodle and she points to the opposite end of the pool. Cole is under the gazebo and shows a card to an older gentleman.
My body tenses and the alligator rocks under Ravi and me. “Do you think they’ll want to see ours?” I ask.
“Probably,” Hannah replies.
“Oh no.” I jerk upright and proceed to roll sideways into the water.
“Emma!” Ravi protests when I nearly knock him into the pool. I steady the alligator for him and hunker low in the water. I hope the gentleman won’t see me behind the large inflatable.
“Go in the restroom.” Hannah pushes her sunglasses down her nose and looks at me with her brown eyes. “We’ll cover for you and get you when it’s all clear.”
“Thanks.” I slink my way through the water, my eye on the attendant occupied with another pool patron. Tyler lounges in the donut and I grab his foot.
“Huh?” Tyler startles. I think he dozed off. The early morning runs with me must be getting to him.
“Come on,” I say in a hushed voice. “They’re checking IDs. We need to hide in the restroom.”
“Take my donut.” Tyler slides off his inflatable and pushes it at Hannah. He slinks in the water next to me and we make our way to the steps of the pool. We hustle over to the restrooms while Ravi and Hannah get out of the pool on the opposite end. The attendant is distracted by them.
“I thought you said they don’t check passes.” I narrow my eyes at Tyler.
He pulls open the men’s restroom door. “Guess I was wrong.” Tyler grins before he disappears, and the door closes behind him.
I scrunch my face up and pull on the handle to the women’s restroom. The door doesn’t budge. Great. It’s locked and I have nowhere else to go. I can’t make an easy exit anywhere. Cole waves and points her finger for me to get in the restroom. I shrug my shoulders and raise my hands. What am I supposed to do? I swallow the fear building in me. What is the most they can do to me? Kick me out of the pool? Or prevent Grandma from having visitors? Yikes. That fear is enough to kick me in the butt and make me run.
I bang on the men’s restroom door.
“Tyler!” It’s a fierce hiss, an urgent whisper. “Tyler!”
The door remains closed and I seethe at its occupant. He’s more than displeasing me now.
I bang on the door one more time and my heart jumps when the pool attendant turns away from Hannah and Ravi. Cole shrugs her shoulders at me, as if they’ve done all they can, and I’m left on my own.
The lock on the door clicks, I push my way into the restroom, and barrel into Tyler’s arms. With a pivot, I turn and close the door, twisting the lock.
“What took you so long?” I ask. Tyler’s arm feels warm on my damp skin.
“I had to pee,” Tyler says.
I step away from him, untangling our touching body parts. “Please tell me you washed your hands.”
Tyler grins at me and doesn’t answer. He gets another dose of pleasure from displeasing me.
“Nice of you to join me in here,” Tyler says.
We’re in a single restroom. A urinal is on the far wall with a blue cake in it. A toilet and sink are on another wall.
“This is all your fault, you know.” I lean against the painted concrete wall in my short sleeve swim shirt and bikini bottoms and feel strangely naked. “It was your idea for me to break a rule and look where we are now.” I gesture to the urinal on the wall.
“I think there are worse places to be stuck.” Tyler leans against the wall, his body inches from mine. His hat is on backwards and his sunglasses rest on top. “Or worse people to be stuck with.”
“It sounds like an icebreaker question,” I say. “If you were stuck in a smelly restroom, who would you want to be stuck with?”
Tyler laughs. “At least it doesn’t stink in here.”
“You can’t beat chemical air freshener.” I point to the container of air freshener on the wall.
“I never asked,” Tyler says. “How was dinner last night?”
“Good,” I reply. Grandma and I went out with Patty and Ravi to a Japanese Steak House. Fire and flying food are always a good combination for fun. The chef attempted to throw shrimp in my mouth, and I missed the five times he tried. But it was good enough to get everyone laughing, which is why Ravi joked about throwing me a donut hole. “How was your dinner?” I ask. Tyler and Iris went out with Martha, Hannah, and Cole.
“Interesting,” Tyler replies. “I felt a little out of my element with four females.”
“Really?” I sound like Hannah. “I can’t imagine that.”
“I think they were purposely trying to talk about things to render me speechless and it worked.”
“Really?” I do sound like Hannah. “They were displeasing you and not the other way around?”
“You weren’t there, so…” Tyler leaves the sentence hanging. “You and Ravi,” Tyler continues. He turns his face my way and I notice he has a splattering of freckles across his nose and cheeks. “You two seem to get along pretty well.”
“I guess,” I say. “He’s easy to talk to.” I don’t feel like Ravi judges me for every word out of my mouth. If I had to pick my closest friend here, it’d be Ravi. And even thinking about having a friend seems strange to me. A friend is a foreign concept, and I’m still not sure how to wrap my mind around it.
“Am I?” Tyler asks.
Tyler’s blue eyes meet my hazel ones and my skin immediately prickles with goose bumps. “Are you what?” I ask.
“Easy to talk to?”
If I didn’t know better, I’d think Tyler sounds jealous.
“What does your girlfriend think?” I ask, a reminder there’s no need for anything between us other than our friendly banter, morning runs, and helping each other break habits.
“What if I said she’s a lot like you?” Tyler’s arm brushes mine and I startle at the electric feeling.
“Um.” I try to shake off the tingly feeling and tell myself it’s a feeling of displeasure. “Aren’t you still trying to figure me out?”
“I think…” Tyler brings his face closer to mine. His warm breath tickles my cheek and I smell his sunscreen. “I am.” His pinky finger brushes up and rests next to mine. It feels like an intentional movement.
I should feel uncomfortable right now, but I don’t. I don’t know what I’m feeling, but it’s probably something I shouldn’t be. Different me is winning. Usual me would run away, screw the consequences of getting caught by the pool attendant. That’s the price to pay for not following the rules.
Tyler and I lock eyes, but a loud knock sounds on the door and whatever connection we have is broken. “All clear!” It’s Ravi.
I push off the wall and rush to unlock the door. With the door thrown open, I inhale the fresh air to clear my mind. The small space and chemical air freshener were playing tricks on my senses. It felt like Tyler was flirting with me, and I liked it. And now I feel guilty about it because there are some rules different me should not be breaking.
“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Hannah says when I join her at the table. “Was it that bad in there?”
I don’t meet Hannah’s gaze. “Thanks for covering for us.” I glance around. “Where’s Cole?”
“Went out for a walk or something.” Hannah gestures at the gate.
“I’m gonna see if I can find her.” I need a dose of Cole to set me straight.
I pull on my shorts and head out the gate, not sure which way Cole would venture. The storage shed and shuffleboard area look quiet and I follow the sidewalk in that direction. There’s a stench in the air. It’s a smell I recognize and don’t like. I have my suspicions of what’s causing the odor and I hope with everything in me I’m wrong.
With quiet steps, I round the storage shed. Cole leans against the building, vaping. She blows sickly scented smoke at me and I swish my hands in front of my face and hold my breath.
“You gonna rat on me?” Cole inhales again, not at all concerned I’ve caught her.
“You gonna stop?” I cross my arms over my chest and try to act tough.
Cole lazily blows smoke out and to my relief, stops. “Fine. But this is the first time since I’ve been here.”
I don’t believe her, and I haven’t answered her question. I don’t plan to tattle because I don’t know what to do. Usual me or different me doesn’t know how to handle this.
“We’d better get back,” I say. “The others might wonder where we are.”
Cole falls in next to me as I walk to the pool.
“I owe you one,” she says.
I sigh. I won’t rat on her. “You stink. You’d better jump in the pool and rinse off or everyone’s going to notice.”
I haven’t seen Cole get in a pool since we’ve been here, but once we return, she discreetly hides her vaping pen and cannonballs into the water. Her enormous splash hits me where I sit. Yep, a large splash of Cole is enough to clear my mind of other things. 




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The next morning, Tyler and I arrive first to donut club. It’s my sixth day here. There’s still fifteen days left, and it seems the grandmas are already tired of our faces. They have breakfast at Patty’s and send the grandkids for donuts. Soon enough, the others spill in.
“You’re lucky we made it alive,” Hannah says dramatically. She fluffs her hair and rubs her neck.
“It wasn’t that bad.” Ravi pushes his glasses up.
Cole punches Ravi on the shoulder. “You’re like a little old man and a little old lady driving at the same time. I think a toddler drives a battery powered toy vehicle better.”
“If you can get whiplash in a golfcart, I’ve got it.” Hannah rubs her neck again.
“Where did you learn to drive?” Cole asks.
“I didn’t,” Ravi says. “I’ve been so busy with other stuff, driving took a back seat.”
We all stare at Ravi until Cole breaks the silence. “Well,” she says, “I’m obviously going to have to give you some lessons. Now, whoever is getting me a drink, they’d better make it a large. I’m going to need it if I have to spend all day with you losers.”
“You mean, if we have to spend all day with you,” Hannah corrects.
Using a pen from my purse, I write everyone’s name on napkins and place them face down on the table. We all draw one.
“Yes!” Tyler makes a fist. “I get Emma.”
I roll my eyes and look at my napkin. “I have Ravi.”
“Guess I know what I’m getting.” Ravi’s dark eyes glint at me.
Hannah gets Cole, Cole draws Tyler’s name, and Ravi gets Hannah.
“This is going to be so much fun.” Tyler rubs his hands together and bounds over to the counter. I have absolutely no idea what he’ll order for me.
“It’s like Hannah in donut and drink form,” Cole says when we return to the table with our food. She gestures at the pink frosted donut with sprinkles and the large iced frothy drink in front of her. “This is going to be sickeningly sweet.”
“These are kinda cute.” Hannah picks up a chocolate donut hole and pinches it. “Kinda like you.” She uses her other hand to pinch Ravi’s cheek, and he blushes.
“What do I even have?” I ask. An unknown donut and a medium cup of something rests in front of me.
Tyler points to the food he ordered for me. “That’s a chocolate crème donut and a mocha latte. You like chocolate, right?”
I really want to say no, but that’d be a lie. “Yes.” I touch the donut with a finger, and it leaves a residue of powdered sugar on it. “It looks messy.”
“It’ll be good,” Tyler assures me. “Wait until you get to the center.”
“I don’t know.” I eye the donut.
“Give it a chance,” Tyler says. “Don’t be afraid to get messy and try something new.”
He sounds like Grandma. I wipe my finger on a napkin. I’m afraid of making a mess and standing out. When I do make a mess, I run and hide.
“Fine,” I say, and different me bites into a different donut.
Tyler tastes the donut Cole ordered for him. Yellow filling drips out and he licks off the sides of his mouth. “Lemon,” he says. “I should have figured.”
◆◆◆
 
After donut club, we’re given a free pass with little adult supervision for the day. Or more likely, it’s the senior citizens who have the free pass. We’re still required to follow the schedule they give us. This will either be as tame as an episode of Sesame Street or as crazy as a reality show.
We fuel up on snacks and drinks at a gas station before I drive to the beach we’re required to visit.
Hannah speaks up from the third row of the SUV. In the rearview mirror I see her look at her phone. “This is like a lame scavenger hunt,” she says. “We need to text them photos by certain times. And I’m positive Grandma Martha’s tracking my phone.”
“I call front passenger seat on the way back,” Tyler says. He sits with Ravi in the second row.
“I still get radio control,” Cole says. She’s in the front passenger seat next to me.
“No,” Tyler says. “Whoever is in the front gets it.”
“Are there going to be sharks at this beach? Does anyone know how many people get attacked by sharks at Florida beaches in a year?” Ravi asks.
“What’s this text about getting a photo of the group with the nuclear power plant in the background?” Hannah asks. “Where are we going?”
“Did you know Florida is the lightning capital of the United States?” Ravi asks. “Does it look cloudy to you?”
“Can we listen to something else?” Tyler asks.
Cole chews her gum loud and smacks it.
“We have to pick up dinner on our way back,” Hannah shouts from the backseat.
“Follow this road for another twenty miles,” the GPS lady says.
I scowl. If I have to listen to this chatter for twenty more miles, we might not make it to dinner.
“Can we at least listen to something where I understand what they’re saying?” Tyler asks.
Cole turns the radio up and I grip the steering wheel tight. She starts to drum on the dashboard with two licorice sticks to the beat of the music.
“Are there jellyfish where we’re going?” Ravi asks. “A lifeguard?”
“We’re supposed to bury someone in the sand and take a photo,” Hannah says. “I vote Cole and we leave her there.”
Cole throws one of her licorice sticks at Hannah, but it hits Tyler. He throws it back, nearly hitting me.
“Oh my gosh,” I whisper under my breath. “I’m going to leave you all there.” I get why parents want to yell, ‘If you don’t stop right now, I’m going to pull this car over.’ There’s bickering, whining, and at least four conversations happening in the vehicle at one time.
A phone chimes, then another one, and soon all our phones have chimed or pinged. I can’t check mine, but Hannah is already on it. She groans. “We have to send a group photo in the next two minutes to check in. I’ll get it. Everyone turn around so I can see your faces.”
“I’m not turning around. I’m driving!” I yell back.
“Everyone but Emma. She’s not going to break that rule. Face me,” Hannah commands. “Cole, move into the center more.” Hannah directs everyone to get the required group photo.
“How many more photos are we going to have to do?” Cole asks.
“Too many,” Tyler says in a stern voice. “And no posting them to social media.”
“Don’t worry, pretty boy,” Cole says. “We’re not going to ruin your precious reputation.”
“What do you know about me?” Tyler asks.
Cole throws another licorice stick at Tyler. “I know I should have gotten you a bigger cup of coffee this morning.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

I double check the GPS after I pull into the empty parking lot.
“Is this right?” I ask. I shift the SUV into park, and we peer out the windows.
“It’s like the zombie apocalypse happened here,” Cole says.
“It doesn’t look safe,” Ravi says.
The area looks abandoned. The asphalt of the parking lot has potholes and weeds grow in cracks. A small concrete building is tagged with graffiti and the beach is deserted. Off to the north of the beach is a large nuclear power plant.
“At least we know what they mean by a photo with the power plant in the background,” Hannah says.
“Either it’s a bad day to go to the beach,” Cole says, “or this one’s been deserted for years.”
“Both,” I say.
“Look!” Tyler sounds excited and gestures out the window. “Park there!”
I look where Tyler points, at a sign which says, “No Parking. Fire Lane.”
“No.” I say it firmly. I don’t want to break a law.
“Come on.” Tyler pats my shoulder. “No one is even here. You’re not going to get in trouble.”
“Says the guy who said it was okay to not bring our IDs to the pool.” I roll my eyes at him through the rearview mirror.
“You didn’t get in trouble and you won’t now,” Tyler says.
But that’s exactly what I’m thinking. I could get in trouble, even though it looks as if this parking lot is no longer used. The red paint on the curb of the no parking zone is faded and chipped.
“Just do it, Em,” Hannah says. She shortens my name like we’re the best of friends. “I’ll even take a photo for your proof.”
“Break the law.” Cole snaps a piece of gum and throws her feet on the dashboard. “Be a rebel.”
I glance over at Ravi to see what he says, but it’s Tyler who pats my shoulder again.
“You have to break a rule sometime today. This should be easy,” Tyler says.
Easy for him to say. He’s not the one with nerves coursing through his body making him slightly nauseous. Or maybe that’s my full bladder.
“Hold on.” I grab my phone and dial a video chat.
“Hi, dear,” Grandma says, her face displayed on my phone. I can see she’s still at Patty’s. “How’s it going?”
“Is this where we’re supposed to be?” I switch the camera and point the phone at the abandoned beach.
Grandma peers at the surroundings I show her. Those in the SUV lean in and look at my phone. Their grandmas join my wide-eyed grandma on the screen.
“Oh, dear.” Grandma covers her mouth with a hand. “It’s been a few years since I’ve been there. I didn’t realize it might be closed.”
I turn the camera back to my face. “It’s not that it’s closed, it’s just not well used anymore. A sign says to swim at your own risk.”
“Do you want to go someplace else?” Grandma asks.
I look at everyone seated around me and get a couple shrugs and a couple head shakes.
“No, this is fine,” I answer.
“Just be careful and keep an eye on each other. And you don’t need to bury anyone in the sand.”
“Hi, Emma!” Iris waves over Grandma’s shoulder. “How’s everyone doing?”
“Oh! You can watch me break a rule,” I say.
I hand the phone to Cole and she immediately rotates the camera off her face. I hear a chorus of grandmas and teens say hello back and forth while I back out of the parking spot. I position the SUV in front of the no parking sign.
“I guess that works,” I hear Grandma reply before we say our goodbyes.
“You broke the rule,” Tyler says.
“Happy?” I look over my shoulder at him.
“Yes.” Tyler looks satisfied. “I love when you break rules for me.”
Hannah’s face jerks and she locks eyes with me. Her eyebrows arch, and before my cheeks turn red, I put the SUV in reverse, back out, and pull into my original spot.
“What’re you doing?” Tyler demands when I shut off the vehicle.
“I already proved I broke a rule. No one clarified how long I had to park there.”
A short laugh emits from Cole and she bites a piece of licorice. “Nice day out there.” She waves the remaining licorice stick at the windshield.
Large waves roll in on the beach and pebbles of sand hit the windshield with a strong gust of wind.
“Good day for body surfing.” Tyler opens the door, and it blows shut with a gust of wind. “Or not.”
We continue to peer out the windows. No one is willing to venture out first. The pressure in my bladder might make me, and I silently curse the diuretic effect of coffee.
“We do have to get a group photo,” Hannah says.
I’m all about following the rules, but right now something else is on my mind. “You think the bathrooms are open?” I ask.
“This is so lame.” Cole unbuckles.
“You know,” Hannah says from the back. “Boots aren’t the most appropriate beach wear.”
“Not that this is much of a beach,” Cole says. She crosses one ankle over the other and leans back.
“I’m going,” I say.
The pressure in my bladder is intense. I jump out of the SUV and the door crashes shut behind me with a gust of wind. Grains of sand pelt me while I run the short distance to the concrete building. A door with the female symbol beckons me and I reach to pull it open. It doesn’t move. I try again and tug the handle harder, but the door is locked with a large deadbolt. I attempt the male door with the same result.
The wind blows in off the ocean and continues to pelt me with tiny sand grains which feel like needle pricks. I seek shelter on the side of the building opposite the incoming wind and waves. My legs squeeze together, and I scan the area for a place to pee. The options aren’t good. It’s a flat land of sand and dune grass, with hardly a bush in site and no trees.
Tyler and Cole exit the SUV and run over to me.
“Locked?” Tyler tilts his chin at the building.
I nod. “And I seriously have to go.”
“There’s always the ocean,” Cole says followed by a smack of her gum.
“Ew, no.” I scrunch up my face.
“It’s not like you’re breaking a rule by peeing in the ocean,” Cole says.
I tighten my legs. “I hate this so much.”
“You scared, Emma?” Tyler’s sly grin covers his face again. “I dare you to go pee in the ocean.”
I glare back at Tyler and groan. I’ll end up wetting my pants if I don’t do something soon. I run back to the SUV and rip off my shirt. My suit is on under my clothes and there’s no time to put on my swim shirt. I shimmy out of my shorts and throw everything in the driver’s seat. With the urgency of my bladder, I don’t care this is the first time I bare my bikini.
“I’m going in,” I tell Ravi and Hannah who are still in the vehicle.
“I’ll guard from here,” Hannah says from the backseat. Her face is buried in a book.
I don’t hear what Ravi says because I slam the door shut and run for the ocean. The sand is rough under my feet and I squint to keep the blowing pebbles from striking my eyes. Rather than my legs being pricked with the blowing sand, it’s now my entire body. It feels like my stomach is getting exfoliated. The ocean with its rolling waves looms in front of me and I sprint into it.
“Cold, cold, cold!” I scream when a wave hits me and nearly knocks me backwards.
Bracing myself, I push through the water. The waves aren’t huge, but they constantly roll at me. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to pee in this, but I have to go so bad.
I turn my back to the waves and try not to get pushed toward shore where Tyler, Cole, and Ravi now stand. In an effort to get this over with, I try to pee, but I can’t. All this water and I can’t go. It doesn’t help I’m trying to pee in the ocean with three people watching me fumble in the waves.
Cole yells something, but I can’t hear her.
“What?” I yell back.
“Are you done?” She cups her hands around her mouth to yell.
“No!” A wave I’m not ready for grabs me and pushes me forward. I hold my breath. I let the wave pull me under and I go with it. It deposits me not far from Cole, Tyler, and Ravi. I spit salty water out of my mouth.
“Look what the sea threw up,” Tyler says.
I stand, wipe my face off, and adjust my suit. The waves push at my calves. A sand rash runs along my belly and I’m thankful my swimsuit bottoms are tight, or I might have lost them in the water tumbling.
“Done?” Cole smacks her gum.
“I can’t go with you all watching,” I say. “Turn around.”
“And let you drown?” Tyler asks. He taps his right foot in the sand and looks quite fetching in his red swim trunks. I tear my eyes off him and look at Cole, who stands with her arms crossed over her chest and smacks her gum again.
“Fine,” I relent. “You guys turn around and Cole can keep an eye on me.”
“Why her?” Tyler asks.
I start to head back out and push through the waves. “Cause I said so.”
“She might let you drown,” I hear Tyler say behind me.
True, but I’m not going to worry about it. I dive through the breaking waves and head out to where I can tread water. It’s not easy to float up and over waves while peeing, but I give it my best shot. This is by far one of my most humiliating circumstances. Different me is racking up the humiliation on this trip, something usual me avoids.
When I’m done, I swim toward the shore and catch a breaking wave to body surf in. I haven’t quite perfected my dismount and I flail into shore. I’m thankful my suit stays in place.
“See any sharks?” Ravi asks. His eyes scan the water.
“Can we go in now?” Tyler asks.
“Go.” I head back to the water. Now that I’m used to it, it feels nice and the wind is cool against my bare skin.
Cole and Tyler run into the water with me. Ravi stays planted on the shore and since I don’t see Hannah, I guess she’s still in the SUV. We eventually coax Ravi in, though he won’t go any deeper than his thighs. Soon, Hannah stands on the beach and waves one arm at us. I body surf in and find out what she wants.
“I think I ate sand.” Hannah shields her face from the harsh wind.
“You need something?” I ask.
“It’s time to report in with the photo of the power plant,” Hannah says.
We get everyone on the beach and try to position ourselves for a selfie with the nuclear power plant in the background. Hannah directs Ravi to stand in the back with Cole on his right side and Tyler on his left.
“Emma, get in front of Tyler,” she tells me.
“I’m taller,” I say. “I should be in the back.” Cole is the shortest and should be in the front.
“You’re shorter than Tyler. You’re fine,” Hannah says.
I stand in front of Tyler and leave space between us. Hannah stands next to me, nearly blocking Cole, and positions her phone.
“No, we need to get closer.” Hannah grabs my arm. She pulls me back and I fall into Tyler’s chest. He steadies me with a hand on my bare waist. I’m fully aware my back touches his muscular chest.
“I don’t bite,” Tyler whispers in my ear. “Anymore.”
I hold my breath.
“Faces together,” Hannah commands.
I only remember to breathe once she’s done taking the photo.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Hannah calls us in when it’s time to leave. We still have the schedule to follow, even though we don’t have adult supervision. We walk up the windblown beach to the SUV.
“Ouch!” Tyler grabs his left foot and hops on his right while his face contorts.
I rush to him and grab his arm. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”
Blood drips into Tyler’s hand. “I cut my foot on something,” Tyler says.
He holds his foot tight. A piece of glass sits in the sand, now stained with Tyler’s blood.
“Let’s get you to the car.” I grip Tyler’s arm tight. “We can bandage you up there.”
I yell for Ravi to come and help. Tyler hops on one foot between us to the SUV. He sits in the back with the hatch open and his feet hang over the side. I take his left foot in my hand and examine the cut on his heel.
“I can’t deal with blood.” Cole turns away faster than the wind blows trash across the beach.
“It’s not bad,” I say. “We need to clean it first.”
There’s sand in the wound. Tyler’s face and fists clench when I pour water from a bottle over his cut.
“That hurts.” Tyler’s eyes shut tight.
“Poor baby,” I murmur to annoy and distract him. I apply pressure to the cut with paper towel Grandma keeps in the back.
“I know what I don’t like that’s red,” Tyler says.
It’s not hard to guess. “Blood?”
Tyler mumbles an affirmative response and pouts again.
“You’re going to need to clean this better at home, but I’ll do what I can.” I keep my hand wrapped around his foot. “Hey, Hannah.” Hannah sits in the passenger seat ahead of us reading a book. “Where’d you get the book?” I ask.
“Your purse,” Hannah answers. “I hope you don’t mind.”
I’m not sure if I should mind or not. But, whatever, different me shouldn’t worry about it.
“Can you hand my purse back, please?” I ask.
Hannah tosses it, nearly hits Tyler in the head, and returns to reading. I dig through my large cloth cross-body bag.
Ravi’s eyes widen. “What do you keep in there?” he asks.
“This.” I hold up a small, zippered pouch which has antibiotic ointment and some bandages.
Tyler places my purse in his lap while I bandage his foot. He pulls out a package of gum and a tin of mints to show Ravi. “The girl has choices,” he says.
Ravi reaches his hand in. He pulls out a small purple plastic covered object. “What is this? A fruit strip snack? Do you have everything in there?”
I snatch the object out of his hand and enfold it in my palm. “It’s a tampon.”
“Oh.” Ravi takes a step back.
Tyler keeps digging. “She has everything in here.” He pulls out a pack of actual fruit snacks.
“You never know when you might get hungry.” I grab the snacks and purse from Tyler.
“Come on,” Tyler says. He examines the bandage on his foot. “Show us what else you have in your purse.”
I narrow my eyes. “Only if everyone else does.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

We stop at a fast-food place for a late lunch after the beach. We look like we’ve been washed ashore, everyone except Hannah. Cole’s pale skin sports some color from being in the sun and water. She might even be a touch sunburned. We all have wind dried hair with a side of salt. My normally fine straight hair has a small beachy wave to it.
“Who’s going first?” Tyler asks. He grabs a fry from the basket in the center of the rectangular table.
“We’re still doing this?” I shift in my seat. There’s sand in places I’d rather not mention.
“Of course.” Tyler looks at his phone. “We still have time.”
My mind mentally searches the contents of my purse. Do I have anything incriminating in it?
“I’ll go first,” Cole says. She yanks out a black wallet connected to a chain. She keeps her wallet in her back pocket and the chain clasps a belt loop. “There.” She slams the wallet on the table.
“Anything else in your pockets other than your phone?” Tyler asks.
“Nope.” Cole rests her fists on the table. “This is it.” Hannah picks up the wallet and opens it. “Hey!” Cole exclaims.
She grabs for the wallet, and Hannah pulls it away. She uses me as a shield because I sit between them. The boys sit across the table from us.
“We get to see what’s in it,” Hannah says. “Especially if you all get to see what’s in my purse and Emma’s.”
“Whatever.” Cole settles back while Hannah opens the wallet.
Hannah pulls out a card and laughs. “No way.” She shows it to me.
“Whoa!” I can hardly believe the driver’s license. The photo is of a smiling girl with shoulder length blonde hair in perfect curls. Pink lips and lightly lined eyes with neutral makeup cover the pale face. “Is that you?” I turn to Cole. She’s a stark contrast from the photo on the license.
“Whatever.” Cole waves her hand. “Sixteen was my sweet sixteen phase.”
“Let me see,” Ravi says.
Hannah turns the card around to show the boys. Ravi’s eyes dart back and forth between the Cole in front of us and the Cole on the license.
Tyler leans in to see the photo and whistles. “I never would have guessed that was you.”
“With age, comes wisdom,” Cole says. “The sweet look isn’t for everyone. You wouldn’t believe how many people think it’s a fake license. What kind of idiot would I be to have a fake underage license?”
“Here’s the fake one.” Hannah waves another card in her hand.
Tyler reaches across the table and takes it from Hannah. He looks at it and chuckles. “Do you use this?” Tyler asks, and Cole shrugs her shoulders. “There’s no way anyone would believe you’re…I’m a fool.”
“No!” I grab the card out of Tyler’s hand and peer at it. The photo is of the Cole we know, but the name says, “Ima Phool.”
Cole snorts and takes the card from my hand. “Best purchase ever.”
Hannah shows the remaining items in Cole’s wallet. “Cash, a receipt from the gas station this morning, and this.” She holds the item in her fingers and wiggles it.
“I bet I’m not the only one here with one,” Cole says. She stares at Tyler.
“Maybe you are,” Tyler says back.
Cole shrugs. “I usually carry more, but it’s not like anything is going on in this group. I’ve found they can bring me quite the profit.”
“You’re a condom dealer,” Hannah says and sticks it in Cole’s wallet.
Cole nods, a satisfied grin on her face. “You’d be surprised the amounts people are willing to pay when they want one.”
My eyes blink fast. “How much?” I ask in a disbelieving voice.
“Twenty bucks is pretty common,” Cole replies. “I think I could make some serious cash in the town centers in the evening, but Grandma won’t let me out of the house.”
“Wow.” Tyler’s impressed. “That’s actually brilliant.”
“Sleazy.” Hannah tosses Cole her wallet. “But enterprising.”
“What if you need something else?” I ask Cole. “For, you know, stuff.” I think of the tampons in my purse.
“I assume you’d help me out,” Cole says.
“I’ll go next.” Ravi starts to empty his pockets before anyone else can volunteer. He sets his phone on the table, a tube of lip balm, and a handkerchief.
Hannah bites her lips together and I do the same to keep a laugh from emerging.
Cole picks up Ravi’s phone. “You do know if we asked any old guy in The Villages to empty his pockets, he’d have the exact same things.”
“What is with the handkerchief, dude?” Tyler asks.
Ravi pushes his glasses up with a finger. “It was my grandpa’s. He always carried one and said you never know when you might need it.”
There’s silence while Ravi sticks the handkerchief in his pocket. His grandfather died a few months before mine.
Cole takes apart the case on Ravi’s phone and finds his cash. “Slick.” She hands the phone back to him intact. “Your turn, Hannah.”
“Fine.” Hannah places her purse on the table. “Have at it.”
Cole is the first to dig in the relatively small purse. “Mascara.” She holds up each item as she pulls it out. “Nude lipstick, a 3-in-1 makeup, clear lip gloss, an essential oil roller, and an oil remover packet.”
“Does anyone else find it ironic she has an oil roller and an oil remover?” Tyler smells the essential oil roller and makes a disgusted face.
Hannah grabs the roller and rolls her eyes. “Boys.”
Cole finishes emptying Hannah’s purse. There’s also cash, a couple of credit cards, a tampon, random coins, and her driver’s license.
“That was anticlimactic,” Cole says. “Tyler, you’re next.”
“What about me?” I ask.
“We’re saving the big purse for last,” Cole says.
I bite my bottom lip while Tyler empties his pockets. He sets his phone and a camouflage wallet on the table. Hannah is the first to reach for the wallet and open the Velcro closure. All it contains is some cash and a receipt from this morning.
“No driver’s license?” I ask.
“Left it at Gaga’s,” Tyler replies.
“No condom?” Cole asks.
Tyler shakes his head and grabs his wallet.
“You’re the most boring,” Cole says. “Now for the hoarder.”
“I’m not a hoarder.” I place my rather large purse on the table with a thud. “I’m just prepared for any situation.”
Tyler grabs it before Cole can. “It’s my turn,” he says.
Tyler pulls items out one by one and shows everyone before he sets them on the table. There’s a yellow wallet with cash, coins, an emergency credit card, and…my eyes widen. I lunge forward and grab the driver’s license out of Tyler’s fingers before he can look at it.
“Hey,” Tyler says, “I didn’t get to see that.”
I slide the license into my back pocket. “Plenty of other stuff to see.”
“It’s like Mary Poppin’s nanny bag.” Cole picks out a pack of the fruit snacks and opens them. She throws one in her mouth. “You got a lamp in there?”
I roll my eyes and Tyler continues to dig. He pulls out a container of antiseptic hand gel, the black zippered case with pain reliever, antibiotic, bandages, and a few cough drops. Next, he grabs the gum and tin of mints. Then there’s a small notebook and pen. My face heats up when he pulls out the tampons and panty liners.
Tyler sets a tube of lip balm on the table and Hannah picks it up. “All this stuff and you only have this? No lip gloss or mascara? How is that being prepared?” she asks.
“She’s prepared with this.” Tyler holds up a container of pepper spray.
“That’s for loose dogs when I run,” I say. “Or for bears or whatever may attack me.”
“Does it work on alligators?” Ravi asks.
I shrug.
“Have you ever used it?” Cole’s interest is a little unnerving.
“Once,” I say, and recall the dog which left me with a scar on the back of my calf before I was able to spray it. I learned to never hesitate, it’s better just to spray. I should use that mantra in other aspects of my life. Usual me hesitates, different me doesn’t.
“Can I use it on Pookie?” Tyler asks.
“No.” I grab the spray from Tyler. “I’d use it on you before I use it on Pookie.”
“Why’s that?” The corners of Tyler’s lips edge up.
I shake my head. “You annoy me more.”
“I wouldn’t hesitate to use it on Pookie,” Tyler mutters. He digs in my purse again and pulls out a pack of tissues, a travel bottle of scented lotion, and a small green Swiss Army Knife.
Ravi grabs the knife and pulls out the different tools in it. “You didn’t have this or the pepper spray in your carry-on, did you?”
“Of course, she didn’t,” Tyler says. “She follows the rules.”
“Okay.” I grab my water cup. “Are we done here? I need a refill.”
“Get soda,” Cole says while I walk away. “I dare you.”
I shake my head and clutch my water cup. “Nope.”
“Break a rule,” she calls.
“Already did today,” I say.
“Do it!” Cole yells after me.
Getting soda in my water cup is stealing. I ignore Cole and fill my cup with water.
When I return to the table, the group is huddled over my phone. I clutch my cup and try to act casual. “What’re you doing?”
Tyler grabs my phone from Hannah’s hand. “Seeing if we can figure out anything about you from your phone.”
“As if looking through my purse isn’t enough.” I suppress the urge to snatch my phone. “What’d you find out?” I nod at the phone in Tyler’s hand.
Tyler holds it out to me, and I see what’s displayed on it.
“You have the most boring background ever,” Tyler says. A light blue background displays the time and date. My shoulders slump in relief. “You should change it to our group photo from today. I was looking particularly fine.”
“You’re impossible,” I say and roll my eyes. In the photo, I’m smashed up against Tyler and the only part of him visible is his smiling face.
“We tried to figure out your passcode,” Hannah says. “But we couldn’t guess it.”
“Good.” I snatch my phone from Tyler’s hand.
“What’s on your phone?” Tyler wiggles his eyebrows. “I’ll show you mine, if you show me yours.”
“I think we’ve already played that game with wallets and purses.” I tuck my phone in my purse.
Cole sidles up next to me on our way to the SUV after we leave.
“Zero. One. Two. Four,” she says. I give her a confused look. “Those are the numbers in your passcode, right?”
The startled expression on my face lets Cole know I’ve confirmed her theory. Her lips twitch up into a small version of her evil smile. “Don’t worry,” she says. “I didn’t tell them.” She jerks her head at the other three climbing into the vehicle. “But given long enough, I bet I could figure out the correct order.”
I gulp and pull open the driver’s door. Cole crawls into the seat behind me. Through the rearview mirror I see her eyes on my purse near her feet. I retrieve my phone and set it in the cupholder in the center console.
“Are we even?” Cole asks. She’s referring to me finding her vaping.
I start the SUV and don’t answer. Agreeing would mean I have something to hide. Disagreeing…I don’t know what it means, but it scares me. Through the rearview mirror I see Cole and her evil smile. All I know is I’m changing my passcode and cleaning my phone screen when we get back.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

In the evening, Grandma pulls a sheet of chocolate chip cookies out of the oven. The delicious smell makes my mouth water. The time spent body surfing increased my appetite.
“It looks like you all had a good time today.” Grandma opens the refrigerator and grabs a gallon of milk.
“I guess.” I watch her pour milk into two glasses while I sit on a stool at the island.
We had to send a total of five different photos to the group text. The one on the drive to the beach, the group at the beach, a selfie at lunch, another one on the drive back, and a group photo of us picking up takeout to share with the grandmas.
“We thought it’d be nice for you youngsters to get out without us old ladies for once.” Grandma pushes a glass of milk in front of me and then takes cookies off the tray. “And you broke a rule.”
“Yeah.” I can hardly wait for a cookie. I love Grandma’s cookies. “Tyler convinced me to park there.”
Grandma sets the plate of warm cookies in front of me and I pick one up. “He’s gotten you to break a few rules, hasn’t he?”
I nod, my mouth full of warm cookie. The chocolate is all melty and soft. I take a drink of milk and the coldness contrasts perfectly with the warm sweet cookie. It’s like Tyler and me. He’s the warm cookie and I’m the tall, cold glass of milk.
“He still doesn’t remember you?” Grandma asks.
I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. “No. There’s no reason he should. I never did anything to stand out. And I’m glad he doesn’t remember me or know me. I mean…” I look at the cookie in my hand. The once hard chocolate chips are melted and gooey. They’re like me. The Florida sun has melted my usual coldness. “I’m glad he doesn’t know what I’m usually like at home.”
“What’s different about you here?” Grandma settles into the stool next to me and picks up a cookie.
“That I have to break a rule every day.” I take a second cookie.
Grandma makes a huffing noise. “Besides that.”
“I don’t know. I’m still me, but not the usual me. A different me.”
“Do you like the different you?”
I take a drink from my glass. Grandma remains quiet and waits for my answer. I look in the cup of remaining milk, as if it can determine my future and answer like a fortune cookie.
“Yes,” I finally reply. “I think I do.”
“What’s the difference?” Grandma asks. “Between the you here and the one at home?”
“It’s like you said. No one here knows me, and we won’t see each other again. So, what does it matter? I’m not worried what they think of me. I can be…” I drop my cookie. It falls from my fingers and lands on the counter.
“What Emma?” Grandma’s face displays concern at my shock.
I’m shocked because of what I realize. A realization I’m not ready to verbalize. Not yet. I can barely believe it myself.
I’m shocked I can be…real. I can be real around these people. I can be different me, and usual me, which is the real me.
“I don’t know how to explain it,” I finally say. “I’m still figuring it out. I don’t quite know how to be real around other people I’ve known for a long time, like the ones at my school.”
Grandma swallows a bite of her cookie and nods. “I think I get it. With your grandpa gone, I’m struggling to figure out who I am. I’m me, but it’s a different me. I knew who I was with your grandpa, but now that he’s gone, I’m not quite sure who I am. And I can’t be who I was with him because he’s not here.”
“That’s why we’re trying different things?” I flick my hair with the hand not covered in melted chocolate.
Grandma laughs. “Yes, and at least hair grows back. I just wish figuring out a life without your grandpa were as easy as a haircut.”
“You’re still my grandma.” I lick the chocolate off my fingers.
“I’ll always be.” Grandma wraps an arm around me and places a kiss on my temple. “No matter if everything changes.”
Change. I need to change something right now. I tug my phone out of my back pocket.
“Going to call your parents?” Grandma asks.
“In a few minutes.” I open the settings on my phone. “But first I need to change my passcode.” 




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

There’s a noise. A tapping sound. I’m unsure of my surroundings and the noise sounds again.
I open my eyes, rub them, and glance at the alarm clock. I was dreaming because it’s one in the morning. My eyes close and I roll over. There’s a tap on the window. My eyes flick open. My heart starts to beat fast and I know I’m no longer dreaming. There’s another tap, louder than before, on the window. It sounds like someone says my name, but I’m not quite sure. The tapping starts again. Trying not to think about what scary things can lurk behind the glass, I throw the covers off and get out of bed. I head to the window, pull up the blinds, and find someone outside.
“Tyler,” I mouth, seeing him in the light of the moon. I push the window up and talk to him through the screen. “What are you doing here?”
He motions with his hand. “Come on,” he says. “We’re going out.”
I glance back at the clock again. “No, we’re not,” I say. “It’s the middle of the night. And we just spent all day together.”
“Come on,” Tyler says again. “The others are waiting out front.”
I try to peer through the screen, but since my window is on the side of the house, I can’t peek far enough to see the street. “What are you all doing?”
“Have you ever snuck out of the house?” Tyler asks.
For some reason, the screen between us feels like the bars of a jail cell. And I’m the one in jail.
“No,” I say slowly and realize where this is going.
“Time to break a rule,” Tyler says. “Are you going to come out the window or the front door?”
“This is a bad idea,” I say, stalling for time.
“How?” Tyler asks. “What’s going to happen?”
“Um…” I pause and bite my lip. What will happen? I doubt Grandma will punish me unless I get arrested.
“Come on,” Tyler says. “They’re waiting.”
“I’m in my pajamas.” I wear shorts and a t-shirt with no bra.
“You’re fine,” Tyler says. “Who’s going to see?”
For one, he is. And for another, so is the rest of the group.
“What are we doing?” I ask again.
“Emma,” Tyler intones. “Stop stalling.”
“Fine,” I huff. “Meet me at the back. I’ll go out the lanai door.” I grab a hoodie and throw it on. I pick up a pair of sandals and clutch them while I tiptoe across the living room. The door to Grandma’s room is cracked and I pause outside. Soft snores reach my ears. For a second, I contemplate asking permission, but instead I hold my breath and unlatch the door to the lanai. I push the slider slow and open it wide enough to squeeze through. Tyler waits at the back door for me.
“I was wondering if you’d change your mind,” he says as I bend to stick my feet in the sandals.
Yawning, I stand up. “We’re taking tomorrow off running since you’re disturbing my sleep.”
“Fine. And I’ll buy you a coffee in the morning.”
“Isn’t it already morning?” I yawn again.
“Don’t you ever stay out late?” Tyler asks.
I avoid the question. “How’d you know which room I was in?”
“Lucky guess,” Tyler says.
Right. I don’t believe him.
Tyler grabs my arm. “Come on, they’re waiting.”
He pulls me and we pass between Iris’s house and Grandma’s. It’s quiet and dark when we reach the empty street. Tyler releases his hold on me.
I cross my arms over my chest. “They’re waiting, huh?”
Tyler peers around. “I swear they were right here a few minutes ago.”
The night is pleasant, not hot and muggy like the day. It’s a bearable temperature and I feel a little warm with my hoodie on, though I won’t be removing it since I’m braless. Glancing around for the invisible others, I start to worry.
“It’s okay if I leave the door unlocked?” I ask. “Nothing will happen, right?”
Tyler’s head swivels around. “It’ll be fine. Don’t worry, okay?”
Easy for him to say. I’ve left my one and only Grandma alone in an unlocked house while I sneak out. With a boy. Different me is adding to her list of experiences. Some good. Some bad. And some…I don’t know…different.
“Here they come.” A sigh of relief escapes Tyler. He probably doesn’t want to be left alone in the dark with me.
I hear soft puttering and Hannah pulls up driving an electric golfcart.
“Climb on,” Cole says from the seat next to Hannah.
Ravi sits in the back. Tyler and I join him, and I’m sandwiched between the two guys.
“What are we doing?” I try to turn my head to the front and notice how close my face is to Tyler’s.
“Alligator hunting,” Cole says without a hint of emotion.
“What?” I heard her, but I’m not sure if she’s joking. She seems serious.
“We’re breaking habits,” Hannah says. “I don’t have my phone on me.”
“No smoking or drinking.” Cole pats her pockets. “And hopefully you’re breaking a rule.”
“I guess.” I look at Ravi. “You weren’t studying, were you?” I ask him.
“We totally busted him,” Tyler says before Ravi can speak.
“You guys keep me so busy I can only do it in the middle of the night,” Ravi says.
“Spoken like a true addict,” Cole chimes in from the front.
I turn my attention to Tyler. “And what about you?”
“I’m definitely not pleased with him,” Ravi says.
“See?” Tyler grins in my direction. “I didn’t please Ravi. I can displease other people besides you.”
“I’m not pleased with any of you,” Ravi says. “Except for Emma, she wasn’t involved.”
“Huh?” I’m confused.
“My grandma let them in. They stuck a pillowcase over my head and basically kidnapped me.” Ravi crosses his arms over his chest, and I can’t contain the laugh in me as I imagine the scene.
Tyler nudges me in the side with his elbow. “I’m sure you weren’t pleased with me when I woke you up.”
“Isn’t it your goal to displease me while we’re here?” I ask.
Tyler unwedges his arm next to mine, places it across the back of the seat, and it drapes over my shoulders. His hand rests on the seat behind Ravi. “You bet,” he says. “Am I doing a good job?”
I wasn’t pleased earlier, but the warm sensation coursing through me where Tyler touches me is more than pleasant.
Hannah drives to the nearest golf course while I try to think of something other than Tyler touching me. She parks on a green near a large pond.
“Who’s ready?” Hannah turns around to face those of us in the back.
“For what?” I ask.
“Alligator hunting.” Cole steps out of the golfcart.
“I thought you were kidding,” I say.
Tyler jumps out while Ravi and I remain in place. “Come on, Emma.” Tyler holds his hand out to me. “The alligators will be sleeping.”
“Uh, no.” I grip the side of the golfcart. “They won’t be. They tend to hunt at night.”
“No, they don’t,” Tyler counters, still holding his hand out.
I shake my head. “I’m not going anywhere near that pond in the dark and you shouldn’t either,” I say.
“What do you think, Ravi?” Tyler’s hands drop to his sides.
“I’m not an expert on reptiles, but I trust Emma. I’m going with her on this.” He links his arm through mine.
“If you don’t believe me,” I say. “Look it up on your phone.”
“I didn’t bring mine with me,” Tyler says with a shake of his head.
“Me either,” Ravi says. The three of us turn to Hannah.
“Don’t look at me. I told you I don’t have it,” she says.
I don’t have my phone either. I didn’t even think to bring it.
“Cole?” I look around for her. She’s not near us and it’s too dark for my eyes to see farther away.
“Cole?” Hannah questions, also peering into the dark.
“Cole?” I raise my voice.
Hannah swears. “Where did she go?”
“Cole!” I’m even louder this time. “You’d better not be by the pond!”
“Maybe I’d better go check,” Tyler says, but he only takes one step.
“I’m going to kill her if she’s down there,” Hannah says.
“If an alligator doesn’t get her first,” Ravi says. I think I’m the only one to hear his comment.
The sound of a splash startles us. I jump and clutch Ravi. “You can’t go alone,” I say to Tyler.
Hannah yells for Cole again and the only sound is another splash.
“Do you have a flashlight?” I ask.
“No phone, remember?” Hannah rummages through a cubby in the golfcart looking for one.
“Got your purse, Emma?” Tyler asks in a sarcastic voice.
“I didn’t quite think of that when someone scared me by banging on my window in the middle of the night,” I say.
“Do you have a flashlight in it?” Tyler asks.
“I don’t need one when I have a flashlight on my phone,” I answer.
“Can you two stop chitchatting so we can figure out what to do?” Hannah’s voice has a legitimate sounding worry to it.
“I’m not leaving this golfcart,” Ravi says. “Not if I can’t see what’s in front of me.”
“You don’t think an alligator got her? Do you?” Hannah turns back to us.
“No, no,” I say, though I’m not entirely sure. “Maybe she’s just trying to scare us.”
“This is why it’s always important to have your phone on you,” Hannah says. “If Cole is in the mouth of an alligator, how are we going to call 911?”
Another splash sounds and Hannah swears in a whisper. “If the alligator doesn’t kill her first, then I will.”
“Come on,” Tyler says. “I’m going and if anyone is coming with me, let’s go.”
Again, against my better judgement, I get out of the golfcart and grab Tyler’s arm.
“You’re squeezing me,” Tyler says.
I apologize and loosen my grip, but don’t let go of him.
“I’m coming too.” Hannah grasps Tyler’s other arm.
“I’ll wait here,” Ravi says. “In case I need to drive for help.”
“You’d drive the golfcart into the pond,” Hannah says. “Your driving is scarier than meeting an alligator.”
“Fine.” Ravi huffs and jumps out of the golfcart. “But I’m staying at the back and running if anything happens.”
“You only need to be faster than the slowest person,” I say. I’m sure I can outrun everyone here.
“Great.” Ravi huffs again. “I’m going to be the one eaten by the alligator.”
“Maybe it’s already eaten,” Tyler says.
I slap Tyler’s chest with my free hand. “You’re not helping any.”
“I don’t see you helping,” he retorts.
I tug Tyler. “Come on.”
With slow steps, we inch our way forward into the dark. Another splash sounds and a whimper escapes Hannah.
“What the heck are we doing?” she asks.
With every step we take I think we’re going to run into an alligator. My eyes adjust to the dark and I make out the shape of the pond in front of us. “I don’t think we should get too close to the water,” I say. Alligators can move quick to grab something near them.
“Cole,” Hannah calls out again.
The only answer is the soft purr of an electric golfcart. The four of us turn to the sound and a pair of headlights drives at us.
“Now why didn’t we think to drive the golfcart and use the headlights?” Tyler asks.
That would have been smart. I blame lack of sleep for our stupid ideas. The golfcart heads straight at us, looking like it’s not going to stop.
“Should we move?” I ask. My body tenses.
“They’ll stop,” Tyler says while the golfcart drives closer. “Then again, maybe not.” He pulls me to one side and Hannah jumps to the other.
And Ravi, poor Ravi. I wait to hear the impact. When I open my eyes, Ravi stands with a stunned expression, the golfcart only inches from him.
“You could have hit me!” Ravi pushes his glasses up his nose.
“But I didn’t.” Cole sits in the driver’s seat. I can’t see her face, but I can imagine the wicked grin she has on. “Were you guys really going to wrestle an alligator?” Cole points to the pond, which is now visible with headlights.
“Alligator!” Ravi yells. Like a rogue superhero with some serious Spidey skills, he leaps on the hood of the golfcart before anyone else reacts.
The rest of us respond slower. Hannah jumps in the front next to Cole, while Tyler and I clamber in the back.
“Whoa.” Cole stares at Ravi on the hood. “Who knew you could jump like that?”
“Not me,” Ravi says. “Put my life in danger and my skill set is unleashed.”
Cole’s head bobs in a nod and her evil grin returns. “Shall we see what other skill sets you have?”
“Um.” I peer around the golfcart. The head lights are aimed at the pond. “The alligator is walking this way.”
It’s not a huge alligator, but it’s also not small. The reptile slowly ambles our way, curious to see what’s invading its territory in the middle of the night.
“Here we go!” Cole guns the golfcart, though that’s not saying much since it doesn’t accelerate fast and won’t go over twenty-five miles per hour.
Ravi grips the front of the golfcart, and Cole turns it away from the alligator. “You should have just run over me while you had the chance!” Ravi shouts over the hum of the engine.
Cole stops the golfcart. “Get in,” she says.
Ravi doesn’t have to be told twice and runs to the back. I slide over and he drops in next to me. “And you all say I can’t drive.” Ravi huffs and pushes his glasses up.
“You would have hit me,” Cole says.
“I can drive,” Hannah says, “and I would have hit you, so that’s not saying much.” Hannah slugs her cousin in the shoulder. “And what were you doing? You freaked me out.”
Under all their sarcastic and mean comments to each other, there’s a tiny drop of love between Hannah and Cole. Or at least concern.
“I was getting this.” Cole pulls out something from near her legs.
“What is it?” I try to twist forward to see, but I’m smashed between the two boys. My nose brushes near Tyler’s neck, and wow, he smells fantastic. He’s a mix of tangy fruit and fabric softener.
Cole hands the object over her shoulder and Ravi grabs it. I lean away from Tyler and his tasty green apple scented hair. It reminds me of my favorite sour candy. I try to focus on what’s in Ravi’s hand.
“A pink flamingo?” Ravi asks. He twists the plastic pink flamingo in his hand. It’s one you would stick in a yard or garden. “This is why we went looking for you by an alligator infested pond?”
“Awesome, right?” Cole asks.
Cole and I have different definitions of awesome.
“What do you want with a plastic pink flamingo?” Tyler asks.
“Your help,” Cole says. “And Emma’s.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Pink flamingos invade my dreams the rest of the night and I blame Cole. She refused to tell us why she took a plastic pink flamingo from the golf course. Now we all sit at donut club waiting for her to explain. Cole throws her boots up on the edge of the table and crosses her arms over her chest.
“It’s how I’m going to help others,” Cole says.
“Really?” Hannah’s eyebrows arch in her signature move. “Stealing a gaudy plastic pink flamingo and freaking the rest of us out is your idea of helping others?”
“Why do you need my help?” Tyler asks and then his mouth opens wide in a yawn.
“And Emma’s,” Cole says.
My head jerks up from my phone. There’s a text from my mom. “Me?”
Cole takes a drink of her coffee. “I want to find out who reported Pam, but I’ll need Tyler and you to help out.”
“What rule am I going to have to break?” I yawn now. They’re contagious.
“I don’t know if it involves any rule breaking. You’ll have to let me know,” Cole says. “Okay, here’s what we…” Cole slams her feet on the floor. “Ravi. Phone.”
Ravi looks up from his lap at Cole’s commanding voice. “I’m not studying.” He holds his phone out to Cole. “I was checking out the website you told me about.”
A satisfied look covers Cole’s face. “Nice to know I can be a good influence on someone. Now back to my plan.”
Cole proceeds to tell us her plan to draw out the person who reported my grandma for an infraction of yard décor. Tyler is to plant the pink flamingo in Iris’s yard and we’re to keep track of who passes by or looks suspicious. Iris’s house is the first choice because it’s next door to Grandma’s. If it doesn’t work at Iris’s house, we’ll move to Plan B, though Cole refuses to divulge Plan B until we try Plan A. I highly doubt she has a Plan B, or it’s entirely illegal.
“You couldn’t buy a pink flamingo?” Tyler asks when Cole finishes explaining.
“Where’s the fun in that?” Cole asks.
◆◆◆
 
“Time to switch it up,” Martha announces when donut club is over. “Emma, you’re coming with me.”
We swap grandmas for the day. I sit next to Martha in her golfcart. It’s the same one I sat in during the middle of the night for some pink flamingo shenanigans. We putter along on a path built for golfcarts and pedestrians. Everything about The Villages is planned and orderly. It’s someone’s version of retirement utopia. Houses and landscaping are neat and pristine, and nothing is out of place. It either blends in, or it doesn’t belong. Like me.
I check my text again.
Mom: If you’re still serious about it when you get home, I’ll consider letting you do independent study for your senior year.
“Everything okay, sweetie?” Martha asks, a quick glance at me.
The look on my face must be revealing. I pocket my phone. “Yep.” The word comes out forced, betraying my lie. Everything is not okay. A new and unknown battle rages in my mind. Do I want to go back to blending in when this is all over?
“Anything you want to talk about?” Martha’s not giving up yet.
“I don’t know,” I say. I don’t even understand myself.
“How’s the rule breaking going?” Martha asks. “Have you done anything today?”
My shoulders slump. “Um.” What am I supposed to say about the early morning sneaking out? I guess Patty knows Ravi went out because the group kidnapped him. But what will my grandma think? I know she’s the one who told me to break rules, but the thought of telling her I snuck out makes me nervous. “Do you know about last night?” I ask.
“What about it?” Either Martha is talented at looking clueless or she really doesn’t know.
I shake my head fast. “Nothing.”
Martha laughs and turns on to a road from the cart path. “We all know about last night. Iris dropped Tyler off and Hannah had to get the key to the golfcart from me. Patty let them in to take Ravi, and your grandma knew before you even left.”
“Really?” I’m shocked. “I was freaking out about sneaking out and she knew?” I put my head in my hands and hide my mortified face.
“She hasn’t told you yet?” Martha chuckles.
“No,” I reply, determined to repay Grandma. “I thought I was breaking a rule. That means I still have to break one.”
Martha stops at an intersection. “How’d it make you feel sneaking out?”
“Like I was doing something wrong and could get in trouble for it.” I recall the feeling of panic when I tiptoed my way across the house and left. My heart was pounding hard the entire time.
“I’d count it as breaking a rule,” Martha says. She turns the golfcart into a driveway.
Martha’s house resembles nearly all the other houses. Her floor plan is the same as Patty’s, though some of the colors and exterior materials are different. There’s little personality on the outside of the homes. It’s only when you get inside you can see an owner’s individuality.
“What are we doing?” I ask when we step into Martha’s house. It’s noticeably colder in her home than everyone else’s and I wish I had a sweater with me.
“I honestly don’t know.” Martha leads me into her living room and my eyes widen.
It’s not a typical living room. The walls are lined with bookshelves and two comfy couches face each other in the middle of the room with a large coffee table between them. It’s dark, masculine, and cozy looking. It’s a library and men’s lounge room mixed.
“This is amazing,” I say.
Martha must notice the wonderment in my eyes. “You like to read?” she asks, and I nod. “Feel free to look.”
I immediately head to the first shelf and start to browse. My arms are peppered in goosebumps and I rub my hands up and down them.
“Here,” Martha says a few minutes later when I’ve moved on to another bookshelf. She hands me a heavy black sweater. Martha seems to have a collection of sweaters, and they’re not as feminine as Patty’s. Martha’s wardrobe tends to be mostly black and classic, with a few animal prints thrown in.
I shrug the sweater on and run my fingers over the spines of some novels.
“Hannah and Cole don’t quite appreciate my books. We have different tastes,” Martha says as she settles into one of the large dark leather couches. “Anything in particular you like to read?”
My eyes run over the titles of the books. “I like to dabble in everything. There are no favorites with me. How about you?”
Martha waves her hand at the shelves. “Same as you, I like to dabble. But I do have an extensive romance section.”
It’s not hard to spot the romance shelf. I stand in front of it and scan it. There’s one author who stands out, with multiple titles on the shelf, and even duplicates of some books. “You like E.M. Huggins?”
I turn to Martha and she has a sly grin on her face. “I’m E.M. Huggins. Those are mine.”
My eyes grow wide. “You’re an author? How come no one ever told me?”
“Not many people know.” Martha chuckles. “I bet Hannah and Cole would die of embarrassment to know their grandma writes steamy romances. Now pick up one of the paperbacks with a yellow cover and bring it here.”
I do as Martha says and hand her the book while I take a seat on the same couch. “How long have you been writing?” I ask. There are at least a dozen books with Martha’s pen name.
“Ever since my divorce,” Martha replies.
“Oh.” I don’t know what else to say.
Martha picks up a Sharpie from the coffee table and laughs. “He cheated on me. We were married thirty years and I didn’t want to rely on him anymore. I channeled my anger into writing, and I guess my steamy romances are a hit with the older ladies. I do well enough to support myself.”
“Does my grandma know?” I ask.
Martha laughs again. “Your grandma, Patty, and Iris know. They didn’t at first, because well, it seemed a little embarrassing to share my stories. But they’re my tribe, my gals. Once I got to know them, I told them.”
“Why are you telling me?” I pull the sweater around me and wrap myself in the small feeling of privilege. It’s an honor to have Martha trust me.
“I have a feeling you’re a fellow book lover and won’t judge a book by its cover.” Martha holds up the paperback in her hand, which shows a steamy couple. It’s not a book I would typically pick up because of the cover, but I’ll give it a chance. Martha turns the cover and writes on the first page. She hands it to me when she’s done.
“What’s this?” I gingerly open the book.
“It’s for you.” Martha smiles. “If you keep my secret.”
“I will.” I read the inscription.
To Emma,
Thanks for keeping my secret.
Love,
E.M. Huggins (Martha)
“I hope your grandma doesn’t kill me for giving that to you,” Martha says. “You might want to hide it under your mattress. I think that’s where Patty keeps hers.”
I close the pages and look at the cover. The book is titled A Hot Summer to Remember.
◆◆◆
 
I curl up on Martha’s couch, a blanket on me, a cup of tea on the coffee table, and a book in my hand. It’s the perfect morning as far as I’m concerned. It’s a pause, a moment to breathe, and a chance to enjoy usual me.
Martha sits at a dark wood desk by a window and types away on her laptop. It’s amusing to watch her. She sits for a few minutes staring at the screen before her fingers launch into a flurry of typing. She pauses for a moment before her right pointer finger repeatedly jabs the backspace button. Then she repeats the same process again.
Alone, each grandma has a distinct personality. Iris is the drama queen, Patty is the sweetheart, Martha is the authoritarian, and Grandma is the introvert. But when the grandmas are together, they’re the same, but different. Their personalities blend and they bring out the best in each other.
I turn the page of Martha’s book and read the words, my eyes widening as I do. Oh my. My cheeks flush and I want to hide under the blanket. I hold the book near my face and peer over it at Martha. She furiously fingers the backspace button, and it reminds me of…something I skip over in the book. I can’t believe Martha writes what I’m reading. I try to keep my face placid and finish reading the scene, but I skip over parts.
Martha turns in her chair, an arm slung over the back. “I hope what you’re reading doesn’t wrongly influence your perception of me,” she says.
I swallow hard. “No,” I squeak out.
I never would have pegged Martha as a steamy romance novelist. Never. You really can’t judge a book by its cover. You don’t know what waits in the pages to surprise you.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Martha’s book hides under my pillow. Right now, Grandma and I sit on the glider on her back patio by the unlit firepit and enjoy the beautiful evening. It’s about as perfect as it gets for a midsummer Florida sunset. The sky is dotted in pink and orange clouds, a small breeze kisses the skin, and the humidity is a bearable level.
“You have some really great friends,” I tell Grandma.
“I do,” she agrees. “Sometimes I wish I’d met them earlier so I could have more time with them. But I think they came into my life right when I needed them.”
I run my finger along the right side of my nose. I’ve been here seven days, six days of those with the group. Perhaps this is a week that’s come into my life when I needed it.
A shrill yip interrupts the still night.
“Hello, neighbors.” Iris waves from her backyard. The flowy sleeve of her turquoise caftan falls down her arm. Pookie barks her hello or insults from near Iris’s ankles.
“Why don’t you come on over?” Grandma beckons to Iris. “I’ll put on some cookies quick.”
Iris’s face lights up. “I’ll mix up some drinks and get Tyler. Emma, honey. Can you watch Pookie for me?”
“Sure.” I head across the short expanse of grass to Iris’s yard. Pookie tips her head back at me and barks while Iris heads in her house. “Just don’t pee on me,” I tell the temperamental pup. Pookie yips and heads to a tree.
I sit in the grass and stretch my long legs out in front of me. Pookie skips over and steps on my thighs. I bite my lip, unsure what the tiny thing is going to do. Pookie circles, her claws poke the bare skin below my shorts, and then she plops down in my lap.
“Yeah. Well.” I eye the dog who contentedly closes her eyes. “Make yourself comfortable.”
“I will.” Tyler stands above me and holds a glass out. “It’s a Roy Rogers, Gaga’s mocktail specialty.”
“Thanks.” I take the drink. Four maraschino cherries bob in the cola and grenadine mix. It’s sweet and bubbly, which makes me hiccup with the first sip.
Tyler laughs and sits next to me. Pookie lifts her head, bares her teeth, and growls.
“Whoa. I’m sorry,” Tyler says.
“She doesn’t appreciate you mocking me,” I say.
“I don’t think that’s it.” Pookie continues to growl until Tyler scooches away from me. “She doesn’t like me near you.”
“Well, wonders never cease.” Iris walks past Tyler and me with a drink in each hand. “Look at you two. I didn’t think she’d ever find a friend.”
I take a drink and watch Iris’s caftan brush the ground and flow behind her like a train. I’m not quite sure if Iris is talking about me or the dog. Pookie settles her head on top of her front paws and closes her eyes again.
“How was your day with Martha?” Tyler asks.
“Great.” It really was, even though we didn’t do much besides read and write. “And yours with Patty?” The girls swapped grandmas and the boys swapped.
“She taught me to make a Jell-O salad.” Tyler takes a sip of his drink. “I’m pretty much set to impress the ladies with my cooking skills.”
“Your girlfriend likes Jell-O?” I ask.
“Um. I don’t know.” Tyler takes another drink and the ice cubes clink in his glass. “You never told me your favorite flavor.”
Either the night is getting warmer or Pookie’s body contributes to my warmth, because a sudden wave of heat overcomes me. “Have you put the flamingo in the front yard yet?” I ask and bring the drink up to hide my face.
“We can do it tomorrow after our run.”
Our run. Tyler says it like it’s our thing we do without prearranging. He sets his left hand near my right one, and only a blade of grass separates our skin. Tyler gazes down and I follow his focus. It’s on our wrists.
“Hey,” Tyler says. My eyes widen and my jaw drops because I see what he sees. “Your wrist-”
“Has an ant on it.” I pull my hand away and shake it. Tyler smacks my thigh and jostles Pookie. “Hey.” I narrow my eyes at Tyler. I was faking an ant to get his attention off my wrist. Why is he smacking my thigh?
“You have ants crawling all over you.” Tyler points to my leg.
I spring up, bump Pookie off me, and almost spill my drink. “Ow.” An ant on my thigh bites me and I smack it with my free hand.
“Um.” Tyler looks like he wants to reach out and brush ants off me, but he hesitates. “They’re all over your backside.”
I peer at my rear. Ants crawl over my shorts and probably under them. I instantly feel itchy.
“Oh my gosh. Here.” I shove my drink at Tyler and swat my butt. Pookie spins circles and barks at my wild antics. I twist, slap, and shake all over with a few added squeals.
“Emma, dear?” Grandma calls over from her back patio. “You have ants in the pants or what?”
Tyler laughs like crazy. “She does! For real!” He continues to laugh.
“Not. Helping.” I glare at Tyler.
He sets the drinks down and before I can protest, Tyler scoops me in his arms and rushes to Iris’s house.
“What’re you doing?” Breathless, I brace my hand against Tyler’s chest while he opens the screen door to Iris’s pool.
“Helping you.” And then Tyler jumps into the pool.
I come up sputtering water and grab Tyler’s arms to help me find footing on the bottom of the pool. “Why’d you do that?” I ask.
“To drown the ants,” Tyler replies.
Tyler’s hands are on my waist. I remove my hands from his biceps and take a step back.
“Oh.” I dunk under the water. It gives me a second to cool off, a second to drown any lingering ants, and one more to avoid Tyler’s gaze and the feel of his hands on me.
“Better?” Tyler asks, a grin on his face, when I surface and wipe my eyes.
“I suppose I should thank you for that.” I make my way over to the side of the pool.
“No skinny dipping!” Iris’s voice carries over from next door.
“You going to break that rule?” Tyler smirks.
I splash him and hoist myself out of the pool. “You already got me to break one today, remember?”
“I’m the only one allowed to skinny dip in my pool.” Iris raises her drink at us from next door.
“Ew.” Tyler climbs out of the pool. “I didn’t need to know that.”
“Did that take care of the ants in your pants?” Grandma yells over.
“Yes.” I sigh and wring water out of my hair. I’m acutely aware of my wet t-shirt and of Tyler’s clinging to his chest.
Tyler points to my right wrist. “Did you get bit?”
“Oh. Um. Yeah.” I clasp my left hand over the mark on my right wrist. “Thanks for the help. I’m gonna go shower. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I rush out of the birdcage and run over to Grandma’s, my heart pounding in my chest at the snippets of a memory fogging my brain. I hurry into the bathroom and sit down on the edge of the tub. The small birthmark on my right wrist stands out against my tan skin and tiny goosebumps rise around it. I steady my breathing and wait for my heart to find a regular rhythm. The fog in my brain clears and the memory fully surfaces. It’s such a small thing in my past, it seems weird to think of it. It’s only a minute or two, and something I shouldn’t remember, but I do.
Tyler and I were in a lab group in ninth grade. I don’t remember how we ended up together. I was probably a leftover assigned to his group. We had our arms resting on the lab table, my right next to his left. A girl in our group, Ashley, I remember her. She pointed at our wrists. “You two have identical moles,” she said.
“Yeah, so?” Tyler replied and went back to work. I pulled my arm away from his and kept my eyes on the worksheet.
“When two people have identical moles their lives or souls are linked in some way,” Ashley said.
Her reply blazes in my memory and I wonder if Tyler remembers it. On my right wrist and on his left, we have identical heart-shaped birthmarks.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

When I walk out the front door the next morning, Tyler stands in the driveway with the pink flamingo in his hand and a smile on his face. Nerves course through me. I worry he remembers me, but his smile makes me think otherwise.
“Does putting a flamingo in your grandma’s yard count as me breaking a rule?” I ask as the nerves subside and another emotion rushes in. I shouldn’t be this happy to see Tyler.
“No,” Tyler answers. “Because I’m going to put it in.”
He bounds over to Iris’s yard and sticks the flamingo in the dead center of the expanse of grass.
I follow Tyler. “You can’t put it there. It’s too obvious, like someone just stuck it in.”
“I did just stick it in.” Tyler pats the head of the flamingo. “I think I’m going to name it Ozzie.”
I take a deep breath and hold it. I’m annoyed at Tyler and at the memory my brain decides to dredge up. Our science teacher bought a betta fish to keep in the classroom and for some reason Tyler named it Steve.
Why? Why do I suddenly have memories of Tyler?
“Ozzie needs to be somewhere he looks intentional. Like a lawn ornament.” I pluck Ozzie out of the ground with my right hand.
“Is that where you got bit?” Tyler points to the bandage concealing my birth mark.
“Yeah.” I head to the front of Iris’s house and turn my guilty face away from Tyler.
◆◆◆
 
After our run and Pookie walk, Grandma and I ride with Iris and Tyler in the hot pink golfcart to donut club.
“Flamingoed?” Cole sets her coffee down when Tyler and I approach the table.
“Flamingoed.” Tyler confirms.
“And?” Cole crosses her arms over her chest.
“And what?” Tyler sits down and takes a huge bite of a specialty donut.
Cole narrows her eyes at Tyler while he chews. “Did you see anything?”
Tyler nods decisively. “I saw Emma get ants in her pants.”
I groan and Hannah sets her coffee down, now interested in the turn of the conversation. “Really?” Her eyebrows arch. “What happened?” she asks.
Tyler picks up the sour cream donut in front of me and replaces it with an uneaten specialty donut. He orders a few donuts every morning since we started running together.
I reach for my donut and Tyler pushes my hand away. “What are you doing?” I demand.
“Making you try something different,” Tyler replies.
“I did that the other day,” I protest.
“I think I’m figuring you out,” Tyler says.
“You think so?” I ask, a smug smile on my face. I can’t even figure myself out lately.
Tyler gestures over his shoulder to the racks of donuts. “You see those sour cream donuts, sitting in the corner alone and all plain looking?” I see them, but I don’t say anything. “And then there’s the specialty donuts front and center with their fancy toppings trying to be different.” I stare at Tyler. He takes a breath and continues. “The specialty donuts are basically a sour cream donut trying to be different. And they’re worth trying,” Tyler says.
A donut.
It takes a donut for Tyler to figure me out. I’m basically a sour cream donut, who since she’s been here, is filled with fluff and covered in sprinkles. Yet, I’m still a sour cream donut.
“It’s just a donut.” I try to grab the sour cream donut from Tyler, but he takes a huge bite.
“I need to displease someone,” Tyler says with his mouth full of my donut.
“You’re impossible.” I groan in displeasure, which seems to be a noise Tyler enjoys. “Why couldn’t you take…” I glance around the table. No one here gets the same donut every day. “Cole’s?” I try to fill in a name.
“You all know not to mess with me.” Cole bites into her jelly donut and red filling spills out the sides. Point taken.
“Ants?” Hannah takes a bite of her chocolate frosted donut with sprinkles.
“Wait for Ravi,” Tyler says. He tilts his head back to the counter where Ravi and Patty place their orders. “He needs to hear the story too.”
Phones start to chime one by one, which means it’s a group text.
A grin spreads across Tyler’s face when he peers at his phone. “Would you look at that? Gaga got some of it on her phone.”
“What!” I exclaim and start to rummage in my purse for my phone.
Hannah leans over to Cole’s phone and they both watch the video. I can only hear my muffled shrieks and then the splash of water. The four grandmas huddle over their phones, and laughter plays on their faces.
“You alright?” Ravi sits down next to me.
“Fine,” I answer. At least someone’s concerned.
Tyler points to the bandage on my wrist. It’s visible when I lift the donut he traded me. “She got bit.”
I swallow hard. I was bit. By a love bug. I’m unexpectedly crushing on Tyler. Am I breaking a rule because he already has a girlfriend?




CHAPTER THIRTY

It’s now the late afternoon and I’m scheduled to spend time at Iris’s with Hannah and Cole. Besides donut club this morning, I spent all day alone with my grandma. All day to be usual me. All day to dwell on thoughts of Tyler and alternate between feelings of guilt, giddiness, revulsion, and hope. I watch Tyler drive off in the hot pink golfcart to get Ravi and head to Martha’s. Later, the entire group is meeting for dinner and dancing in the town square. It’s another social experiment disaster waiting to happen.
I walk across the well-kept lawn. Everyone in The Villages seems to live comfortable lives. The houses are large and well-kept, and everything from outdoors looks like an identical Instagram filter has been applied to it. It’s only when you get inside a house you can glimpse the personality of its owner. People are the same way. When you let them in your box, they get a glimpse of your true personality. I’m still fearful of letting anyone in my box.
“Hello?” I open the sliding door from the pool into Iris’s house. She told me to come in through the back.
“In the dining room.” I hear Iris’s voice and pass through the living room.
The inside of Iris’s house reminds me of a peacock. It’s decorated in vivid jewel tones with touches of shiny brass. I find Iris with Hannah and Cole in the dining room. An ornate chandelier shines bright over the table. A toolbox, open to display all sorts of drawers full of small containers, rests in front of Iris.
“We’re doing makeovers.” Cole’s voice displays no excitement, not that it ever does, but she sounds extremely uninterested.
“Oh, be quiet, honey.” Iris’s bracelets jangle on her wrist when she swishes her hand at Cole. “You’re supposed to be trying to help people, and you’re making an old lady happy by doing this. I have two boys, five grandsons, and have had four husbands. I’m gonna go all out doing something girly.”
“Can’t you do something girly with Tyler?” Cole asks. She watches Iris rummage through what looks like tubes of concealer or foundation.
“He’s let me put makeup on him more times than you,” Iris replies. It’s hard to hold in a laugh imagining Iris putting makeup on Tyler. Iris hands Cole a makeup wipe. “Take off your makeup, honey. I need a blank canvas. Emma, honey. Hannah will do you.”
I’m already a blank canvas and sit in front of the overly eager Hannah. Hannah gazes at me, like she’s trying to envision what to put on blank paper. It takes her awhile before she starts to dig through the products. There’s a vast array of brushes on the table. I didn’t realize it takes so many different sizes and shapes to do makeup.
“You sure have a lot of stuff,” I say to Iris and gesture to her collection.
Iris rubs something on Cole’s face with a sponge applicator. “I was a makeup artist for a little bit. I worked on modeling shoots and shows.”
“Close your eyes,” Hannah tells me. I obey and let my left fingers brush over the bandage. I wonder if Hannah can hide guilt and usual me behind a layer of makeup. Or maybe my crush on Tyler can’t be concealed?
Cole and I remain silent, while Hannah and Iris chat away and work their magic on us. We find out Iris has been married four times, and twice to Tyler’s grandpa. He was Iris’s first and third husband, and the only one to pass away on her. Her first, second, and fourth marriages ended in divorce.
“I’m done with marriage,” Iris says. “But not with dating.”
I hear a compact click. “Can’t say we have the best marriage examples in our family,” Hannah mutters.
Iris makes a noise. “Well, honey. Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t. Everyone writes their own story and you just need to live it.”
I clench my hands into fists and feel a brush on my eyelid. I don’t need to live what I’m thinking. And I’m thinking of Tyler.
“Have you broken a rule today?” Hannah asks me. She uses the brush on my other eyelid.
“No.” I unclench my hands and try to relax. There’s no need for anyone to figure out or know I have a crush on Tyler. I’m not breaking any rules I know of, and I’ll get over it soon.
“If you’re not breaking rules, you might go breaking hearts tonight,” I hear Iris say. “Well done, Hannah. She looks stunning.”
“You can open your eyes,” I hear Hannah say. “Let me put some mascara on you. Not that you need it on your full lashes.”
While Hannah gets the mascara, I look at Cole. Iris finishes her by applying lipstick with a brush.
Cole rolls her eyes at me. “What?”
“You look good,” I say.
“I hope it’s not like my driver’s license.”
I shake my head. “No, you look like current you.” Iris applies makeup in the way Cole usually does, but in a more understated and natural way. The heavy black eyeliner Cole typically favors is replaced with medium lines and accentuated with some neutral eyeshadow.
Cole eyes me after her lipstick application. “And you look like a Barbie doll.”
Hannah comes at me with a mascara wand and I freeze. “She’s a hottie,” Hannah says. I hold my eyes wide open and feel the tiny bristles ruffle my long lashes.
Cole starts to say something, but Hannah interrupts. “I know, I know. Makeup doesn’t make the woman, blah, blah, blah. And we shouldn’t be considered hot just because of a bunch of paint on our faces, but sometimes it’s fun to play with and I like how it makes me feel.” Hannah caps the mascara. “There. Done.” She gives me a hand-held mirror.
I turn my face, looking at each angle in the mirror. I’m not quite sure who or what I’m looking at. Different me is different.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

When we meet everyone for dinner, they look at me without saying much. The other grandmas give us girls complements on our makeup. My makeover is the most drastic of the bunch. Iris applied Hannah’s makeup and she doesn’t look much different. Cole did Iris’s makeup, and even though it’s different, it still fits Iris’s vivid personality. I refused to makeover anyone. I have no idea what to do with a makeup brush.
It’s one thing to be deemed a “hottie” by girls after a makeover, but it’s a little more uncomfortable for me around boys. Tyler’s eyes wander my way and when I catch him looking at me, his eyes flick away as quick as mine. I’m not sure if he glances my way because of the makeover, but I know why I glance at him. A pang of guilt hits me every time and I remind myself I need to be a friend. A friend. I don’t need to crush on him. I can be a friend. Even though, really, I have no idea how.
After dinner we walk to the town square. Hannah links an arm with me and her other arm with Tyler’s. “Too hot for you?” she asks.
“It’s not any hotter than normal,” Tyler replies.
“No,” Hannah says. “I meant, Emma.”
“I’m already sweating,” I reply.
“You could jump in a pool,” Tyler says.
“You’re impossible,” I say. “I don’t know whether to thank you or get you back.”
“Really?” Hannah pulls us in closer to her with her arms. “You two are both impossible. I meant, Tyler, doesn’t Emma look hot?”
Tyler peers around Hannah and I stick my tongue out at him hoping to conceal the surge of embarrassment. “I guess she’s kinda sweaty,” he says. “But you should see how hot she gets when she runs. The sweat pours off her.”
Hannah makes a disgruntled noise and I stifle a laugh.
◆◆◆
 
Soon enough, sweat pours off me. The grandmas have us line dancing in the town square with a bunch of other senior citizens. The large open square has a barn themed bandstand on one side and covered audience stands on the other. The square is full of people dancing, while the stands have a few spectators. The grandmas require us to dance. It’s mostly country music, which fits well with the western theme, but the DJ sprinkles in other genres. Some of us are forced to participate, namely, Cole. But even she looks like she’s having a good time while we all dance to YMCA. There are a few older ladies whose energy puts us all to shame. The music changes to a slower tempo and I head to the stands for a rest.
A sweaty hand grabs mine. “Come on, dance with me,” Tyler says.
I stop and turn to Tyler. His face glistens with sweat and I’m sure mine matches his. The humidity hasn’t dropped as night falls and I hope the makeup Hannah put on me hasn’t fallen as well.
“Will you?” Tyler holds his other hand out as an invitation.
Hannah walks off the stage where the DJ is set up and I watch her.
“Fine,” I say to Tyler, though I keep my focus on Hannah. She waves at me with a knowing look on her face and as Tyler pulls me in, I narrow my eyes at her. This feels like a set-up. Tyler places his hands on my waist and I hesitantly reach my hands up, unsure where to place them because he’s sweaty. I settle for resting my fingertips on Tyler’s shoulders.
“Are we in middle school?” Tyler asks. His eyebrows rise as he glances at one of my hands barely touching his shoulder. We stand about a foot apart, and slowly shuffle back and forth, doing a good imitation of middle schoolers dancing together. “We can’t let these old people show us up,” Tyler comments.
I look at the couples surrounding us. A few couples dance the old-fashioned way holding one hand and others dance in a tight embrace. The woman next to us has her eyes closed as she rests her cheek on her husband’s chest.
“Some of them have quite a few more years’ experience on us.” I admire how some relationships still have a sweetness about them after a long time. “Plus, you’re all sweaty,” I say.
“That does it.” Tyler steps closer to me. “If my sweatiness displeases you, then we have to dance closer.”
Tyler’s hands are gentle on my waist, but I feel his grip tighten when he pulls me into him.
“Displeasing me again?” A smile plays on my lips and I try to conceal it, along with another feeling rushing through me. “Why does it always seem to be me you choose to displease?”
“You’re my favorite,” Tyler replies.
“And you’re impossible,” I say.
This goes against every rule and logic I have, but I relax and let myself sink into Tyler’s embrace. My hands have a mind of their own and feeling bolder than I have in a long time, I link them behind Tyler’s neck.
A smile covers Tyler’s face. “That’s better,” he says. His satisfied grin makes me want to smile and I do. “Have you broken a rule yet?”
“No.” I close my eyes tight. “I thought it’d be easy, but it’s hard. I don’t know what rule to break or what I’m going to do other than probably break down because of it.”
“You really don’t like breaking rules?” Tyler asks.
“No.”
“Since I displeased you, I’ll help you find a rule to break,” Tyler says.
“What do you suggest?”
“How about kissing someone else’s boyfriend?” Tyler’s fingers move on my back and I intake air sharply. I quickly recover from my temporary shock.
“You mean, like the guy next to us with his wife?” My heart flutters in an irregular pattern.
Tyler glances sideways at the older couple near us. “He’ll do,” Tyler says. “But I was thinking more along the lines of someone closer to you.”
My head shakes. I know what he’s talking about and I won’t cross that line. Even if I really, really, really want to kiss him. “I won’t break that rule,” I say. “I’m not messing with something that could hurt someone.”
We’re silent for a little bit and sway to the music. My heart rate finally slows when Tyler speaks. “This is nice.”
“What is?” My voice is breathier than I want it to be.
“Dancing slow with you.” Tyler draws me in even closer. His chest is against mine and he whispers in my ear. “Sometimes you just need to slow down before you break down.”
If he pulls me in any closer, I might break down. Or break a rule I don’t want to.
◆◆◆
 
“Do it,” Tyler whispers in my ear when we’re alone after dancing. We’re behind the bandstand and away from the crowd. “Come on, just do it.”
I bite my lip and shake my head. “No. I can’t do this,” I whisper back.
“It’s not that hard,” Tyler says. “Just put it in there.”
I shake my head again. “No. It doesn’t feel right.”
“Come on, Emma. It’ll only take a second and then it’s over.”
“But then I’ll be thinking about it all night,” I say. “It’ll drive me nuts.” A bead of sweat trickles down the back of my neck. I’m going to have to shower when I get home. “I’m just not that kind of girl.”
“You play by the rules,” Tyler says. “Except you’re supposed to be breaking them and you haven’t broken one today. This should be easy.” Tyler places his hand on the small of my back and gives me a push. “Come on, you can do it.”
The napkin with a half-eaten donut from dessert is in my hand and I stare at it. “It’s a crime to throw away a donut,” I say. “It’s even worse to put it in the recycling bin.”
Tyler wants me to throw a nonrecyclable item in the recycling bin for my rule breaking. I can’t do it. It seems wrong. I can only imagine what the person sorting through the recycling will think when they find a half-eaten donut in it.
My hand hovers over the recycling bin, but then I pull it away and toss the donut in the garbage can.
“Aww, come on,” Tyler whines. “If you weren’t going to break a rule, I was going to eat that.”
“Fine,” I say. “I’ll break a rule.” I grab the nearly empty plastic water bottle from Tyler’s hand and dump the remaining water out.
“What are you doing?” Tyler asks, still aghast at my display.
“Throwing recycling in the garbage.” I toss the disposable bottle in the garbage can. “There. I broke a rule.” For some reason it’s slightly easier to throw recycling in the garbage can than it is to put garbage in the recycling. I grab Tyler’s arm and pull him back toward the bandstand. “And now you’ve got to tell my grandma all about it.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

I haven’t told Grandma about Martha giving me a book. I’m alone in bed, reading it, but I still feel the need to hide under the covers when I get to certain sections. The fictional story is uncomfortably familiar, though my real story lacks the romance element. The main character runs from her problems to a summer destination where no one knows her. There a summer romance blossoms and helps her to forget her troubles. I’m sure a pivotal moment is going to happen soon. The main character will make a bad decision and nearly lose everything, but I haven’t reached it yet.
The knock on my window doesn’t scare me tonight, and I take my time getting out of bed. When I pull up the shades, Tyler stands in the dark behind the glass. We’ve known each other a week, and yet it feels longer. I remember Tyler from years ago, but I never really knew him. He doesn’t remember or know me, which is good. There’s no need for the past to taint the future.
Tyler motions for me to come out. I glance at the clock. It’s midnight. I hold up my index finger and Tyler nods. I hide the book under my pillow, throw on a hoodie, and tiptoe across the living room. Grandma’s soft snores come from the bedroom when I pass by. Tyler waits for me on the back patio.
“Getting easier to break the rules?” he asks.
“What are we doing tonight?” I rub my arms. It’s chillier than the other night and goosebumps emerge on my bare legs.
“Nothing,” Tyler says.
“Where is everyone else?” I start to walk around the house.
“They’re not here,” Tyler says.
I stop and peer through the dark at him. “Why’d you get me up then?”
“I couldn’t sleep.”
“And you decided to wake me?”
Tyler grins. “Does that annoy you?”
I roll my eyes. “You’re impossible.”
“You weren’t sleeping either,” Tyler says. “Let’s go light your grandma’s firepit.”
“I don’t know,” I say. “It’s late.” I’m afraid to be alone in the dark with Tyler. Afraid to admit what I feel or that he’ll see through me.
Tyler sits on the double person glider. “Break a rule.” He pats the seat next to him.
“What rule am I breaking?” I ask.
“We’ll see,” Tyler says.
I light the propane fire and hesitate a moment before I sit next to Tyler. The fire doesn’t give off much heat, but I feel warm next to him.
“I like you like this.” Tyler scoots a little closer to me.
“Like what?” I can barely get the two words out.
“I like you without all the makeup, not like you’re trying to be something different.”
I think of a sour cream donut with sprinkles and swallow. “Maybe that’s what I usually look like and this look is different for me.” I gesture to my no makeup face.
“I don’t think so,” Tyler says, his tone confident. He’s doing a good job of figuring me out, even when I try to be different.
Flames dance over the glass stones in the firepit, casting light in different directions. “Why couldn’t you sleep?” I ask, trying to change the course of the conversation.
“Thinking too much, I guess.” Tyler’s hands rub back and forth over his kneecaps.
“About what?” I shift my body his direction.
“Secrets.”
The breath I take stops in the middle of my throat. Does he know the secrets I’m keeping? It might be better if he did. “What about them?” I ask.
“The truth.” Tyler turns his face, and his eyes meet mine. “About you.”
I swallow hard, taking the breath down to my stomach. He must know. “The truth?” I repeat, the words mangled. “I’m sorry, I-”
“I don’t have a girlfriend.”
I fall still and Tyler leans into me. He brings his face close to mine. My hand flies up and lands on Tyler’s chest to keep his lips from touching mine.
“What are you doing?” I pull my head back so I can look at Tyler’s eyes.
“Trying to kiss you,” he says.
“I don’t understand,” I say. Is this for real? I must be dreaming.
“We’re not supposed to keep secrets while we’re here,” Tyler says. “And I don’t have a girlfriend.”
My brain is fuzzy. It’s late. I’m tired. My heart races. And yet, a tiny amount of hope surges in me. “Did you break up?”
“No.” Tyler takes my hand in his and rubs his thumb over the back of it. “I made up a girlfriend to…I don’t know…to not get attached to anyone. We’re only here for two more weeks. But I can’t stop thinking about you.”
My other hand remains on Tyler’s chest. “You told everyone you have a girlfriend.”
Tyler’s heart beats against my hand, pulsing hard. He places a hand over mine on his chest.
“I don’t. At least, not yet,” Tyler says.
I should tell Tyler where I live. The usual me would, but I’m trying to be different. What’s the right thing to do? “You don’t have a girlfriend?” Why do I keep repeating myself?
Tyler shakes his head. “No girlfriend. You won’t be breaking a rule.”
“How am I supposed to believe you?” I ask.
In the firelight a small grin appears on Tyler’s face. “Believe this.”
Tyler leans close and places his lips on mine. I don’t push him away this time and when he kisses me, I kiss him back. His lips are soft and any thought of telling Tyler I know him vanishes under his kiss. Maybe it’s time to forget my past and see what the future holds. Even if the future is only two more weeks.
After kissing, I narrow my eyes at Tyler. “If you’re lying, I’ll get Cole to take care of you.”
Tyler wraps me in his arms and whispers in my ear. His breath tickles my neck. “I’m not lying.” Then his lips are on mine again.
I’m the one lying, but if telling the truth means taking Tyler away, then I’m not going to do it. Because what I feel right now is more amazing than anything I’ve felt before and I don’t want to let it go.
The absence of firelight strikes me as does the presence of someone and I pull away from Tyler’s kiss. Grandma stands in front of the firepit, a thin cotton robe over her pajamas, and her arms crossed over her chest.
“She doesn’t look pleased,” Tyler whispers.
I squirm away from Tyler as Grandma stares at us. “Tyler,” she finally says. “I think you better get back to your grandma’s.”
Tyler’s eyes flick my way. “Yes, ma’am.” He pushes off the glider and slinks away through the dark.
“You’d better get back to bed, young lady,” Grandma says to me. “We’ll talk in the morning.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

When I get up in the morning to run, I don’t see Grandma, and I tiptoe out. I’m not sure what to expect from Grandma when I return, but for the moment I’m going to see what the run holds. I’m not sure what to expect and I can’t quite figure out what is going on. I’m nervous for a million reasons.
“Hi,” Tyler says. He waits for me at the end of the driveway with a huge smile.
I start to jog, and Tyler keeps pace next to me. Tyler thinks he’s figuring me out, but he hasn’t discovered who I am. What if he does?
“Did you end up getting any sleep?” I ask.
My thoughts kept me awake and an internal battle raged between excitement and fear. Excitement from kissing Tyler and the potential in the next two weeks. Fear about the next two weeks and what follows.
“I slept very well and had some good dreams,” Tyler says. We turn out of the neighborhood and on to the walking path. “Is your grandma mad?”
“We haven’t talked yet,” I say. “Did yours say anything?”
“She’s still sleeping, and I’m not sure she knows,” Tyler says. “She’d probably be all for me kissing someone in the middle of the night. Speaking of…” Tyler takes my hand and pulls me in the direction of the pavilion housing an immense cluster of post office boxes. “Come on.”
“What are we doing?” We slow to a walk and Tyler leads me around to the back of the building which faces a large swamp. “There had better not be any alligators here.”
“There’s barely any privacy in this place,” Tyler says. He leans against the stucco wall and I do too. “Someone’s always home and people are always around. We’re with the others all day.” Tyler turns, and plants a hand on the wall on either side of me, his body in front of mine. “And all I can think about is you.”
My heart hammers and as he leans in for a kiss, I dunk under one of his arms. “Just because you kissed me last night doesn’t mean you can go around kissing me anywhere.”
Tyler turns and slumps with his back against the wall. “Sorry, I…” His head shakes and he looks down. “I’m sorry.”
A smile tugs on my face and I hide it. I move in front of Tyler, position a hand on either side, and trap him against the wall. I’m playing a part, breaking whatever romance rules I held before and pretending to be someone I’m not. My lips brush Tyler’s cheek and I whisper in his ear. “You think I’m that easy to kiss?”
“No.” Tyler’s voice is low.
“I’ll kiss you if…” I can’t help the satisfied grin on my face. “If you can catch me.”
My hands push off the wall and I take off running. Tyler’s breathless and stunned, which gives me a few seconds head start. I sprint down the sidewalk and hear feet running behind me. I pause at the intersection before dashing across it. An activity center is in front of me, and I run up the walkway leading to the storage shed. Tyler’s not far behind and I hear his labored breathing. Knowing I can outrun him if I want to, I slow down. I jog around the shed, and a hand grabs the back of my tank top. My feet stop and when I turn, Tyler pulls me into him.
“Got you,” he says.
My hands entwine behind Tyler’s neck. His skin is damp with sweat. “I guess I’d better give you a kiss then,” I say.
◆◆◆
 
We pick up Pookie after the run and take a walk hand in hand. It feels like a dream, to have kissed Tyler, and to be here holding his hand. I like this different me, but usual me repeatedly pokes at the tough shield.
“Are you sure about this?” I’m still unsure if this is really happening.
Tyler picks up Pookie’s business in one hand and resumes holding mine with the other. “About what?”
I take a deep breath. “Me.”
“I wouldn’t have told you last night if I wasn’t,” Tyler says.
“But I don’t think you really know me.” He doesn’t remember me. The usual me.
“I’m figuring you out,” Tyler says. “And I want to get to know you better.”
“I think we need some rules,” I say. “If we’re going to do this.” I lift our interlocked hands.
“I know you like your rules.” Tyler raises our locked hands to his face and places a kiss on the back of mine. “Are these ones you can break?”
“No breaking these rules,” I say. I’ve already broken way more rules than I can handle. “Two weeks,” I say. “No expectations when we leave. Okay?”
Tyler doesn’t answer right away, and he finally exhales. “Okay. I’m willing to have two weeks over nothing.”
Oh, be still my heart. This guy wants two weeks with me, but then what?
“And no hard feelings if one of us decides we don’t work,” I say. Like when Tyler finds out about the nobody I am back home.
“Won’t be me,” Tyler says and gives my hand a squeeze.
“Since it’s only two weeks, no more than kissing,” I continue.
“Okay,” Tyler agrees. “But you can decide to break any rules you want to.”
Pookie looks back and growls at Tyler. I laugh and adjust Pookie’s leash in my hand. “She doesn’t agree with you.”
“And no telling anyone in the group about us, otherwise it might be kind of awkward,” Tyler says. “It’ll be our secret.”
“We’re not supposed to have secrets,” I remind him.
“Just tell your grandma you’re breaking a rule,” Tyler says. “She already caught us last night. She can keep the secret, can’t she?”
“I guess.” I already have secrets, and it shouldn’t be hard to pile on one more.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

When I walk into the kitchen, Grandma sits on a stool at the island with the local paper. She takes off her reading glasses and looks at me. “Sneaking out in the middle of the night to kiss the boy next door. Is that breaking a rule?”
“Is it?” I open the refrigerator and grab the orange juice.
“Was that a one-night thing or is there more?”
My heart flutters. This is unreal, so unlike me. I snuck out in the middle of the night to kiss a guy I’m crushing on and he likes me back. “Just two weeks more. We’re going to keep it a secret. Is that breaking a rule?”
“I’m starting to regret our deal,” Grandma says.
“Why is that?” I take a glass out of the cabinet.
“You may be breaking rules, but don’t go breaking hearts.”
“I won’t.”
“That’s not what I’m worried about. It’s your heart I don’t want broken.” Grandma keeps her gaze on me. “I know you. You may have a tough shield, but on the inside you’re fragile and sensitive. I said to let someone in your box, but I don’t want you getting hurt.”
“I’ll be fine.” I pour the juice into the glass. “I’m supposed to be trying something new. Right? Something I wouldn’t normally do? Something like a short summer romance?”
“Short being the key word,” Grandma says. “You barely have two weeks left.”
“I know.” Like Tyler said, I’ll risk the two weeks with him over nothing.
“What happens when you leave?”
I shrug in response and take a drink.
“And what are you doing now?” Grandma asks.
“We’re just…” I search my brain for a word to describe what we are. I’m not even sure what we are. “It’s only two weeks. We’re just having fun together.”
“Kissing?”
“And some of that,” I say. He’s a good kisser. My knees give a little, and not from our run, but from remembering the kiss after he caught me.
“There had better be nothing else under my watch or your mother will kill me,” Grandma says.
“Don’t worry,” I say. “I’m not that much different.”
“Emma.” Grandma looks straight into me. I’m not sure if she’s scolding me, agreeing with me, or getting ready to lecture me. “Did you tell him where you live?”
“No.”
“You might want to tell him,” Grandma says.
“What would it matter?” I ask. “He doesn’t remember me. He never knew me, and we don’t go to school together anymore.”
“Has Tyler told you what he’s doing after he leaves here?”
“Going back to Connecticut, I guess,” I say.
“No,” Grandma replies, and I bite my lip. “I found out something when I talked to Iris the other day.”
“What?” I ask.
“After here, Tyler’s going to visit his mom until school starts.”
“That shouldn’t be a problem,” I say. “Where’s she moving to?”
Grandma’s look says it all. I set my juice down with a thud.
“Back to Apple Valley,” she says. “Where you live.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

On the golfcart drive to donut club I look for an answer to my question in everything around me. Do I tell Tyler where I live? A squirrel nods at me. I swear, it does. It bobs its head up and down from a tree branch when the golfcart drives under. A bumper sticker on the back of another golfcart in front of us says “Yes” with a check marked box next to it. Even the clouds in the sky seem to spell out the word. YES.
“Grandma?”
“Yes,” she says. I roll my eyes while Grandma turns her blinker on to signal a turn.
“Do you think I should tell him?”
“You’re going to have to figure this one out on your own,” Grandma replies.
I sigh. “He was popular, and I wasn’t.” I watch two sandhill cranes stroll together through a lawn as we pass by. The cranes go about their business of walking and browsing on grass, not terribly concerned by the humans around them. “I’m still not popular. Not known,” I say. “Do you think that matters?”
“I think the intent matters,” Grandma replies. “Are you dating him for revenge or to show him his place?”
“No.” I want to be with Tyler because I’ve fallen for him. Not because of who he was, or I was, but because of what we could be.
“You like him.” Grandma doesn’t ask, she states it.
“Yes.”
“And you’re scared your past is a risk for the future?”
I nod.
“Your past is a part of you. It always will be. It doesn’t mean you can’t change or be different in the future, but the past always lingers there. You can choose to remember it or ignore it,” Grandma says. “Or do something with it.”
We both remain quiet and I continue to search for an answer. Would I want Tyler to tell me if the situation were reversed?
“I’ll tell him,” I say when Grandma parks. Tyler deserves to know where I come from.
“If he really likes you, it won’t matter,” Grandma says.
When we walk in and I see Tyler’s face shining because he smiles at me, I can’t do it. I can’t tell him. I don’t want to wreck this. I’m not going to let him go for at least another two weeks. If I have to hide at home while he visits his mom the rest of the summer, then so be it. I’m quite good at running and hiding.
“Hi,” Tyler says when I sit in the chair next to him.
I fix my eyes on Tyler’s lips covered with powdered sugar. All I want to do is kiss it off him, but everyone else is here and we’re supposed to play it cool and not let them know anything is going on between us.
“Hi,” I finally say back. I bite into my donut, which is not my usual sour cream.
“Good choice.” Tyler gestures to my donut. It’s a chocolate crème covered in powdered sugar, the same as his. Positive I have sugar coating my face, I smile back at Tyler.
Cole swipes on her phone. “Anyone do anything interesting last night?” she asks.
“I didn’t study,” Ravi says right away, a guilty look on his face.
“How about you, Emma?” Cole asks.
“Nothing.” I take a drink of my mocha and hope I don’t look as guilty as I feel.
“Really?” Cole looks over her phone at me, eyebrows raised. “Nothing exciting. No rule breaking.”
“Umhmm,” I mumble and wipe my mouth with a napkin.
“No secrets,” Cole says. She taps her phone.
A chorus of chimes and pings sound, including one from my phone. I ignore it, knowing it’s the group text and we’re altogether.
“I’m stunned! Stunned!” A dramatic wail rises from the grandma table. “Stunned I tell you!” More than one table of customers turns their head to Iris. She has my attention, but it seems I’m the center of hers. Iris holds her phone out and her eyes are directed at me. “Emma, honey,” she says. “I’m stunned.” She turns her phone my direction with one hand and clutches her chest with the other. There’s a video on the phone, but I can’t see the tiny clip.
“What is it?” I ask.
Grandma shakes her head, and I can’t tell if she’s amused or disappointed.
“Who are you kissing?” Iris asks, a playful smile on her face.
“What?” My eyes widen and I feel Tyler’s hand under the table grip my knee. I fumble for my phone, digging for it in my bag. Why do I carry such a big purse?
“I mean, if I had to pick one of the girls to kiss someone in the middle of the night, Emma is the last one I would pick,” Iris says. “Though after the way Hannah made her up last night, maybe I shouldn’t be so surprised.”
“Emma’s kissing someone?” Hannah asks. “Of all the days to not bring my phone! Someone give me their phone.”
Cole thrusts hers over to Hannah. They choose to get along now when my face turns red and I want to hide. My fingers shake on my phone as I touch the group text from Cole.
“Oh, my…” Hannah starts.
“Care to share who it is?” Cole’s grin is more devious than normal.
The video plays on my phone in night vision. My face is visible before the kiss, while the boy’s back is all that can be seen. Then the start of our kiss is shown before the clip ends.
“I have to see it again.” Hannah pushes on the phone.
“It’s you, isn’t it?” Ravi quietly asks Tyler.
Tyler only looks at me, a mix of sadness and regret in his eyes. There goes our secret.
“I knew it!” Hannah narrows her eyes at us and examines the video again. “It is you two!”
Iris looks at her phone again. “Tyler!” she exclaims. “Really? Now I’m stunned! Stunned!”
All eyes are on us. Tyler’s hand is still clamped on my knee and I cover his with mine.
“Tyler?” Iris eyes her grandson. “Is that really you?”
Tyler’s shoulders slump and he nods.
Cole whistles. “What about the girlfriend?”
“There never was a girlfriend,” Tyler says.
Hannah nods. “Did you notice how he never talked about her? We never even knew her name.”
“I caught them,” Grandma says. She seems pleased with herself for sharing this information.
There are snickers of laughter from both tables. “Really?” Hannah turns to my grandma for confirmation.
“I got it on video!” Cole waves her phone.
“How do you have all that?” Tyler demands.
“I installed security cameras for Pam on grandma swap day,” Cole replies. “I still happen to have access to the camera on my phone.”
“Fine!” Tyler takes his hand off my knee and smacks his palms on the table. “We kissed! What’s wrong with that?”
“Emma’s too good for you,” Iris says. “Emma, honey, you don’t want to be getting involved with anyone from my family. We’re horrible in the relationship department.”
“But Gaga,” Tyler protests. “I like Emma. And who says I’m horrible?”
A warm feeling rushes through me hearing Tyler. He likes me.
“Tyler,” Iris says. “It’s too soon. Look at the track record of our family. Your grandpa, me, your dad, your brother. You haven’t told Emma about us.”
“I’m not all of you. This is me,” Tyler says. “And I want this. We both want this.” Tyler glances at me, and I nod to reassure him. I want this too.
“What happens after two weeks?” Grandma asks. Her eyes are on me because we’ve already discussed this, but she wants to hear what Tyler says.
“We’ll see after two weeks,” Tyler says. “But we’re together for now.” My heart leaps, and then it soars when Tyler reaches under the table to take my hand in his and gives it a squeeze. Two weeks. Our rules say no expectations after two weeks, but my heart says otherwise.
“How about a group vote?” Cole suggests. She tilts her chair back. “We all vote whether they can be together or not while we’re here.”
“Nay!” Iris chimes in right away. “For you, Emma.” She raises her drink like she’s toasting.
“I vote yes,” Martha says. “Because then I don’t have to worry about him kissing my granddaughters.”
“No,” Cole says, her face expressionless for the first time today.
“Yes,” Hannah says, probably because it’s the opposite of Cole’s vote.
“No,” Patty says. “That leaves the door open for Ravi.”
“Yes,” Ravi says, his eyes locked on his grandma. Is he hoping he could kiss Hannah?
“Yes,” I say.
Cole shakes her head. “You two don’t get to vote.” She glances around, counting heads. “We’re at a tie. Grandma Pam, you haven’t voted.”
I notice what Cole calls my grandma, and rather than jealousy, it warms me more than the coffee. All of us think of these women as our grandparents.
Grandma takes a drink of her coffee and draws out the suspense of her answer. “No,” she says.
Both Tyler and I feel the defeat. His body slackens next to mine and his hand goes limp.
“There’s the verdict,” Cole says. “No.”
I’m not sure what to say or do. Through the commotion of people responding to the vote, Grandma looks at us and winks.
It’s a rule. Tyler and I aren’t allowed to be together.
“Sorry,” I say. “That’s the rule I’m breaking today.”
Grandma’s lips twitch and she tries not to smile. I know she voted no for me. She’s helping me find my wings and pushing me out of my box to fly.
“That’s right,” Tyler says. His voice is forceful, and he straightens in his chair. “I’m not here to please you. I want this. I’m going to keep seeing Emma, even if it’s only for two weeks.”
The feet of Cole’s chair slam back on the floor. “Then no kissing in front of us,” Cole says.
Tyler grins. “Time to displease people.”
“But not me this time,” I say.
Tyler grins again and leans in to kiss me. “It’s not even nine and we’re breaking habits.”
“Cole,” Iris says. “I’m going to order some cameras for you to put in at my place. I think I need to keep more eyes on my pink flamingo. Tyler doesn’t seem to know what he’s doing.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Tyler and I recline on the sectional in Grandma’s living room after donut club. Iris and Grandma are in the kitchen, probably talking about us. It’s Iris’s day to do something with the teenagers. She’s planned a movie and lunch and is borrowing Grandma’s SUV to shuttle us around.
“At least we have a little bit of time together.” Tyler’s fingers trace over the back of my hand. His touch sends shivers through me. All I want is for him to kiss me, but that’s not going to happen here.
When we walked in the house Grandma told us to sit in the living room. She pointed like a general and we didn’t dare disobey. “There’s an open-door policy for when he’s here. Meaning, no boys in the bedroom unless doors are open,” she said.
Iris flitted ahead of Grandma and looked back at us, her fingers waving in the air. “Whatever she says applies at my house too.”
“Can we go over to your house, Gaga?” Tyler asked, a sly grin on his face.
“No,” my grandma answered. “Sit on the couch.”
And here we sit. Close together. Our phones both chime and I hear the faint ping of Grandma’s from the other room. I lean into Tyler while he opens the group text on his phone. He still smells of our run and donuts. There’s the scent of a little sweat mixed with musky deodorant and a hint of chocolate and coffee on his breath. I want to savor this, and then I see the video.
“There really are no secrets in this group, are there?” Tyler asks.
“Oh, my goodness.” My face blushes at the video. It’s a wonderful memory, which everyone can view. “This is so embarrassing.”
Cole sent another video of Tyler and me. It’s when Grandma caught us kissing.
Tyler twists toward me. “I like having video evidence of kissing the most beautiful girl.”
My heart pitter patters against my chest. If it weren’t for the video, I’d almost think this is a dream. Tyler leans in and places his lips on mine. His kisses make me feel real, like someone has pulled me out of my corner and brought me into the spotlight. I’ve been afraid of the spotlight, but I like this. Tyler brings his hand to my face and his fingers run across my cheek and into my hair. I don’t want this to be a dream that crashes down around me.
“It’s too quiet out there.” Grandma’s voice comes from the kitchen. “I need to hear more chitchat. And hands off.”
Tyler’s hands fall off me and we pull away from each other.
“Guess I’d better get back on your grandma’s good side,” Tyler says.
I bite my lip to keep from chuckling and pull my long legs up into me. My knee rests over Tyler’s leg and he places an arm on my knee while he looks at his phone again. It feels natural to be near him.
“You have a Florida area code.” Tyler looks at my number from the group contact. “But you don’t live in Florida.”
“Yep.” I switched to Grandpa’s old number on our family plan after he died.
“Where do you live?” Tyler asks.
Tyler’s hand is warm on my leg, and I like how it feels. I don’t want to lose this feeling. “You know what?” I turn and look directly at Tyler. He has the cutest freckled face. “Let’s not do this.”
“But…” Tyler’s face drops, and he looks stunned. “I…”
“No,” I say, realizing it sounds like I don’t want to be together. “I mean, let’s not say where we’re from. I only know your dad is in Connecticut and your mom is moving. It doesn’t matter if we live a block away or half the world away, this is for two weeks.”
“But what about after the two weeks?” Tyler asks. His fingers dance on the skin near my knee.
“Distance shouldn’t be a deciding factor. Two weeks,” I say. “No expectations, that’s the rule.” I fear the closer we live together in two weeks, the less of a chance we have of staying together.
Tyler leans into me and his breath tickles my cheek. “We’ll reassess in two weeks, but I’m pretty good at getting you to break rules.”
My phone rings and I look at the screen. I don’t want to answer it, but we’ve been missing each other’s calls the past couple days.
I jab my finger on the screen of the phone. “Hi, Mom.”
“Emma. How’s the trip going?”
No hello and nearly straight to the point. That’s my mom.
I take Tyler’s hand in my free one and our fingers intertwine. “Great,” I say. My eyes meet Tyler’s. “It’s great.”
“Hi, Boo.” I hear my dad say his nickname for me. I’m on speaker phone.
“Grandma says she got you a bikini. Do I get any photographic proof?” Mom asks.
“Nope,” Dad interrupts. “There’s no such thing as swimming in Florida. Too many things lurking in the water.”
“Sorry we haven’t talked much,” Mom continues. “The summer season is busy for parties.”
“Tell your mother it’s a bad idea to put penguins in tutus,” Dad says.
It’s hard to focus on my parents and Tyler at the same time.
“Hold on,” I tell Tyler and my parents. I untangle myself from Tyler and gesture I’ll be a few minutes. I rush to my room and close the door behind me.
“How are the events going?” I ask.
“Spectacular,” Mom says. “We’re getting lots of referrals.”
“But we miss your help,” Dad says.
“I’m sure you’re fine,” I say. I’m a background helper, doing the silent and unseen things. “How did the fish go over at the quinceañera?”
Mom groans. “Your father brought home the leftovers.” Of course, he would be the one to save the fish from Mom flushing them.
“We’re now the proud owners of Curly, Larry, Moe, and Shemp,” Dad says. “Otherwise known to Tinkles as Breakfast, Lunch, Dinner, and Snack. She already had Dessert or Joe as I called him.”
“Dad!” I don’t know whether to groan or laugh. “They’re leftovers for Tinkles?”
“Lucky cat, I guess,” Dad says, and Mom emits the groan I thought of doing.
“Anyways, Emma,” Mom says. “I was looking up the independent study stuff. If you want to do it, you have to decide soon. We need to get you registered.”
“Oh.” I’d forgotten about that. Any other day before today and I might have jumped at the opportunity I’ve been begging about for months. But now…I don’t know. “Can I get back to you in a bit about that?”
“Okay.” Mom sounds shocked. “Sure. Then you’re having a good time meeting people?”
“Yes, about that-” I hear a crash and the sound of breaking glass.
“Tinkles!” Dad exclaims. “There go your leftovers!”
“Oh, no!” Mom sounds in a rush. “Emma, we’ll call you back.”
“I’m going to a movie so-”
The line is already dead.
I stare at the blank phone screen. Something needs to be done about this. I scroll through the photos on my phone when there’s a knock on the door and Tyler walks in.
“Time to get the others,” he says. “You ready?”
“I was changing my background screen.” I hold up my phone and show him the group photo from the beach.
A boyish grin appears on Tyler’s face. “That’s because you think I look mighty fine in that one.”
I shove Tyler and he falls over on my bed. His hand slips under my pillow.
“Gimme that!” I try to grab the book in Tyler’s hand.
He pulls it away from me. “I learn something new about you every day.” I try to grab the book again and he turns away from me to flip it open. “Oh!” Tyler sounds surprised. I’m not sure if he’s opened to a steamy section or what. “I didn’t know that.”
“What?” Wait. Maybe I don’t want to know.
“Martha wrote this?” Tyler shows me the front page with the autograph.
“You can’t tell anyone,” I say. “Please. She trusts me.”
“I won’t.” Tyler pulls out his phone. “But this is too good to pass up.”
“Tyler,” I warn. “It really is a good book.” I watch Tyler take a selfie with the book next to his face. He mimics the look of the male character on the cover. It’s a pretty good impression, but I’m not going to tell him that. “What’re you doing?”
“Want to join me?” He holds his arms out to me, which earns him another shove.
“You’re impossible,” I say. “And I’m serious. You can’t tell anyone.”
“I promise, I won’t,” Tyler says. “And I’m sending you that photo in case you need another option for your background. I think it’s my best one yet.”
“I can trust you?” I ask.
“Yes,” Tyler says. “And I trust you won’t plaster my photo all over social media.”
“I won’t,” I say as Tyler sends the photo to my phone. I’m keeping it for my eyes only.
“Good,” Tyler says. “Because that would cause a storm.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

It stormed while we were at the movie, but all is quiet now as I sit in Iris’s den with Cole and Hannah. Tyler and Ravi left a few minutes ago to pick up dinner because Iris doesn’t cook, and then it’s another pool party.
“What are you doing?” Hannah asks Cole.
Cole slouches down in the purple velvet couch near the front window in Iris’s den. “Iris hasn’t gotten a noncompliance yet. I’m watching to see if someone comes by.” Cole wears a blue t-shirt with jean shorts. It’s a drastic departure from her usual black. “Do you think it’s someone they know?” Cole asks.
“It’s obviously someone petty who has nothing better to do than spy on the neighbors,” Hannah says.
Hannah and I sit at a little turquoise bistro table. She paints my nails a pink the same color as the flamingo. Concentration coats Hannah’s face, but that’s not why I can’t stop looking at her. She’s not wearing a lick of makeup. She was made up at donut club and Cole was dressed in black, but when we picked them up for the movie we were greeted with different versions of Cole and Hannah. I almost didn’t recognize Hannah without makeup. She looks completely different.
“Why…” I’m not sure I should even ask, no one else has. “What’s with your different looks?”
Cole keeps her focus on the flamingo out the window. “We lost a bet with Grandma Martha.”
“What bet?”
Hannah makes an annoyed noise and swipes polish on my pinky nail. “It’s best if we don’t say.”
“I thought there were no secrets.”
Cole looks back and meets her cousin’s eyes. “There are some things that should stay a secret,” Cole says.
Her eyes meet mine next. I try to look aloof and not display any feeling. I’m keeping her secret, but she didn’t keep mine with Tyler. Cole shrugs her shoulders and returns to her neighborhood observing. I can only hope there’s a drop of guilt in her.
“I knew Tyler had the hots for you,” Hannah says. The pink color flows out of the brush and across my nail.
“Was it his constant need to displease me or his general annoyance that clued you in?” I ask. “Because I had no idea.” Or I pretended to not have an idea. Did she pick up on my crush?
“It’s more like I had a feeling you two are meant to be together.”
“Really?” I ask and raise my eyebrows. Hannah’s mannerisms are rubbing off on me like the nail polish.
“This may sound strange, but I have this like sixth sense when it comes to people whose lives or souls are linked.”
Hannah’s comment makes me jerk and nail polish coats my skin. “Sorry,” I say.
“She can’t figure out how to shut off automatic sprinklers, but the girl can uncannily call relationships,” Cole says. It’s the nicest compliment I’ve heard her say about her cousin.
“It’s a gift,” Hannah says. “And I’m willing to bet the two of you stay together.”
“For two weeks,” I add quickly. “It’s only until we leave.”
“A lot can happen in two weeks.” Hannah caps the nail polish.
I admire my manicure, and the bandage on my right wrist sticks out. “Yeah,” I agree. “Two weeks is time enough for anything to happen.”
Like have Tyler find out where I’m from. And break up with me. How do I prepare myself for that?




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Halfway. My visit with Grandma is nearly half over. Tyler waits for me in the driveway when I walk out in the morning. He immediately wraps an arm around me and pulls me in for a kiss.
“Camera.” I point to the security camera hanging under the eave by the garage.
“I don’t care.” Tyler waves at the camera. His usual faded and tattered red ballcap covers his head and dark sunglasses hide his murky blue eyes. A shadow of facial hair darkens his features. He’s too cute to resist. We stop kissing when our phones chime.
Grandma: I see you. Run.
Hannah: Really? It’s early. Go back to bed
Martha: Why are you on your phone H?
Hannah: This group text is all I have. If U don’t want me texting all the time, give me more time on my apps
Martha: Get off your phone
Grandma: Do I need to come out there?
Cole: Anyone want the video?
Hannah: NO!
Ravi: no
Iris: Yes
Tyler groans and pockets his phone. “What can I do to get back on your grandma’s good side?”
I stick my phone in my pocket and walk down the driveway. “Just make sure she gets her own basket of chicken wings tonight, and you’ll be fine.”
Running with Tyler makes me love running even more. We go back and forth with short statements and questions to get to know each other better. Favorite book. Favorite movie. Favorite food. Favorite class. The questions tether me to Tyler and let me know this is indeed not a dream. And if it is, at least I still have eleven days to dream.
After walking Pookie, we risk another kiss in front of Iris’s house. There are no cameras here.
“How are you going to manage all day without displeasing me?” I ask. The confidence in different me has soared in a short time. It still gets poked by the insecurity of usual me, but a kiss from Tyler helps me forget.
We stand in front of Iris’s door, Pookie at my feet. Tyler’s hand brushes the bandage still on my wrist. “At least I’ve got Pookie. She’s not hard to displease.”
I squat down and scratch the little dog behind her ear. She places her paws on my knees and licks my arm. There’s no donut club today and most of the day is scheduled for time with our own grandparent. We’re all meeting for happy hour later, at the restaurant Grandma brought me to my first night.
“Keep an eye on him for me, Pookie.” The dog yips in reply when I stand and get wrapped up in Tyler again.
“And don’t go breaking any rules without me.” Tyler places a kiss on my neck.
“Never.”
I walk across the lawn to Grandma’s house, an ache in me. One day with Tyler and already I’m going to miss him when we can’t be together until tonight. What has happened to me?
“Have you told him?” Grandma asks when I walk in the kitchen.
“No, I…” My phone rings and I sigh. “It’s Mom.”
I know I need to give her an answer, but I don’t have one. I contemplate letting her go to voicemail.
“Answer it,” Grandma says and refills her coffee mug. It’s like she knows what I’m thinking.
“Hello?” I brace myself. For what, I’m not sure.
“Emma.” Mom’s voice is direct. She sounds like she’s in a hurry. “We need your help on an event matter.”
“Yes?” Of course, it would have to do with work.
“Penguins in tutus or no?”
I close my eyes and clench my fist. I’m with Dad on this one, but I hate to tell Mom. She’ll give me a list of her reasons. Grandma eyes me with a curious look. “Have you asked anyone’s opinion from the zoo. Like a vet or behavior specialist?” I ask.
“I talked on the phone with a new veterinarian at the zoo. She’s in the process of moving here. I didn’t think to ask her.”
“It might be a good idea,” I say.
“I’ll do that,” Mom says. “She mentioned she has a son. I think he may have gone to school with you at one time.”
“Oh?” I picture penguins in tutus in my head. Poor things.
“Tyler Barnes,” Mom says. “Do you know him?”
The phone slips through my fingers and drops to the floor. I was not braced for that one.




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

“Have you broken a rule yet today, Emma?” Grandma looks at me from the other end of the square tables pushed together for our group. We’re at happy hour for an early dinner before dessert at Patty’s.
“No.” I pick up a celery stick and dip it in the blue cheese dressing. Tyler nudges me and wiggles his eyebrows, while his eyes dart back and forth. I smile, understanding what he wants me to do. I take a bite of the celery and dip it in the dressing again, thoroughly coating it. “Now I have,” I say. “I double dipped.”
“That is so gross.” Hannah pushes the container at me. “It’s all yours now.”
“Oh.” Tyler’s face breaks into a smile and he picks up a chicken wing and dips it in the container in front of me. He takes a bite of the wing. “You don’t like double dipping, do you, Hannah?” He dips his wing in again and takes a sloppy bite.
“Gross, so gross.” Hannah turns her face away.
“Emma broke a rule and I displeased Hannah.” Tyler smiles and his phone rings. He wipes his hand off with a napkin before he looks at the screen. His face is passive. “It’s my mom,” he says. “I’m supposed to talk to her. I’ll meet you out at the golfcart.”
Tyler stands, answers his phone, and I watch him walk off with concern on my face. I hope Tyler’s conversation with his mom isn’t like mine. My phone survived the tumble, and I was able to divert Mom’s conversation away from Tyler with talk of party food.
“Guess I didn’t win the bet,” Ravi says.
I turn to him. He dips a fried pickle in some ranch dressing. “What bet?”
Ravi’s eyes land on Hannah and then he looks back at me. “You and Tyler. Didn’t see that one coming.”
“Me either.” I pick up a fried pickle. There’s a whole lot to this summer I didn’t see coming.
◆◆◆
 
“My mom wants me to live with her for my senior year,” Tyler says. We sit on Patty’s back patio after having dessert.
I cough, startled. The taste of Jell-O salad lingers in my mouth. “Is that what you want?”
“It would give my dad time with his new wife and my mom thinks it would be good for me. I mean, I went to school where she’s moving until my freshman year, but there’s expectations on me at my dad’s.” Tyler rubs his forehead with his hand. “I’m not sure what to do.”
I take Tyler’s hand in two of mine. I’m not sure what to do either. I didn’t see this one coming. “What about wrestling?”
“That’s the least of my concerns.”
My hands twist around Tyler’s. “There’s still time to decide. Just take it day by day right now.”
“You’re right.” Tyler’s body relaxes. “I’m still visiting my mom and I have time to decide. Maybe it’s crazy to think of switching schools my senior year. What do you think I should do?”
“Whatever pleases you.” I squeeze his hand. “You’re supposed to be working on that.”
“How about I go to which ever school is closest to you?” Tyler grins and leans his head on my shoulder.
His hair tickles my cheek and I sigh. “No expectations,” I remind him. “Distance shouldn’t matter.” I still need to make my decision on school, without Tyler influencing it.
“It matters if I want to be close to you,” Tyler says.
“You are,” I whisper. He has no idea how close, or how far.
Cole rushes over and sits down next to me, practically on my lap. Her dark hair, much blonder at the roots now flops into her face. “Who has the keys? We need to run.”
“What’d you do?” Tyler sits up. “Take Hannah’s phone?”
“I wish,” Cole says. “The old ladies want to play Never Have I Ever with all of us.”
“They’re just asking for trouble,” Tyler says.
“Or we are,” Cole replies. “Too bad we can’t play the drinking version. We might want to forget this night.”
“There might be some things we don’t want to know about our grandmas,” I say.
“No kidding,” Cole says and shudders.
Tyler stands and holds out his hand to me. “But there might be some things I want to know about you.”
I’m not sure I’m going to like this game. Maybe I need to take Cole up on the golfcart and running away.
◆◆◆
 
“I don’t get it,” I say. “What are we doing?” Ten wrapped Hershey Kisses sit in front of me.
“You say something you’ve never done and if any of us have done it, we have to eat a Hershey Kiss,” Hannah says. She doles out the chocolate. “Whoever has the most uneaten chocolate at the end wins.”
“How is that winning?” I ask. “You don’t even get to eat the chocolate.”
“The winner gets eighty dollars.” Martha places four twenty-dollar bills on the large dining table we’re crowded around. “The grandmas are sweetening the pot.”
“That makes it worth playing,” Cole says. She pops an extra chocolate in her mouth.
“Nothing inappropriate,” Patty chimes in. “Keep it PG.”
“PG-13,” Iris says. Her bracelets jangle with her usual wrist swishes. “They’re practically adults. Now Emma, you start.”
“Um.” I pause to think. The other night comes to mind. “Never have I ever skinny dipped.”
“You did that on purpose.” Iris winks at me and I grin back at her. Ravi and I are the only ones to not eat a candy.
“Nana!” Ravi exclaims when his grandma eats a chocolate. Patty doesn’t seem like the skinny-dipping type.
“Hey,” she says. “The four of us…” She gestures to her friends. “We have a lot more life experience than you kiddos. I have a feeling we’re going to lose.”
“Yep,” Tyler says. “My turn. Never have I ever had chicken pox.”
There are groans of “not fair” from the grandmas as they eat a chocolate.
Iris is next. She waves her hands in front of her face. “Oh, my goodness. I have no idea what to say. What is something I’ve never done?”
“There must be one single man in The Villages,” Martha quips and Iris gives her a friendly glare.
“Or not,” Grandma chimes in.
“PG-13, ladies,” Patty reminds them. She waves her hands in front of her face like she’s warm and needs to cool down.
“Told you this was a bad idea,” Cole whispers from the other side of me. “Can you imagine if they were drinking?” I give a slight nod.
“We need to film this,” Hannah says. “I could totally make this into a viral video.”
“Hannah,” Martha scolds. “Just participate without thinking how this would look on social media.”
“No one wants to watch four old ladies banter back and forth,” Grandma says.
“Oh!” Iris lights up. “Never have I ever been to Antarctica.”
“None of us have,” Grandma says when no one eats a chocolate. “Never have I ever been arrested.”
Cole, Iris, and Martha all eat a chocolate.
We cycle through and Cole finishes the first round. “Never have I ever kissed Tyler.”
“Gee, thanks,” I say to Cole and unwrap a candy. I was winning until this point. Now I’m tied with Ravi.
“Yeah, thanks.” Ravi smiles at Cole.
Iris unwraps a chocolate and pops it in her mouth. “She never said what kind of kiss, and he is my grandson.” She leans over, grabs Tyler’s face, and gives him a kiss on his cheek.
“Gaga!” Tyler complains with a smile and then wipes his cheek.
It’s not much longer and Iris is the first one out of the game. “I guess that means I’ve lived a life full of experiences.” She crushes her candy wrappers into a bunch.
“And Ravi and Emma need a few more,” Hannah says when she and Tyler go out of the game at the same time.
Ravi eyes me like I’m a math problem on the SAT. “Never have I ever put a tampon in my purse or wallet,” he says.
I pick up a candy, but I don’t unwrap it. “Is that even a fair statement?” I look around the table for support.
“Allowed,” Martha says. “Guys carry them for girls.”
“You’re going down.” I wrinkle my nose at Ravi and eat my chocolate. “Never have I ever scored above 1520 on my SAT.”
The people around the table murmur in excitement. Ravi grabs a candy. “Low blow, Emma. Low blow.”
The game gets a little personal, but still friendly, until both Ravi and I each have one chocolate. It’s Ravi’s turn. He pushes his glasses up his nose and eyes me through them. “Martha.” Ravi beckons the old woman next to him to lean over so he can whisper in her ear. Martha’s eyes grow wide.
“If you say that, you know what she’s going to say.” Martha looks at me. “No.” She grabs the money in the middle and splits it up. “I’m declaring a tie. Game over.”
“What was he going to say?” Patty asks.
“You can be assured your grandson is a gentleman,” Martha says. “Or at least, I hope he is.”
Ravi grins and pockets his money.
◆◆◆
 
Iris drops Grandma and I off at our house and Tyler accompanies us to the door.
“Three minutes,” Grandma says when she walks in. “There’s a camera on you.” She pushes the door closed behind her, but we hear her yell. “No breaking that rule or I’m coming out after you.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Tyler says and pulls me into him. His arms wrap around my waist. “Is there a rule somewhere about no skinny dipping? Seeing as you haven’t done that.”
“You’re impossible.” I smack Tyler on the side of his arm. “And when did you go skinny dipping?”
“Last summer,” Tyler says. “It was on a dare at a beach. It was completely dark, and you couldn’t see a thing. When everyone was in the water, I ran out, grabbed all the clothes and towels, and stashed them away. It was pretty funny.”
“That’s awful,” I say and smack his arm again. “I’ve learned to never go skinny dipping with you.”
“And I’ve learned I want-”
I kiss Tyler before he can answer and say goodnight to him.
When I walk in the house, Grandma is on the sectional and crochets. The late-night news is muted on the TV. “Did you tell him?”
I collapse next to her. “No.”
“What are you going to do when he’s with his mom until the end of the summer?”
The weather is on the news. It shows it’s going to be hot and humid, with the occasional scattered thunderstorm.
“I don’t know,” I say. “Run the other way if I see him. Can’t I break a rule and stay with you?”
Grandma picks up the remote and aims it at the TV. “No.”




CHAPTER FORTY

It’s day eleven. Ten days left. After donut club it’s a short drive to one of Florida’s first tourist attractions.
“I’ve always wanted to come here and do this,” Martha says.
Tyler takes my hand and steadies me while I exit the boat and step on the dock. We took a glass bottom boat ride at Silver Springs State Park where we were able to peer into the deep spring to see all sorts of fish and even statues. We walk up the dock, near one of the largest artesian springs in the world. It’s crazy beautiful here. There are historic structures, gorgeous gardens, walking paths, wooden bridges, and clear blue water. It has a magical quality to it.
“They filmed some Tarzan movies here and Rebel Without a Cause with James Dean,” Martha tells us. She’s our personal tour guide with all sorts of local facts and legends.
“What and who?” Hannah asks. She examines the photos she took on her phone.
“Oh, never mind.” Martha sounds exasperated. “Give me your phone.”
Hannah makes a frustrated noise and slaps her phone into Martha’s open hand.
“Are you a rebel with a donut?” Tyler grins and squeezes my hand. “You already broke a rule today.”
“You’re impossible,” I say, and bite back my grin.
“Yeah,” Cole chimes in sarcastically. “Because getting a free donut totally makes Emma a rebel.”
“It was two free donuts,” I say. “And if the horrible feeling of stealing makes me a rebel, then I don’t like it. Even if it got me a donut.”
“It wasn’t stealing,” Cole says. “It was free.”
“I’m glad you gave me a stolen donut,” Tyler says to me. “It was good.”
“You guys are so lame,” Cole quips. “You deserve each other.”
At donut club I had two guest survey redemption coupons for free donuts. The rules say only one coupon per customer per visit. Tyler convinced me to use both coupons on the same visit. I was nervous I’d be caught when I went up to the counter the second time. Thankfully, it was a different cashier, but it still felt like stealing to me.
“What are we doing next, Grandma?” Hannah asks.
“Lunch and then I’ve rented us some kayaks.”
“I’m not Cole’s partner this time,” Hannah pipes up.
“We’ll draw for partners,” Martha says.
“I know who I want for a partner,” Tyler whispers to me and squeezes my hand.
◆◆◆
 
Cole is my partner. She controls the kayak from the back, and I paddle from the front.
“Are there alligators?” Ravi tightens the straps of his life jacket with one hand.
Cole uses her paddle to splash Ravi, rocking us in our kayak. “There are alligators all over Florida,” she says. “Didn’t you see them along the shore when we were on the boat ride?”
“Oh my gosh,” I whisper to myself. Seated in the kayak I’m much closer to the water than I was in a canoe.
Tyler and Ravi are in the kayak next to us and Tyler must see the stricken look on my face. “Emma, don’t worry,” he says. “It’ll be fine. We’ll get the alligators. Right, Ravi? We just smack them with the paddles.”
“Why are we doing this again?” Ravi asks, his hands tight on the paddle.
“Should we find an alligator for you, Emma?” Cole asks. “Give you an up-close view?”
I can’t see Cole’s face because I scan the Silver River shoreline for reptiles, but I can imagine her wicked smile.
Something in the water to my right catches my attention and I stop paddling. I squint at the riverbank where trees hang low over it. “Did you see that?” I ask. Tyler and Ravi are to my left.
“See what?” Tyler asks.
“Something in the water over there.” I point to the right.
“It’d better not be an alligator,” Ravi says.
“I don’t think so.” I hope with everything in me it’s not an alligator because Cole dips her paddle in the water and heads to the bank.
“What is it?” Tyler looks in the direction Cole takes me.
“Cole,” I warn. “What are you doing?”
“I see something too,” she says.
“You think getting closer is a good idea?” I stick my paddle in the water and try to use it as a brake.
“Cole, wait,” Tyler says from behind us, but it’s too late.
“Oh my gosh!” I yell when a tan fuzzy head pops up in front of me and the animal swims only a foot away from the kayak. I’m stunned, whether from fear or excitement or both, I don’t know. “It’s a monkey!”
A real live monkey swims in the river in front of me. Cole starts a strand of unintelligible words, and I can’t tell if she’s going to paddle me straight into the monkey or turn us around and paddle away. A splash sounds in the river ahead of us, and then another one.
“Really! You guys!” Hannah shrieks. “Who is recording this?”
In an instant, we’re surrounded by monkeys. One by one, they belly flop and cannonball off trees to our left and land with huge splashes in the river. They swim the short distance across to join the monkeys on our right. The monkeys jump from more than twenty feet above the river and I can’t help but think of the flying monkeys from The Wizard of Oz.
It’s surreal. No one speaks and we dare not move. We all pause to watch the unimaginable happen around us. Monkeys jump out of trees and swim across a river in Florida. If someone told me at the beginning of the summer, I’d be kayaking with teenagers entirely different from me and watching flying monkeys swim, I would have laughed so hard. Yet now, I’m speechless, not because I want to be, but because this sight is indescribable. I don’t want to wreck the magic of it.
Then a monkey starts to swim toward the front of my kayak, and it bares its teeth in its tan face. “Back up, back up, back up!” I command Cole.
I use my paddle to move our kayak backwards, away from the vicious looking monkey. Our kayak bumps into the one the boys are in.
“Whoa!” Tyler says and steadies my kayak with a hand. “Did you see Tarzan or something?”
“A monkey was coming at us,” I say.
“They’re just monkeys,” Tyler says.
The cannonballing slows and not nearly as many monkeys jump from trees, but that’s because they swim in the river near us and climb onto the bank.
“I’d still be careful of them,” Ravi says. “They could bite.”
Martha and Hannah paddle forward and line their kayak up on the other side of the boys.
“Did anyone get that on video?” Hannah asks. “That could totally be a viral moment.” All of us shake our heads. “Really?” Hannah exclaims. “Grandma, you see why I need my phone?” Hannah looks over her shoulder at Martha.
“Did you enjoy the monkeys?” Martha asks.
“Yes,” Hannah says.
“Are you going to remember this?”
“Yes,” Hannah replies.
“And you saw it with your own eyes?”
“Yes.” Hannah gives an exasperated answer.
“Then there’s no reason to search for your phone to take a video and watch it through a lens. You enjoyed the real thing and it’s a memory only the six of us have. No one else will have this. That makes it special,” Martha says.
Hannah doesn’t have a rebuttal, none of us do. It is special. We sit silent for a few more minutes, watching the monkeys scamper through the trees and call to each other.
“They’re actually Rhesus macaques,” Martha says. “Six of them were released on an island to boost the boat rides. They thought the monkeys would stay on the island, not realizing they swim.”
“Obviously, they swim,” Hannah says.
A lone monkey jumps into the water and demonstrates its superb swimming prowess. It’s just like humans to assume wrong things about other living creatures. It’s what we’ve been doing with each other this summer.
“Some of these monkeys carry a rare strain of herpes,” Martha says in her tour guide voice.
“You’re kidding me,” Cole says. “You’re telling me these monkeys have an STI.”
“One that’s fatal to humans,” Martha says.
I swallow hard. I don’t want to be close to the monkeys now.
“Do you think alligators eat the monkeys?” Ravi asks.
Great. One more thing for me to worry about. I’m the closest to the monkeys and I’d forgotten all about alligators while watching them. “Do you think you can move me away from the STI laden monkeys?” I ask.
Surprisingly, Cole dips her paddle in and backs us up. “Speaking of STIs,” Cole says and paddles our kayak next to her grandma. “I hear The Villages has the highest rate of STDs in the United States.”
Martha puckers her lips. “Not true. That’s an urban myth.”
“Like monkeys can’t swim is,” Cole retorts.
A phone rings. “Oh.” Martha looks pleased to have a distraction. She tries to balance her paddle while retrieving her phone.
“Grandma.” Cole’s voice has a warning tone.
But it’s too late. Martha fumbles the phone, lets loose with Cole approved words, and watches her phone disappear into the Silver River.
We all sit still, and Cole’s the first one to break the tense silence with a giggle, an unnatural sound we haven’t heard from her before. “Maybe a monkey will get it for you.”
Martha exhales. “That’s why you shouldn’t take your phone out over a body of water.”
“Pretty sure I wouldn’t have dropped it,” Hannah says.
“I wonder who was calling.” Martha stares into the water where her phone went down.




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

The next afternoon the five of us sit at Grandma’s dining table with popcorn, soda, and UNO cards in our hands. It’s storming outside. The rain falls in heavy sheets and thunder rumbles in the distance. The weather has changed the schedule and we’re at Grandma’s house. It was Grandma who called Martha yesterday when Martha dropped her phone in the river. Grandma had finished her noncompliance meeting. She can remove the item from her yard or pay a fine in two weeks. As of right now, the cross is still in the bush.
“I cannot win anything today.” Tyler takes eight cards from the draw pile. We play by Grandma’s house rules, which means the draw two cards can pile up until someone can’t play one. Tyler was the one who couldn’t play on four of the draw two cards.
“Here.” I lay a yellow reverse card. “I’ll help you out.”
The game reverses to Tyler, but he only groans and waves his large hand of cards in the air. “All these cards and I don’t have a yellow or reverse.”
“Poor baby.” I bump his leg with mine as the game continues.
“Anyways. I think I’ve reversed my decision,” Tyler says. “I think I’m going to stay at my dad’s for the school year.”
The soda I drink gets inhaled and I cough. It’s a cough that doesn’t subside and everyone stops the game to look at me.
“You okay, sweetie?” Grandma asks, her glassy eyes on me.
No. Yes. I don’t know. I pat my chest. “I’ll be fine. Went down the wrong way.”
Grandma turns her attention to Tyler. “Iris said you’re visiting your mom after this. Are you still doing that?” She’s fishing for me. I clutch my cards tight.
“Yeah. For two weeks. Then I’ll go back to school at my dad’s.” Tyler shuffles through his large hand of cards.
“If you go to school at your mom’s?” Grandma lays down a card. “Would you go back to your dad’s for two weeks?”
Tyler shrugs. “Probably.”
Grandma eyes me over the cards in her hand. “Good for you with making a choice. How’d you decide?”
“My dad wants me to finish out at the school I’ve been going to.”
“Tyler!” It’s hard to know who exclaims his name because so many people do.
“What?” Tyler says. “I didn’t miss an uno.” He holds up his cards.
“What do you want to do?” Ravi asks.
“It sounds like you’re trying to please daddy dearest,” Cole says.
“And what about your mom?” Hannah adds.
“I don’t know.” Tyler rubs a hand across his forehead. Worry lines form between his eyes. “Either way, someone’s not going to be happy.”
“Then do what makes you happy,” Grandma says. “Your parents will be happy with that.”
“I don’t know,” Tyler says again, the lines between his eyes still there.
It’s my turn to play and I lay down a card.
“Maybe you’ll help me decide.” Tyler bumps my leg with his and I freeze. He bumps it again. “Emma,” he hisses in a low tone.
“You forgot to say uno,” Ravi says to me.
I grit my teeth and pick up two cards. I shouldn’t be making decisions for anybody. I can’t even make my own.




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

In the evening, Grandma and I eat dinner together. It’s nice, just the two of us, though it’s hard to not notice Grandpa’s empty chair.
“He doesn’t know where you live,” Grandma says. She picks up her plate and walks the short distance to the kitchen.
“No.” Some of the shock has worn off, but I still feel tightly wound. “I guess it’s good he’ll be going back to his dad’s for school, if that’s what he decides.”
“You’re not going to tell him?” Grandma asks. I pick up my plate and join Grandma at the sink.
“I don’t want to influence his decision either way,” I say. Grandma takes my plate and rinses it. “This is only supposed to be while we’re here. For fun.”
“Mmhmm,” Grandma intones, her lips pursed together.
I shove silverware in the dishwasher. “You don’t believe me.”
“Emma, honey.” Grandma pauses and wipes her hands on a towel. “I see you trying to be different, but the different you isn’t a whole lot different from the usual you. You’re breaking rules and making friends, but what happens when you go home? Either choice he makes, he’s going to find out where you live.”
“I know,” I agree. “I’ll do something.” I’m just not sure what. It can’t be too hard to pretend it’s a surprise when we end up in the same town, either for two weeks or a school year.
Grandma checks her phone, looks up, and points to a package on the counter. “Now take that box over to Iris’s for me, please.”
◆◆◆
 
“Lookie what I got today.” Iris waves a paper at me when I walk in her kitchen. I set the box on the counter and look. It’s a noncompliance notice for the pink flamingo.
“I’m sorry,” I say.
Iris swishes her hand. “No worries, honey.” She takes the notice from me and throws it in a basket.
Tyler comes up to my side, wraps one arm around my waist, and plants a kiss on my temple.
“What’re you going to do about the notice?” Tyler asks his grandma.
“Deal with it later.” She walks over to a cabinet with a glass front. “I need a drink.” She pours some gin in a clear glass, takes a sip, and pulls a key out of a container.
“Tyler.” Iris throws the key. It hits Tyler’s chest and drops to the floor.
“Grandma.” Tyler bends and picks up a black key fob. “One sip and you’ve already lost your coordination.”
Iris laughs and waves a hand. “You didn’t catch it. Maybe you’re the one who’s off today. Emma might need to drive instead of you.”
Tyler examines the key fob. “What am I driving?”
“You know Dale Harrison, the house behind ours?” Iris wiggles her long pink fingernails, the same color as mine, at the back of her house. “He only lives here in the winter, but he likes me to drive his car a few times a month to keep it running. You can do it today. I’m having a drink.” She takes another sip.
“What kind of car?” Tyler pockets the key.
“An Aston Martin Vantage,” Iris answers, as if she’s saying, “Volkswagen Jetta.”
Tyler’s eyes go wide. “I haven’t driven one of those yet.”
“Now go,” Iris says. “Take Emma out for an ice cream and tell her about your family. Make it a date. I’ll let Pam know.” Iris gives us the code for Dale’s garage.
Tyler whoops, grabs my hand, and pulls me to the backdoor.
“Emma,” Iris calls after me. “Have you broken a rule today?”
“Not yet,” I answer.
“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” Iris says.
“Not a problem.” Iris would do a whole lot more than me.
Tyler can hardly contain his excitement when we open Dale’s garage. The car is fancy, really fancy. I’m almost scared to get in it. I settle into the plush leather seat on the passenger side.
“Wow,” I say. “This is really nice.” I buckle my seat belt and turn to Tyler. He stares at the gear shifter in the middle. “Aren’t you going to start the car?”
Tyler’s finger hovers over the start button and his legs move around. “It’s a manual,” he finally says.
I drop my jaw. “You don’t know how to drive a manual transmission?”
Tyler shakes his head. “Nope. Do you?”
“Yes,” I say. “My dad has a manual transmission car. If I wanted to drive, I had to learn stick shift.”
“Great!” Tyler’s face brightens. “You can drive.” He pushes his door open, runs around the car, and opens my door. “Come on, get out.”
I shake my head. “I don’t think so. I shouldn’t be driving someone else’s fancy car.”
“You heard Gaga,” Tyler says. “This is helping her out. Come on, Emma. It’ll be fun. Plus, we get to get out together without the others.” Tyler holds his hand out to me.
“Fine.” I take Tyler’s hand. In a fast motion he pulls me up and into him, and plants his lips on mine. “Oh.” I’m nearly breathless and grab Tyler’s biceps for support. He makes me weak in the knees.
“Sorry.” Tyler grins and I see the splattering of freckles across his nose. There are more now from the sun. “I couldn’t help myself. I’ve got a hot girl driving a hot car. This is like the beginning of every guy’s fantasy.”
I grip Tyler’s arms and push him away a couple of inches. “Remember the rules,” I say, a sly grin of my own. I’m the one who needs to remember to not break my own rules.
Tyler can’t stop grinning. “But you haven’t broken one today, have you?”
I take the key out of Tyler’s hand. “My grandma needs evidence of every rule I break.” 




CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

I take us to Lake Sumter Landing. At first, it’s intimidating to drive this flashy car, but then I settle into it. There’s something about the rumble of the engine and the way the car accelerates when I let off the clutch and step on the gas.
Tyler buys us ice cream cones and we stroll the boardwalk by the lake. Lake Sumter Landing is another town square in The Villages. It’s modeled after a quaint seaside village and has a colorful waterfront. Like the other town squares, it has a movie theater, boutique shops, and restaurants. Music from the nearby pavilion permeates the air. It sure feels like something out of a summer romance novel. I’m in an idyllic setting, driving a sports car, and holding hands with a gorgeous guy. The point where the bad guys close in must be coming soon. I’ve already had enough surprises, fun, and games, but a happy ending isn’t in sight yet.
“What do you think I should do?” Tyler asks.
We lean over a railing and watch large soft-shelled turtles swim in the lake below us.
“About?” I ask, though I already know.
“Where to go to school?”
I take a bite of the crunchy sugar cone and chew to stall. “You need to do what pleases you,” I say.
“That’s the thing,” Tyler says. He hangs over the railing and looks at the water. “I feel like I need to go with my mom because I only spent my freshman year with her. But then I feel like I need to stay with my dad because...of stuff.”
Two turtles surface near us, looking for handouts. We finish our cones and let the music and birds fill in the silence. Tyler wraps me in his arms and his fingers fidget on my waist.
“Hey.” I look deep into his eyes that match the color of the water. “You’ll figure it out.”
Tyler opens his mouth to speak and then stops. He watches the turtles and fish. “Maybe we could move here and go to school together,” he finally says. “It’d be a lot easier if you were at school with me.”
“I don’t know about that,” I say. “I’m nothing special. You don’t need to find out I’m just some nobody.” My own words sting me. I don’t want to go back to being nobody.
Tyler brushes a finger across my cheek. “I don’t believe that,” he says. “You’re definitely somebody.” He kisses me, slightly soothing the sting.
We walk and talk until the sun gets low. Even when the conversation lags, Tyler seems content in the silence and doesn’t try to fill it in. It’s comfortable, the silence and the talking.
“I haven’t broken a rule yet,” I say when I back the car out of the parking space.
“I think I already suggested what to break.” Tyler places a hand on my knee.
I push his hand off and smile. “Do you want me to leave you here?” I shift the vehicle into gear.
“How about testing the limits of this car?” Tyler’s voice is steady and low-pitched.
“Ha!” I don’t laugh but say the word. My foot lets off the clutch, I step on the gas lightly, and gently pull the car out into a lane of traffic. “I’m not a limit tester.”
“I know,” Tyler says.
But maybe we’re both wrong. I seem to be testing the limits of myself while I’m here.
It’s not long before a siren sounds, and flashing lights appear in the rearview mirror.
“Police.” My pulse races and I clench my jaw.
“I can’t believe you were speeding,” Tyler says. “You have most of the senior population passing you. It has to be for someone else.”
Through the rearview mirror I see the police car directly behind me. I’ve never been pulled over, but I’m quite sure I am now.
“It’s for me.” I apply the brakes and hear the thrashing of my heartbeat in my ears.
Tyler turns around to look through the back window. “Not good.”
“I wasn’t speeding,” I say.
I find a safe place to pull over. My hands clutch the steering wheel while I wait for the officer. He takes his sweet time. I wipe my clammy palms on my shorts and lower the window when the officer approaches.
“I…” The officer peers in, a startled look on his face. “I thought you were someone else. I don’t believe this is your car.”
Great. He thinks we stole the car.
“Did you think we were Iris?” Tyler leans forward to see the police officer.
“Yes.” The officer’s face remains stern.
“I’m her grandson,” Tyler says. “She gave us permission to drive the car.”
The officer’s face relaxes, and he pats the side of the car. “Tell her the registration is expired.”
“We’ll do that,” I say and the tightness in my gut recedes.
The officer laughs. “I should have known it wasn’t Iris. You were below the speed limit and she’s always above it. Tell her Officer Mario says hi.”
“We will, thank you, sir,” Tyler says.
The officer turns, and I exhale audibly. My nerves are in a jumble, and I haven’t even broken a rule.
Tyler leans over me. “Excuse me, officer,” he yells out the open window.
“What’re you doing?” I ask. Tyler’s face hovers over my chest.
“Helping you out,” Tyler says, a gleam in his eyes.
“Yes?” Officer Mario bends and peeks through the open window.
“I was wondering if you might be willing to help us with something,” Tyler says.




CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

“Gaga,” Tyler hollers when we walk in the house. Iris sits in a chair in the living room with a drink in her hand. I’m not sure if it’s the same drink she had when we left, or if she’s refilled. “Emma got pulled over.”
Iris leans forward, interested. “You are doing what I do.”
Tyler chuckles. “The registration is expired.”
“Oh.” Iris leans back in the chair, disappointed with the outcome of the story.
“But Officer Mario said to say hi to you,” I say, and take a seat on the couch near Iris’s chair.
“Oh!” Iris’s inflection indicates her interest again. “He’s a good man. A very good man.”
“He is,” Tyler says. His finger flies across his phone.
Soon my phone chimes with a message, as does Iris’s. She picks hers off the end table next to her.
“What’s this?” she asks.
I glance at the group text and bury my face in my hands.
Tyler: Video evidence of Emma breaking a rule
I can’t watch it. I lived it. I still can’t believe Officer Mario agreed to Tyler’s request. I can’t believe I agreed to it. I should have fed an alligator instead.
Iris watches the video. Her face is a combination of surprise and admiration.
“I didn’t think you had it in you,” Iris says.
“He just gave me a warning,” I say, which is the truth. He warned us about the registration. The video shows Officer Mario in the window asking if I know what speed I was going. Everyone will assume I was speeding, not stopped on the side of the road with a staged filming. It doesn’t take long for texts to start rolling in.
Cole: Nice
Martha: I thought you weren’t supposed to break laws
Cole: What RU driving?
Tyler: Aston Martin Vantage
Hannah: Did you get a ticket?
Tyler: No
Cole: Awesome
Ravi: lucky
Patty: That’s Officer Mario. Was Iris with you?
Iris: No, I wasn’t
Hannah: OMG
I text Grandma privately.
Me: It’s a staged video. Tyler asked the officer to do it. I wasn’t speeding.
Grandma: I didn’t think you’d do that
Me: Do I still have to break a rule?
Grandma: You got pulled over?
Me: Yes, expired registration
Grandma: I’ll count it. I’m guessing it scared you
Me: Yes! Should I tell the others?
Grandma: They’ll find out later. Let it play out now. I’d better text the group
Texts keep rolling in from the group and Grandma joins.
Grandma: You’re in big trouble young lady. You better get home!
I can’t help but smile.
Iris waves her hands at us. “Better take Emma home,” she says. “That’s enough excitement for one day.”
“But the night is still young,” Tyler says.
“Yeah, well…” Iris reaches her hand in her outfit. “I’m not.” In a fast and slick movement Iris pulls a black lacy bra out of the sleeve of her caftan.
Tyler shields his eyes with a hand. “Geez, Gaga! What’re you doing?”
“Freeing the girls and ending the party,” she says and twirls the bra on her finger. “Or starting the party in my younger days,” she whispers to me.
I blush, but I’m also slightly impressed. “How’d you do that so fast?”
“Experience,” Iris says and then looks at her grandson who still has his eyes covered and grumbles. “But it’s not a skill you should have yet.”
“It’s a serious party trick,” I say.
“Oh, you know it.” Iris winks and crumbles the bra in her hand. “Now get going you two.”
I pull Tyler off the couch and he uncovers his eyes. “How much did you drink, Gaga?”
Iris only laughs. “There’s some perks to getting old, but perky boobs aren’t one of them. See you tomorrow, honey.”
Tyler and I pause outside between the two houses. Grandma doesn’t have security cameras over here. Tyler pulls me into him.
“I didn’t really break any rules today,” I say.
He pushes a strand of hair behind my ear. “Sure, you did,” he says. “By not breaking a rule, you broke a rule.”
“That’s against the rules,” I say.
A soft laugh rumbles out of Tyler and he backs me up against the wall of the house. Every kiss he gives me makes me wonder what he’d do if I told him where I live. His kisses make me question what decision I’m supposed to make.
“You know,” I say, grabbing a breath. “You’re the only one who gets me to break rules.”
“You’re the only one I enjoy displeasing.” Tyler’s fingers trace down my bare arms leaving me with a feeling that’s not unpleasant.
I groan, not from Tyler’s touch, but from a memory of tonight. I was extremely displeased when he asked the officer to participate in filming my fake pull over.
“Are you done for tonight?” I ask.
“With what?” Tyler asks. “Kissing you?” He nuzzles into my neck, sending tingles through my body.
“Displeasing me.” I say the words, but my voice makes it sound like Tyler is doing the opposite.
“Does my kissing displease you?” Tyler’s nose brushes mine and I feel his grin. “Because it doesn’t seem like it.”
“You’re impossible.” A soft laugh escapes me before Tyler’s lips meet mine again in a pleasurable way.
“I thought I told you to take her home.”
Tyler pulls away from me, and we both look around for Iris’s voice. It sounds like it’s coming out of a machine. I point at the eave of Iris’s house. A tiny blue light shines from a small, mounted box.
“Cole,” I whisper. She must have installed security cameras for Iris. I hope she’s not tapped into them.
Tyler looks up at the camera. “Gaga,” he says. “When did you put these in?”
“The other day,” Iris’s voice says.
“I can’t get away,” Tyler whispers and then speaks louder. “How long have you been watching?”
“Long enough to see you two locking lips. You should have been home by now.”
“I was just breaking a rule by keeping him out.” I try to take the blame.
“I don’t believe you, Emma,” Iris says. “I blame Tyler. Now he’d better walk you to the door before I send a video of you two to everyone.”
“Yes, Gaga,” Tyler says.
“See you in a couple of minutes,” Iris says.
Tyler walks me to the lanai door, his eyes on the camera my grandma has mounted out back. We’re surrounded.
“I told you,” Tyler says. “No privacy. We can’t get away from any of them.”
I peck his lips with a quick kiss and smile. “I’ll see you for a run tomorrow morning. We get that time alone.”
Tyler’s eyebrows rise with his smile. “You bet. Though maybe this time we’ll do a little less running.” 




CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Iris is our grandparent chaperone for our twelfth day together, my thirteenth here. After donut club we board Grandma’s SUV for an hour-long car ride. Tyler volunteers to drive, and I happily let him. Iris hasn’t told us what we’re doing, other than to pack a bag of stuff for swimming.
“Are we there yet?” Cole asks from the backseat she shares with Ravi. Hannah sits next to me in the middle row. She’s engrossed in a book I loaned her.
“Are you sure you know where you’re taking us, Gaga?” Tyler asks, his eyes on the road. “Maybe you should map it on your phone.”
Iris digs through her purse and pulls out a tube of lipstick. “Honey, I know where I’m going. You just listen and drive.” Iris uses the visor mirror to apply bright pink lipstick. She smacks her lips. “Take the next right.”
Soon, Iris directs Tyler into a parking lot. “Weeki Wachee Springs” is printed on a large sign in front of a retro looking building. At the entrance of the park is a water fountain with a mermaid sculpture.
“It’s gonna be a busy day.” A smile covers Iris’s face, and she looks around the parking lot.
“What are we doing here?” Tyler shuts off the engine.
“There’s lots to do,” Iris replies. “Weeki Wachee used to be a roadside attraction in the days before theme parks, and now it’s a state park. We’re going to see the mermaid show first.”
“Mermaids?” Hannah closes the book and perks up.
Iris looks back at us. “Yes. Weeki Wachee is known for its mermaid performances. Now get your stuff and let’s go.”
At the entrance gate, we’re waved through and don’t have to pay.
“Gaga,” Tyler says. “How’d you get us in for free?”
“I grew up here,” Iris says. “I’ve got connections.” She adjusts the large, brimmed hat on her head and leads us down a concrete path. “We’ll see the mermaid show first and then you kids can decide what you want to do for the rest of the day.”
“Isn’t that the line for the show over there?” Hannah points to the sign directing people where to go.
“Like I said,” Iris says. A smile has been on her face continually since we arrived. “I’ve got connections. We’ll go in the back way.”
“Iris!” A girl not much older than us exclaims when we walk in. “You brought your family.” The girl is dressed in what looks like the jogging suit I wear over my cross-country uniform before a race.
Iris grabs Tyler’s arm and pats it. “This is my grandson, Tyler. And these are his friends.” Iris nods at each of us and gives our names. She introduces the girl with long blonde hair as Jenna.
“Go ahead and grab your seats before we start letting everyone in,” Jenna says. Iris guides us to bench seats in the center of the auditorium. A thick curtain covers the viewing area in front of us. A large glass window resides behind it, and we’ll have a view into the spring where the mermaids perform.
“Wow, Gaga,” Tyler says. “You scored front row seats.”
“You all sit here so you don’t lose our place. I’m going to go catch up with some people. I’ll see you when the show starts,” Iris says.
She sashays back up the stairs, and talks to Jenna before she disappears the way we came in.
“Is this like some kind of hokey tourist attraction?” Cole smacks her gum. “I mean, mermaids?”
“Hey,” Hannah says. “Don’t knock it. You try doing acrobatics in water with a large tail. It’s not as easy as it looks.”
“Any mermen?” Cole asks. Her head swivels around.
“It looks like they have some,” Ravi says. “I think those people in the coats and jogging pants are the performers.”
Young people in matching jogging suits greet guests as they file into the auditorium. The room is full before the show even begins. Jenna comes up to the front with a microphone.
I glance around the room and nudge Tyler. “Where’s Iris?”
He shrugs.
“Welcome to the Weeki Wachee Mermaid Show,” Jenna says. “You’re in for a treat today. Once a month some of the Legendary Sirens perform. The legends are mermaids from yester year, who performed in the early days of the park. Today we have Janice, Julie, and Iris performing.”
The five of us in the front row collectively drop our jaws when Iris takes the stage in a jogging suit matching Jenna’s.
“Your grandma’s a mermaid.” Cole smacks her gum and looks at Tyler.
“Did you know?” I whisper as Janice introduces herself.
“I heard Gaga was a mermaid,” Tyler whispers and tips his head at Iris. “But I didn’t think much of it and I had no idea it was this.”
When it’s Iris’s turn to introduce herself, she waits a minute because the applause and cheers are deafening. We might be the cause of all the noise, but the delight on Iris’s face is contagious.
“As you can see, my family is here today.” Iris points to us. “I grew up here and saw Weeki Wachee grow. I became a mermaid in high school and continued for a while after. But once a mermaid, always a mermaid. When we get back in the water, age is just a number. The spring is magical, and our bodies can do things in the water we can’t do on land. Please enjoy the show and we’ll see you from the water in a few minutes.”
Iris waves before she leaves with the other performers. Tyler holds my hand for the entire show. I’m torn between watching the admiration on his face and the joy on Iris’s when she’s in the water performing.
◆◆◆
 
After the show, when I walk out of the restroom, I spot Tyler fist pumping another guy. With a jerky step, I back into the restroom and hit Cole.
“Sorry,” I mumble and straighten the bag falling off my shoulder.
“You look like you’ve seen a man-eating alligator,” Cole says. She holds the door open. “You coming?”
I shake my head. I’ve seen something like a man-eating alligator. “I’ll be a minute. I need to take care of something.”
“Fine.” Cole heads out and I rush into an empty stall to hide.
Okay. Okay. Okay.
Usual me rushes back like a mermaid racing through the water. I’m in a restroom, hyperventilating, and nearly freaking out. What do I do? Usual me wants to run and hide. Different me should encounter the man-eating alligator head on. But I can’t. I can’t do this. Why, of all places, is he even here? Why? Is this a sign I need to tell Tyler? That I need to make a decision about school?
“Emma?” I hear Hannah’s voice. “You okay?”
“Um, yeah,” I say. “Why don’t you all head out and I’ll text you and catch up with you in a few minutes?”
“Sure.”
I watch Hannah’s sandaled feet with bright red toes leave. My blood courses through my body and I feel warm. Usual me and different me wage an internal battle and I can’t decide who should win or who I want to win. Neither will win. It’s time to do something in between. I fumble for my phone and with jerky fingers, I punch out a text. Thankfully, I have a reply in less than a minute.
Cautious, I poke my head out the restroom door and look around. When I don’t spot anyone I know, I hightail it back to the mermaid theatre. Iris waits for me near a backstage door.
“What’d you need, honey?” she asks.




CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Ten minutes later, after meeting Iris, I find everyone in line at the boat dock along the river.
“Emma?” Tyler’s face wrinkles when he sees me.
Cole’s response is to snort and cover a laugh. Hannah silently appraises me and her eyebrows arch high above her sunglasses. Ravi shoots me a questioning look but doesn’t say anything.
“Thanks for saving me a place,” I say.
I ignore everyone and carry on as if my wearing a large sunhat, oversized sunglasses, and bright pink lipstick is usual. They’re all borrowed from Iris. I wear a sundress pilfered from Jenna. I received a three-minute mermaid makeover from Iris and Jenna, who were more than excited to makeover a girl wanting to impress a guy. I tried not to gag at the thought and went with the show. This isn’t usual me or different me. This makeover is a temporary disguise.
“What the heck happened to you?” Cole asks. She’s always the one to be blunt.
“I’m doing someone a favor,” I reply. I’m doing me a favor and hoping the guy next to Tyler doesn’t recognize me.
“Um,” Tyler starts. He’s probably wondering if I’m doing him a favor. The amount of cleavage I show is small, but also uncomfortably more than usual. “This is Kurt. We went to school together in Minnesota before I moved.” Tyler gestures to the broad-shouldered guy wearing a t-shirt from the high school I attend.
My palms start to sweat. I swear the universe is out to expose me. It’s do or die time. I extend my hand out. “Hi, I’m Emma,” I say. “It’s nice to meet you.”
Kurt’s hand engulfs mine and he smiles. It’s the stupid toothy smile I’ve seen him do with good-looking girls at school. “It’s nice to meet you,” he says. “You looking for someone to sit next to on the boat?”
I grit my teeth and cover it with a forced smile. Kurt definitely doesn’t recognize me, and I have an urge to knee him somewhere he’ll remember.
Tyler’s arm wraps around my waist and I can’t help but smile when he pulls me in close to his side. “Actually, she’s with me,” Tyler says. Those words feel like vindication, and yet, I can’t rub it in Kurt’s face.
“Nice,” Kurt says. He nods with a knowing smile on his face and I again want to knee him. I’m not some trophy to be acquired. “Where are you from, Emma?”
The tour boat full of passengers from the previous ride pulls up to the dock. I need a distraction, and fast, but my options are limited. I hate what I’m about to do, but it will divert Kurt’s attention. I pull a bottle of water out of my bag. When I open it, water spills on the front of me and the cap drops to the ground.
“Oh, my,” I say in a bashful way.
Kurt bends to pick up the wayward cap and I dab at the water on my chest. Humiliation radiates off me for using my female physique to distract boys. Kurt hands me the cap, the I’m your knight in shining armor smile on his face. I want to slap him. We push forward in the line to get on to the boat.
“Thank you,” I tell Kurt and dab at my chest again.
With leering eyes, Kurt holds his hand out to help me on the boat, but Tyler pushes himself between us and I board the boat without any help. Kurt watches my every movement, and Tyler keeps his narrowed eyes on Kurt until he heads to the back of the boat.
“Why don’t you go sit in the front with everyone else, and I’ll sit with Kurt and tell him to keep his eyes and hands to himself,” Tyler says.
“Thank you,” I mouth to Tyler and let my hand trail off his.
Cole and Ravi sit in the front row and Hannah sits behind them. There’s an empty seat next to Hannah and I plop into it. Hannah looks at me with pursed lips and narrowed eyes.
“Not going to sit with Tyler and his friend?” Hannah looks over her shoulder at the back of the boat.
A noise escapes me, half laugh and half groan. “No,” I say.
“I saw the water bottle thing. I didn’t know you had that in you.” Hannah pushes her hair over her shoulder.
I groan. This has been the most humiliating thing ever, and yet, most of these people don’t know it’s all an act. “I feel so stupid.”
“Why’d you need the diversion?” Hannah asks.
“You figured that out?” I peer behind me at Kurt and Tyler. “Do you think they know?”
“The guy’s clueless,” Hannah says. “But Tyler might have. What’d you do it for?”
“I don’t know what the heck I’m doing.” I motion my hand up and down over the dress and getup on my head. “This isn’t me.”
“Obviously.” Hannah lowers her sunglasses and looks at me. “What’s going on with all this?” Hannah waves a finger at me. Even though I’m trying to be different, I’m glad Hannah sees through this.
I sigh. “I know him, and I didn’t want him to recognize me.”
“Really?” Hannah’s eyes grow wide. “Ex-boyfriend?”
“Nice.” Cole turns around and pushes her sunglasses on top of her head. “That would make things interesting.”
Ravi turns around. “Is he?”
I shake my head. “No.” Things would be so much easier if Kurt was an ex-boyfriend.
“Then how do you know him?” Hannah asks. The driver of the boat speaks on a microphone and the boat moves away from the dock into the Weeki Wachee River.
“We go to school together,” I say. The boat turns around while Cole, Ravi, and Hannah turn over this fact in their heads.
“But Tyler went to school with him,” Hannah says.
I stare at her, waiting for it to click.
“Get out!” Cole exclaims. “You went to school with Tyler, didn’t you?”
I sheepishly nod my head. What use is there in denying it? My heart feels a little lighter with confessing.
“Really?” Hannah asks. “When?”
“Ninth grade.”
“Oh, this is too cute. It’s like you were meant to be together.” Hannah bubbles over with this information. “Why didn’t you tell us?”
The boat driver announces we’re passing by an anhinga, a large water bird. It sits on the riverbank and its massive wings are spread out to dry. It’s baring itself, much like I’m going to do with these three right now. I glance back over my shoulder. Kurt and Tyler are talking. Tyler spots me and raises his hand in a little wave. I wave back.
“Tyler doesn’t know,” I say. “I haven’t said where I’m from.”
Collectively, three jaws drop.
“You have to tell him,” Hannah insists.
“No.” I shake my head vigorously. “I don’t think I should.”
“Why not?” Hannah asks.
“Oh.” Ravi nods his head knowingly at me. “I get it.”
“I don’t get it,” Hannah says.
“Hannah.” Ravi gets her attention. “Say you start dating some guy, only to find out he’s the dorkiest kid in your class. How would you feel?”
“I’d die,” Hannah says. Then she slaps her hand over her mouth as she swears and focuses her eyes on me. “I’m sorry, Emma. I mean. Geez. It’s not that Tyler wouldn’t date you. It’s just I was imagining the dorkiest kid in my class and you’re nothing like him and…”
“Just stop, Hannah,” Cole says. “You’re going to dig yourself an even bigger hole.”
Hannah grabs my arm. “I’m sorry. I’m sure you’re not a dork. Look at you. You have to have all the guys in your school hitting on you. I mean, look at Kurt.” Hannah’s face scrunches up, realizing Kurt didn’t even recognize me. “Oh, sorry. Geez. I didn’t mean…”
“It’s fine,” I say. “It’s the truth. Tyler was popular. I’m not.”
“But you’re not a dork?” Hannah asks. I can tell she really wants to believe I’m not and I wonder if it would change her perception of me.
“It depends on your definition of dork,” I reply.
“I vote don’t tell him,” Cole says.
“Agreed,” Ravi says. “I wouldn’t.”
We all look at Hannah. She’s the only one sitting on the other side of the fence from us dorks.
“Fine,” she finally says. “But he likes you. I don’t think he’s going to care. I don’t care.”
“Thanks,” I say, with a soft smile at her. “But I care. I don’t want to influence his decision on which school to go to.” My heart pinches in pain because I also need to make a decision. And I think Tyler’s decision will alter mine.
“For the record,” Hannah says, “you don’t look like a dork. You look ho-”
I hold my hand up and interrupt her. “Don’t say it.” I don’t want to hear I look hot, that putting on a tiny dress and showing some cleavage suddenly makes me attractive and less dorky.
“You look how Iris would,” Hannah says.




CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

We split up after the boat tour with plans to meet at the beach later. Tyler heads off with Kurt, after making sure it’s okay and I have someone to hang out with. I don’t know where Hannah and Cole are. Ravi and I walk the nature trail to the amphitheater for a wildlife show.
“Thanks,” I say, “for not telling Tyler.”
“I get it,” Ravi says. “The dork stuff.”
“I’m guessing you’re the intellectual dork, and you’re popular because of it.” I’m not afraid to say it to Ravi, and he’ll let me know if I’m wrong.
“In a way,” Ravi says. “People expect a lot from me. I’m trapped in a box I don’t want to be in, and everyone expects me to be a lawyer or doctor, like my parents. Or something high profile.”
“What do you want to do?”
Ravi snorts and adjusts his glasses on his nose. “I have no idea. Being here…” His hands start to wave around. “Around all of you, and I realize I have no idea what I want.”
“An unexpected summer, huh?” I ask. Our feet crunch on the path while we walk through the lush vegetation.
“What do you want to do?” Ravi asks.
I turn my face to him. “Promise you won’t laugh?”
His dark eyes meet mine. “Promise.”
“I want to be a librarian,” I say. Ravi chuckles and I elbow him in the side. “You said you wouldn’t laugh.”
“No, no.” Ravi still chuckles. “It’s because I can see you doing that. I mean, Hannah is reading books you recommended.”
We continue on the meandering path, nearing a building situated in front of the amphitheater. Behind glass windows, native animals are in exhibits for visitors to view.
“You’re a face stuck in the book type of dork,” Ravi says.
“No. More of a nobody dork,” I reply. “One nobody knows. I don’t have any real friends.”
“That’s hard to believe.” Ravi bumps my shoulder with his. “How can people not notice you? Plus, everyone likes you.”
I look at the turtles on display for everyone to see, unlike their counterparts in nature who usually remain hidden.
“What’s different about you here? In Florida, at The Villages?” I ask Ravi.
He watches the turtles. One sticks its neck out of its shell, reaching for the lettuce in its cage.
“I’m not studying. I’m actually doing nothing, or rather stuff with all of you.”
“Yeah,” I say. “Me too.” That’s the difference. At home I’m a wild turtle in hiding, while here I’m on display.
Ravi bumps me one more time. “Well, consider me a friend.”
I smile at the word. It feels nice. Like Ravi. I know he’s not being a friend out of pity, like Morgan. He’s just being a friend.
“Thanks,” I say and grab Ravi’s arm. “Now let’s go get some seats for the show and maybe you can pet an alligator when it’s over.”
“A friend would never make me do that,” Ravi says.
“Yes, she would.” I tug Ravi to the entrance. “A real friend will push you out of your box.”




CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Ravi and I are the first ones to Buccaneer Bay, the swimming area just off the spring. There’s a huge sandy beach with chairs, a raft anchored out in the water, and water slides at the far end. We’re a little early, and I’m tired of being in disguise. I rip off the dress the moment we hit the beach. I grab my goggles and sand kicks up behind me in my haste to get to the water.
“I’ll wait for the others,” Ravi calls.
I swim to deeper water and submerge to watch the colorful fish dart around me. It’s peaceful under the clear water. It’s quiet. It makes me feel like I’m in another world. When I surface, I tread water and watch the bustling activity around me. I’m startled when I feel something touch my waist.
“Emma.” I spin and find Tyler has snuck up on me. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” I say. “I’m looking at the fish.”
“That’s not true.” Tyler treads water in front of me. “I know you. And that wasn’t you back at the boat.”
“What if it was?”
“Emma.” Tyler tries to say something, but I dunk under the water. He follows me and surfaces when I do. “Are you upset because of Kurt? Because he was being a jerk and hitting on you?”
A guffawing noise comes out of me and I pull my goggles off. “No!” Maybe. A little. Never has Kurt hit on me before. He’s never even said hi to me and he does it here, when I’m in a tiny dress.
“He’s envious because I’m with the hottest girl here.” Tyler grins and I know he’s trying to rile me up in an effort to make me smile.
“Don’t.” I close my eyes, blocking out the bright sun for a moment. “Is that why you’re with me?”
“No. No.” Drops of water fly off Tyler’s hair when he shakes his head. “We’ve spent nearly two weeks straight together. You know I’m attracted to you, but that’s not the only reason I like you.”
“Do you even know me?” I ask.
“I’m trying to,” Tyler says. “Tell me what the get up was about.”
“I was just trying something different.”
Tyler treads water closer to me, lessening the distance between us. “I don’t want you to be different for me. I want you to be you.” He looks into my eyes and holds the gaze longer than I can.
I move the water in front of me with my hands, and it swirls around us. “You know…” Me. It’s one tiny word I can’t say. “You know, I haven’t broken a rule today,” I finish.
Tyler grins and floats on his stomach. “Getting you to break rules happens to be a specialty of mine. I’d suggest breaking the swimsuit required rule.”
I splash Tyler and can’t help the grin he brings to my face. “You’re impossible.”
“And ew, no,” Cole says. She swims up with Hannah and Ravi. I climb on the wooden raft anchored at the end of the swim area. Tyler and Hannah follow me.
“Who wants to go on a water slide?” Cole points to slides at the edge of the beach.
“I’ll go,” Ravi says.
“I’m surprised you’re out here,” Tyler says.
Ravi treads in the clear blue water, way deeper than his usual safety zone of his thighs.
“There’s lifeguards,” Ravi says. “It can’t be that bad.”
Hannah points to the entrance of the river, blocked off by buoyed lines. “That is the river we were on for the boat tour.”
“And you know what we saw in the river?” Cole splashes Ravi.
“And there are signs that say not to approach or feed wildlife that might be in the swimming area,” I say. “Turtles, otters, manatees, and…”
“Alligators!” Ravi turns and hightails it back to the sandy beach.
◆◆◆
 
“What rule did you break today?” Grandma asks when Tyler drops me off after our day with Iris.
“I fed a turtle.” I belly flop on to the sectional next to Grandma. She crochets and watches TV.
“Crackers,” Tyler says. “She fed it fish-shaped crackers. I have a photo.”
I cover my hands with my face. “I feel horrible about it. You’re not supposed to feed the wildlife. What if cheesy crackers are bad for it? It’s probably bloated from gas.”
Grandma sets her project to the side and pats my head. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.” She gets up from the couch. “How about I make you two some cookies?”
Tyler takes Grandma’s spot next to me. “Don’t think about it.”
“Easy for you to say,” I tell him and sit up. “You’re not the one who broke the rule.” I give him a playful shove on the chest. “Only the one who got me to break it.”
Tyler places a hand on my face and caresses my chin. “Can I be the one to help you forget about it?”
I’m not so sure he can. I think the guilt I feel about not telling Tyler where I live is greater than the guilt of feeding a turtle. Tyler’s lips barely brush mine when Grandma’s voice rings out from the kitchen.
“More chit chat or I can find something else to feed the turtles and alligators.”




CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

The next morning, I find myself with Grandma in her SUV with Martha, Cole, and Hannah. The girls and boys are splitting up for the day. My phone chimes with a text.
Tyler: Miss U
Me: Me too
I must be smiling because Cole speaks up from the back row. “You had better not be texting Tyler. You just saw him like fifteen minutes ago.”
I ignore Cole because I have another text.
Tyler: U miss U too. How does that work?
Me: You’re impossible. I miss you
And I do. It’s funny how I can have such a strong ache in me to be with Tyler, even after such a short time.
“One week left,” Grandma says from the driver’s seat.
“Then we’re free!” Martha exclaims. She means from the grandkids, but I can tell she’s kidding. There’s a sadness behind her eyes when she looks back at her granddaughters.
Grandma turns the volume of the 80’s music down. “The four of us should go on vacation together.”
Martha’s face brightens. “That’s a great idea. Where would we go?”
“Not to visit any of us.” Cole speaks up from the back.
“Visiting family is never a vacation,” Grandma says. “It’s a trip.”
“This has been some trip,” Cole says. “I think we’re owed a vacation.”
“When you’re our age,” Martha replies. “Now toss me a couple of your licorice sticks.”
I dodge flying candy as I get another text.
Tyler: Breaking rules without me today?
Me: Never. Displeasing others?
Tyler: I’d rather think of how to please you
A piece of licorice taps me on the head. Cole uses it like a drumstick on me. “You have seriously got to stop smiling. You’re creeping me out.” She holds a candy out to me, an offering, and I take it.
“Oh!” Grandma bounces in her seat and turns the volume up. “This could be our theme song for the day.” It’s amusing to see her like this. Peppy, happy, and well…like a teenage girl with the whole world full of opportunity.
“I love this song!” Hannah bops along like my grandma to Girls Just Want to Have Fun by Cyndi Lauper.
“Of course.” Cole’s sarcastic tone returns. “Now all we need is the cheesy montage of us shopping, trying on clothes, and eating.”
◆◆◆
 
Cole’s montage comment is not far off. Grandma and Martha bring us to The Market of Marion. It’s an eclectic flea and farmer’s market with tons of stalls. It’s basically a shopping day, and unsurprisingly, Hannah is in her element here. Whether it’s the heat and humidity or the shopping, Cole looks ready to puke.
“We’re doing the five-dollar challenge,” Martha says. “You have five dollars and one hour. They have something here for everyone, so you need to find something.” Martha eyes Cole when she places a five-dollar bill in her hand. “Then we’ll vote who wins for the best use of their five dollars.”
“What does the winner get?” Cole stuffs the bill in her pocket.
“Freedom,” Grandma answers.
“What freedom?” Cole snaps her gum.
“The winner gets freedom from the schedule and stipulations,” Martha says and lifts a finger. “But, only for tomorrow.”
“You mean…” Hannah’s face lights up. “You mean, I can use my phone for anything the whole day?”
Martha nods, a terse one, but she nods. “Yes.”
Hannah is already looking around, scoping out the vendors.
“We’ll meet back here in an hour to share our purchases, and then we’ll grab some lunch,” Grandma says. “Any questions?”
“We can buy whatever we want?” I ask. “Are there any rules?”
“Whatever you want as long as it doesn’t go over five dollars,” Grandma says.
I bite my lip. I was hoping for some more rules on what I can buy. I’m the world’s worst shopper. I tend to keep to the same things on my list, and my philosophy on shopping is get in, get done, and get out. I don’t have a list here, so this is already a problem.
Grandma claps her hands together. “Alright. Ready, set, go!”
Hannah immediately takes off at a fast pace. Cole nonchalantly walks in the opposite direction of her cousin. Grandma and Martha leisurely stroll together in a third direction. I’m left watching all of them walk away from me. Not knowing what to do, I pocket the money and walk with unsure steps toward a line of vendors.
I look at birds and fruit and stop at a vendor with five-dollar sunglasses. Sunglasses seem like a good use of money, and they’re especially beneficial in a state called “The Sunshine State.” Protecting eyes from UV radiation is a good idea. I examine a pair Iris would wear when my phone vibrates and chimes in my back pocket.
Cole: Meet me at the lunch place NOW
Hannah: What’s so important?
Cole: Have an idea, need both of your fives, meet me
Hannah: Can this make all of us win?
Cole: Definitely
Hannah: Fine
Cole: Emma?
I haven’t responded yet. I really don’t know what to spend my money on, and there’s no reason for me not to go along with this.
Me: Fine
When the three of us meet, I hand over my five-dollar bill. “This is my rule breaking, okay?”
“Lame,” Cole says. “But okay.” She holds her hand out to Hannah.
Hannah looks like she’s about to place the bill in Cole’s hand and then pulls it back. “I don’t know if I trust you. You haven’t even told us what you’re doing? Why do you need our money? How do we know you’re not going to stab us in the back and say we didn’t buy anything, just so you can win?”
“Just trust me,” Cole says. “This is good.”
“I don’t know.” Hannah crumples the bill in her hand. “I want to win.”
“I forfeit any right to win,” Cole says. “I’ll vote for you, I swear.”
Hannah still looks skeptical. But I see something behind Cole’s light eyes and her stern face.
“Just give it to her,” I say. “I’ll vote for you too.”
For half a second, Cole’s face softens into gratitude and then snaps back.
“You’ll give up winning?” Hannah asks me. “Why?”
“I don’t care about winning,” I say. “I don’t even know what to buy.”
“And what about you?” Hannah asks her cousin. “Why are you doing this?”
Cole smacks her gum. “I want to do something good, something that may help someone.” She holds her hand out. “Now give me your money.”




CHAPTER FIFTY

I’m awake and reading Martha’s book when the text arrives on my phone around one in the morning.
Cole: Almost there. Security cameras off
I frown and place a bookmark between the pages. The part where all is lost for the main character is starting. I grab my hoodie and flip flops. It’s easier to sneak out tonight, and I don’t think Grandma will mind. Once I’m outside, I tap on the window to Tyler’s room. I’m excited. Usual me would never tap on a boy’s window in the middle of the night.
It takes quite a bit of banging, and the sound is loud in the quiet of the dark. Right as I’m about to give up, Tyler pushes aside the curtains and squints out the window. I wave at him and his groggy face brightens. Tyler lifts the window and talks to me through the screen.
“What’re you doing here? Going to sneak in through my window?” he asks.
“No.” Tyler’s face drops at my reply. “But you’re coming out.”
“What’s going on?” Tyler asks, and in the dim light I see he’s only in his boxers.
“Meet us out front.”
“Us?” Tyler asks, disappointment in his voice.
“See you in a minute.” I turn away before Tyler can say anything else.
Hannah, Cole, and Ravi wait with me when Tyler walks out the front door.
“What are we doing?” Tyler asks. He’s thrown on a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt.
“Why am I holding a bunch of pink flamingos?” Ravi chimes in.
The pink flamingos are lawn ornaments from The Market of Marion. With our combined fifteen dollars, Cole purchased three dozen used pink plastic gaudy looking lawn ornaments.
“It’s to prove a point about one lawn ornament,” Cole tells the boys. She twists the one in her hand. “One small lawn ornament shouldn’t be a big deal. Everyone should be allowed to display one small personal item.”
“This is The Villages,” Tyler says. “They sign a deed saying they’re not free to do whatever they want. It’s a rule.”
“Guess I’m helping to break a rule.” I hold my hand out and Cole gives me a stack of flamingos.
“Now you’re a rebel.” Cole nods and I get a glimpse of her wicked grin.
“What’re we doing with all the flamingos?” Ravi asks.
“We’re going to stake Iris’s yard with all these.” Cole hands some flamingos to Tyler. “We’ll take a photo and Iris can show at her meeting how a yard full of flamingos compares to one.”
“Does she know you’re doing this?” Tyler twirls one of the pink birds in the air.
Cole shakes her head. “No.”
Tyler smiles and jabs the stake of a flamingo into Iris’s yard. “This is going to be fun.”
◆◆◆
 
After Cole, Hannah, and Ravi leave, Tyler and I sit on Iris’s front step. The three dozen flamingos are dark shapes on the lawn, with even darker shadows cast from the dim lamp in Iris’s lawn. Every yard has an outdoor lamp which turns on at night. It’s another requirement of the deed restrictions here. I look at the soft light and realize how ironic it is for Grandma to have me break rules in a place full of them.
Tyler’s arm is around me, warm on my shoulders and I lean my head into him, nestling it in the crook of his neck.
“What happens next?” Tyler’s breath is warm on my forehead.
“We’re going to have to take them down tomorrow,” I say, talking about the flamingos.
“Can you imagine the mess if they were real?” Tyler asks and it makes me giggle.
“You’d really need a poop fairy then,” I say.
Tyler’s lips brush next to my forehead and a pleasant chill runs through me. “I mean, what happens after we leave here?” he asks.
It’s a whispered question. I don’t have an answer. Instead, I ask a question. “Did you decide where to go to school?”
“My dad’s.”
Tyler answers quick and I hold my breath. Okay. His decision shouldn’t determine my choice.
“One day at a time,” I remind him. “Did you want to sleep in tomorrow instead of running?”
Tyler’s hold around me tightens, and I don’t want him to let go. I’ll pull him in my box if I have to.
“No,” Tyler replies. “As much as I hate running, I love the time I get alone with you.”
“What?” I fake shock. “How can you hate running?”
Tyler’s chest rumbles with silent laughter. “Only crazy people love running.”
“You’re alone now with a crazy person.”
“Are we alone?” Tyler waves at the camera mounted above us. “Though I’m seriously considering giving up sleep for the next six days if it means more time with you.” A cricket chirps near us, and I feel a wave of exhaustion, but I don’t want to give in to it. I cover a small yawn with my hand. “But maybe you should go back to bed,” Tyler says.
“Not yet,” I whisper. “I like sitting here with you.”
Tyler’s lips brush along my hairline and his small kiss sends tingles from my head down to my toes. “I’ll take every second I can get,” Tyler says.




CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

A few hours later, I ride with Grandma to donut club, even though technically, I don’t have to go. Grandma and Martha decided Hannah, Cole, and I were all winners. We have the day off from the schedule and habit breaking, except for Cole. She can’t break the habit breaking.
Hannah and Cole sit at our usual table when I enter. “I thought you’d be sleeping in,” I say.
Cole grunts. “It’s like my body has its own alarm clock now and I couldn’t get back to sleep once I woke up. Plus, this one…” Cole points at Hannah. “Makes enough noise in the bathroom to wake the dead. And it’s either donuts here or shredded wheat at Grandma Martha’s.”
“I had to get up early to talk to Jordan. He has to work this morning,” Hannah says.
“And you needed to do your makeup to talk to him?” Cole raises her eyebrows and I’m struck by how much it reminds me of Hannah.
“Ever hear of video chat?” Hannah says.
Cole shakes her head with disapproving eyes. “How’d the flamingos look?” She turns to me.
I took a photo this morning of the birds brightly glowing in the early sunshine. The flock of flamingos is more startling and brilliant than one alone. Cole and Hannah look at the photo while I sip a mocha, letting the warmth settle into my tired body.
Cole hands the phone back. “Just so you know, I didn’t steal it.”
“What?” I cradle the warm cup in my hands, not sure what Cole is talking about.
“The original flamingo.”
“Really?” Hannah drops her chin and raises her eyebrows at her cousin.
Cole looks uncomfortable, like she’s out of her box, or she’s let us in. “When Hannah and I went golfing with Grandma Martha, I saw it and asked one of the attendants about it. He said someone put it there as a joke and he needed to remove it. He said I could have it.”
“Why didn’t you take it then?” Hannah asks.
Cole shrugs and shifts in her chair. “It was more fun with all of you.”
Hannah slaps Cole’s arm. “You freaked me out.”
Cole purses her lips and traps a laugh.
“Why tell us?” I ask. “We all thought you stole it.”
“That’s why,” Cole replies. “I thought you should know.”
Cole lowers her eyes to the table and sips her coffee. She hides her expression behind the large cup. Hannah picks at a sprinkle on her donut, her face thoughtful and on her cousin. In a way, we’re all the same. Cole hides who she is behind a big persona, one that scares people. I hide behind a small persona, hoping no one notices me. And Hannah covers herself in makeup and filters to get people to notice only certain aspects about her.
“Don’t worry,” I say, trying to mimic Cole’s wicked grin. “I won’t tell anyone. I wouldn’t want to ruin your reputation.”
The corners of Cole’s lips twitch and she kicks my shoe with hers. “Like anyone would believe a dork like you,” she says.
“There’s my girls!” Iris bustles over with Tyler at her back. She wraps me in her arms from behind, and her multiple bracelets jangle in my ear. “It seems I got flamingoed last night by some crazy hooligans.”
“We’ll take them down soon,” I tell Iris when she releases me from her hug.
“I love them,” Iris says loud enough for us all to hear. “But they are against the rules.”
“I love them too,” Grandma says. “They brought a smile to my face this morning.”
Martha holds up her phone. “Guess what a group of flamingos is called?”
“What?” Patty asks as she and Ravi join us.
“A flamboyance!” Martha exclaims.
“If that isn’t Iris, I don’t know what is,” Patty says.
Iris blows Patty a kiss with her bright pink lips.
Martha continues reading from her phone. “Both flamingo and flamboyance come from words referring to fire.”
“You all know who’s the hottest in this group.” Iris pretends to fan herself and her bright pink nails wave in the air.
“You’re just the one with the most hot flashes,” Grandma quips.
“Oh, my goodness,” Patty says. “We’ve hardly had coffee and we’re already started. This is going to be a day.”
“Ravi,” Tyler says. “We need some more testosterone in this group.”
“Oh.” Martha exhales. “Iris tries to add some.”




CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

A giggle bubbles up from Hannah. She floats on a pink flamingo inflatable in Iris’s pool. “You really went with the flamingo theme,” she says to Iris. “Where did you get these?”
“Online, honey,” Iris replies. “I like the one you put out front and I knew I was going to have to remove it, so I bought some for my pool.”
“She gets a box a day,” Tyler says.
“Oh, hush, honey.” Iris adjusts the large sunhat on her head. “Now you get to float with Emma. No complaining about my online shopping.”
Tyler and I lie on a flamingo float even larger than the one Hannah reclines on. They nearly take up the whole pool.
“This is so lame,” Cole whines from a lounge chair. “We get the day off and yet we’re doing the same thing we always do.”
“What else are we going to do?” Hannah asks. “You could have stayed home.”
“Hanging out with you losers is better than watching soap operas with Grandma,” Cole says.
“I heard that,” Martha pipes up. The grandmas have donned their swimming attire and taken over the hot tub.
“You do watch a lot of soap operas,” Iris says.
“It’s research,” Martha replies.
“Oh, my word,” Hannah mumbles. “I don’t want to know.”
“What was even scheduled for today?” Ravi asks from where he lounges next to Cole. Iris and Martha decided to also give the boys the day off.
“Pickleball,” Grandma replies.
“Please tell me it involves pickles,” Tyler says, “or I’m going to be disappointed.”
“You’d be disappointed,” Grandma replies. “It’s a ball and racquet game. Kind of like a love child of badminton, tennis, and ping pong.”
“My grandpa loved pickleball,” I say. “He taught me to play.”
Tyler squeezes my hand. “I guess you’re going to have to teach me.”
Grandpa would be happy to see this. To see Grandma laughing and having fun with a group of friends. To see me doing the same thing. A comfortable feeling settles over me, like the calm after a storm. When I first arrived, it was a hurricane. Things were thrown at all of us with the schedule and habits to break. But it seems, as the storm has died down and we’re picking up the debris, we’re rebuilding. Some of us are rebuilding with new plans, some with old, and others of us are still deciding.
Hannah looks content floating and not doing anything. She’s allowed to use her phone today, but I’ve hardly seen her on it. Ravi and Cole are talking, their heads leaning in together. Cole’s wicked smile is gone for the moment, and I can see the person she hides inside of her. And she’s not scary. As for Tyler and me, we’re the wildcards. He’s decided to go back to what he knows, and I don’t know what I’m going home to yet.
“Spring break!” Hannah’s shrill voice startles me and if it weren’t for Tyler’s hand holding mine, I’m sure I’d roll off the flamingo. “If we all have the same spring break, we have to meet here.” Hannah arches her neck to the hot tub. “Is that okay, grandmas?”
There seems to be a silent conversation among the seniors, and then Martha answers. “Of course, sweetie. You’re all welcome.”
“You’re not going on some epic senior year spring break? Like to the beach or something?” Ravi asks.
Hannah shakes her head and the ends of her hair hang in the water. “My parents don’t agree on much, but they’d never let me go on one of those beach spring breaks in high school. But they will let me visit Grandma Martha. Plus, I can still tell people I’m going to Florida with friends.”
“Ha!” Cole says it loud and sarcastic. “Florida with friends. That’s hilarious.”
Hannah paddles in a half circle to face Cole. “It’ll be fun,” she says. “And you’re coming.”
“I think-” Cole starts.
“I think,” Martha interrupts, “we need to plan a grandma vacation first.”
“We should do a weekend trip,” Patty says. “Maybe a road trip somewhere close.”
“To see if we can stand each other before we try something longer?” Grandma asks. She takes a sip from a water bottle and covers her smile.
“Who’s going to take who out first on that trip?” Tyler whispers and I conceal a laugh.
Hannah’s float bumps into ours. “My grandma will smother your grandma first,” she says to Tyler.
“Oh, this will be fun!” Iris exclaims. “We should go to Key West after the kids leave.”
The grandmas are like a flock of birds on a wire, twittering over weekend road trip plans. The rest of us are tired, and I’m sure I doze off only to be woken when Iris makes another declaration.
“Lunch! I’m going to make lunch.” Iris steps out of the hot tub and bustles into the house.
“Heaven help us all,” Patty says when Iris closes the sliding door.
“This is why we follow the schedule,” Martha says. “Because she can’t cook.”
“I have frozen pizzas next door,” Grandma adds. “I can sneak over and make them.”
“Maybe I should go help her.” Patty starts to climb out of the hot tub.
Tyler holds a hand up. “I can guarantee, she’ll give up in a few minutes and order pizza.”
And Tyler’s right, we eat pizza for lunch.




CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

The next day, it’s Patty’s turn to chaperone. In typical grandma fashion, she won’t tell us where we’re going until we get there. And like the other grandmas, it’s another state park. This time we’re at Ellie Schiller Homosassa Springs Wildlife State Park.
“Oh.” Patty’s face radiates joy. “This is going to be wonderful.”
I park the SUV, and everyone tumbles out and stretches after the hour drive.
“Now, I have a special friend meeting us. He volunteers here and he’s going to give us a personal tour,” Patty says. I notice the way Patty says “special” and so does Ravi because his lips twitch. “Oh, here he comes.” Patty looks how I feel about Tyler. Her eyes are bright, and the smile stretches across her face.
An older gentleman approaches us and takes off his hat, clasping it in his hands.
“I told you. Giddy like a schoolgirl,” Ravi whispers under his breath to me.
“Did you know about this?” I ask. Ravi shakes his head. “It’ll be okay,” I tell him.
“Everyone, this is Lawrence.” Patty beams and shyly takes Lawrence’s hand. “And these are my grandchildren.” Patty introduces us all by name, saving Ravi for last, seemingly pleading with her eyes for his approval.
Ravi thrusts his hand out to Lawrence. “It’s nice to finally meet you in person, if you’re the one making my nana so happy on the phone every night.”
Patty’s pale cheeks flush pink and she winds one arm through Ravi’s, while the other clings to Lawrence. “Well, wonderful. Let’s get this started, shall we?”
Hannah is an excitable squealer, but the squeals she emits when she first spots the manatees are beyond anything I’ve ever heard. “Monkeys, and mermaids, and now manatees!” Hannah shouts, grasps Cole’s arm, and shakes her.
Cole tries to brush Hannah off. “Control yourself, girl.”
“Well, dear.” Patty gives Hannah an affectionate pat on the arm. “There is more to Florida than theme parks and beaches.”
Chasing after Hannah at the park is like trying to keep up with an excited toddler. She jumps from one thing to the next. Without her phone, she’s not worried about capturing the perfect photo or editing one into something idealistic. She just enjoys.
“I’m going to need a nap after this,” Cole says. “Between the humidity and the nonstop action and Hannah...ew!” Cole’s jaw drops and she lifts her hands to her head but doesn’t touch her hair. “Don’t tell me. Don’t let that be what I think it is.”
I pinch my lips together and try not to laugh. My phone chimes, but I ignore it.
Hannah covers a laugh with her hand, but a giggle escapes. “That is so gross.”
A large gull flew over and must have defecated, because Cole’s hair and shoulder are coated in a large amount of bird poop.
“Ew, ew, ew.” Cole stamps her feet. “What do I do?”
“Come with me.” Hannah pulls Cole. “I’ll help you clean up in the restroom.” She turns to Tyler and me. “We’ll meet up with you two in the underwater observation area.”
Ravi has gone off with Patty and Lawrence, which leaves Tyler and me alone. We meander slowly, enjoying the beauty of the park, and time alone.
“Where are we headed?” Tyler asks.
“To the underwater observation area,” I remind him.
“No, I mean us. We only have five days left. Then what?” Tyler asks.
“These two weeks, remember?” We have our rules. “Let’s take it a day at a time.”
Tyler stops walking and turns me to face him. “It’s just if you’re planning on breaking up with me when this is all over, maybe you should do it now and get it over with.” He pulls me into him. “And then, maybe just wait until we go so I can enjoy this time with you. Either way will break my heart.”
I lift my hands and take his face in them. I rub my thumbs over the stubble on his cheeks. “I don’t plan to break your heart.” I place a small kiss on Tyler’s lips. I’m preparing for mine to be broken.
“I’m not going to break yours.” Tyler’s look on me is intense. He doesn’t have all the information yet, and his plans might change.
“But you don’t know where I live,” I say.
Tyler’s hand runs across my jawline and his thumb brushes over my lips. He smiles, hopeful. “Will it make a difference?”
“It shouldn’t,” I say with a heavy sigh. I can’t tell him yet. “What time do you fly out to your mom’s?”
“I think the plane leaves after ten,” Tyler replies. “How about you?”
A lump lodges in my throat and I clear it. “Um, around the same time.”
I’m sure we’re on the same flight, the exact same flight home. I don’t know why I’m surprised. I should have expected something like this. I grab my phone, and hope checking it will be a distraction from my shock. But my phone is more of a distraction than I bargain for.
Mom: Call ASAP. We need to register you for independent study today. I’ll send you the link.
“Everything okay?” Tyler asks.
My face must display something close to confusion or despair. I finger the phone. “I need to call my parents. Can you give me a bit?”
“Sure.” Tyler purses his lips and walks away to give me privacy. I watch him and push speed dial.
“Hey, Boo.” Dad answers his phone. “What’s up?”
“Am I making the right decision?” I ask. There’s a squeak in the background and it sounds like Dad is settling into his rolling office chair.
“Are you talking about school? Your mom texted you, right?”
“Yes.”
“If it’s what you want, it’s right,” Dad says. “Your mom doesn’t want you to miss your high school experiences. She doesn’t want you to…hide.” He hesitates on the last word, but it’s correct, even if it stings.
“What do you think?” When I’ve mentioned independent study in the past, Dad never weighed in on the debate.
“I want you to be happy,” Dad says. “And so does your mom.”
“I…” Tyler pulls his faded red ballcap lower on his forehead. He catches me watching him and smiles, a smile that melts me more than the Florida sun. “I met a guy,” I tell Dad.
“Oh.”
I shock Dad speechless because he doesn’t give me one comical response, his usual method of conversation.
“Dad?”
“Um, you’d think I’d be prepared for this, but I don’t know what to say,” Dad says. “Maybe I should get your mother?”
I sigh loud enough for him to hear. “She’ll say not to base my decision off a guy.” I can picture the whole conversation with her.
“Are you?” Dad asks. “Does he factor in?”
“No,” I say and pace in a circle. “Yes. I don’t know.”
“Boo?” Dad wonders what I’m talking about. I probably have his heart racing a million miles an hour.
“It doesn’t matter what choice I make,” I continue. “He’s going to school in Connecticut.”
“That’s far,” Dad says. “I guess independent study would mean you can visit him more.”
I stop pacing. I didn’t think of that. Is that even an option?
“Boo,” Dad says to get my attention. “If he really likes you, he’ll want you to be happy. Make the decision you’ll be happy with.”
“You’re right,” I say. That’s why I haven’t told Tyler where I live, because I want him to make his decision and be happy.
“Now, has Grandma met him or do I need to give her the rundown on how to do the dad with the shotgun and the list of questions?”
“Dad.” He’s getting over the shock and starting to elicit a smile from me.
“Is it too late to go over my list of rules for dating?”
“Dad.” Now I do laugh.
“Wait. You already broke the first one. You’re not allowed to date unless I meet the guy first.”
“Dad!”
“I miss you, Boo,” he says. “It’s not the same around here. Tinkles has no one to hiss at except the squirrels.”
“I miss you too.”
“Okay. Now text your mother your decision,” Dad says. “I know you have a good heart and a good head. You’ll make the choice that’s right for you.”
I hang up with my dad and text my mom. I’ve made my decision. For better or for worse. I watch Tyler from a distance. Even looking at him floods my heart with happiness. He sees I’m off the phone and his face lights up in a huge smile when he rushes my way.
“Everything okay?” Tyler asks again.
“Yes,” I say and then my euphoria crashes. What if I made the wrong decision?
◆◆◆
 
When I get home, Grandma has made some of my favorites for dinner. There’s German potato salad, homemade rolls, and meatloaf with Grandma’s special sauce. She even made hot fudge cake for dessert, but the food doesn’t sweeten up my sour mood.
“I’m not breaking a rule today.” I set my fork down a little harder than I need to after dessert. “You’re going to have to send me home.”
Grandma picks her napkin off her lap and sets it on the table. “Now why would I send you home?”
“Because you said if I didn’t break a rule a day, you’d ship me back to my parents,” I say. “I’m not breaking one today, so you’d better send me back.”
Grandma eyes me through her glasses. “What’s going on, honey? What happened? Something with Tyler?”
“No,” I pause and grit my teeth at how well Grandma knows me. “Yes.”
“No,” Grandma says. I raise my eyebrows waiting for more. “I’m not sending you home. I don’t care if you don’t break anymore rules and stop following the schedule, you’re staying here until it’s time to go.”
I push my chair away from the table in a swift motion. “You said you’d send me home.” I stand up to leave.
“Emma,” Grandma warns. “You’ve got to stop running away from trouble. What are you running from this time?”
I stop, my back to Grandma, and I sigh. “I haven’t told him yet and he’s on the same flight as me.” It’d be so much easier if we were on different flights. It’d give me more time to hide or figure out what to do.
“I don’t understand,” Grandma says. “Isn’t that good? You’ll get more time with him. What are you so afraid of?”
I twist the napkin in my hand. “I’m afraid I made the wrong decision.” I don’t blink back the tears forming in my eyes. I’m afraid of getting hurt. Of having my heart broken. Of forgetting the me I am here. Of returning home and being nobody. I wipe a tear away with the back of my hand. “I decided not to do independent study. I’m going to attend school for my senior year.”




CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

A night’s sleep helps me reset. There are only four days left, and then I’ll deal with what happens next. One day at a time, like I told Tyler. I spend the day with my friends, and I’ve come to think of them as that, they’re my friends. It’s now early evening and everyone enjoys dessert on Grandma’s back patio.
“Emma, honey.” Iris waves her hands at me, and her bracelets clink together. “Will you run over to my house and get the container of cupcakes sitting on my counter?”
“You didn’t bake them, did you?” Patty asks.
“One time!” Iris shrills. “You mix up teaspoon and tablespoon one time and nobody forgets.”
“You put in a quarter cup salt, not a quarter teaspoon.” Grandma laughs. “It’s hard to forget the taste.”
“They did look good,” Patty says with a smile added.
“For your health and safety, I bought cupcakes,” Iris says. “Now run along, Emma.”
“Sure.” I head over to Iris’s and hear Pookie’s bark before I enter the pool area. Pookie keeps up her wild and unseen barking when I walk in the house. There’s noise from the kitchen, the sound of glass clinking and a cabinet closing. I peek around the corner and narrow my eyes at the sight of Cole.
“I thought you were going to the bathroom,” I say. Pookie stops barking and runs to me.
Cole’s hand is on Iris’s liquor cabinet and she pivots in a fast spin. “The bathroom at your house was occupied, and I came over here. Iris said it was okay.”
“What’re you doing?” I gesture my head at the cabinet where Iris keeps her alcohol.
“Nothing,” Cole says, her eyes narrowed at me.
“Were you drinking?” I take a step closer to Cole.
“No,” Cole says, but I can smell it on her breath.
“You were.” I grab the cupcakes off the counter. “I’d better get back.” I walk away and Cole rushes after me.
“You’re not going to tell, are you?” Normally confident, Cole sounds worried.
I charge out past the pool. How could Cole do this? What am I supposed to do? I shove the screen door and hold it open with my back.
Cole stops in the doorway and her eyes meet mine. “Break a rule, Emma. Don’t tell.”
“We’re supposed to be accountable to each other,” I say.
“It was just this one time.”
“Right,” I scoff.
Cole’s face turns vicious. “Is this your way of getting back at me? For sending everyone the video of you and Tyler?”
“No,” I say. “I’m worried about you. I’m your friend.”
“Right.” Cole mimics me. She laughs a vicious laugh and waves her hand at the group across the lawn. “Because we’re all friends here.” Her voice is loud enough to draw everyone’s attention.
“I think we are,” I say softly.
Cole steps forward and I let the door swing shut. She storms over to the group and gestures around, her angry focus on me. “Do you honestly think we’d all be friends if we went to the same school?”
“Yes.” My voice betrays me and with shaking hands I set the cupcakes down.
“If you do, you’re in denial,” Cole says. “The five of us.” She waves her hands around. “We’d never be friends if we went to school together.”
Hannah’s lips pinch together, but she nods. The grandmas glance at one another and clutch their drinks in their hands, not sure whether to wade into this discussion. Tyler’s eyes are on me and Ravi watches the ground.
“Hannah.” Cole looks at her cousin. “If we went to the same school and weren’t related, would you say hi to me?”
Hannah shakes her head back and forth, her lips still pinched. “No. Even related, I probably wouldn’t say hi.”
“Would you say hi to me?” Cole’s focus is back on me.
“Yes,” I say. Cole stares hard. “Maybe. I don’t know. I’d like to think I would say hi to anyone.”
“I wouldn’t say hi to you. I wouldn’t say hi to any of you.” Cole’s voice is angry, her movements jerky and rapid.
I stand still. “We’re friends now.”
“You know that’s not going to last,” Cole says, her voice loud. “We’re all going to go back to our regular lives, back to school, and forget each other.” Cole points to Ravi. “He’ll go back to studying and not doing anything else.” She points at Hannah. “She’ll go back to social media and trying to impress every person whose opinion she thinks is important.” She points to herself. “I don’t even know where I’ll go back to.” She points at Tyler. “He’ll go back to pleasing his daddy and being the big stud on campus. And you…” Cole points to me. “You’ll go back to being a nobody.”
I can feel the intensity of everyone’s eyes on me.
“How’s Emma a nobody? Everyone loves her.” Iris is the first of the grandmas to speak.
“He doesn’t have to know.” Cole whispers it so only I hear. “If you don’t tell, I won’t tell.”
I glance at Tyler and try to apologize with my eyes. Then I square my shoulders and turn my face to Cole. “I’m your friend, even if you don’t think so. I care about you and I’m going to do what a friend would do.”
“What’s going on here?” Grandma stands up.
“Cole’s been drinking,” I say.
The look Cole gives me is meant to show she wants to kill me, and I feel her wrath. But I also know I’ve done the right thing, no matter how wrong it feels right now.
“Is it true?” Martha stands and walks to her granddaughter. She clasps Cole’s forearms in her hands. “Let me smell your breath.”
“Grandma.” Cole tries to shake her grandma’s hands off. “This is ridiculous.”
“Colette Georgina!” I’ve never heard Martha raise her voice or sound so fierce. “Breathe on me now!”
If the moment weren’t so serious, this might be funny. But it’s so far from funny, even Iris’s made-up face has creases between her eyebrows and a huge frown.
“Grandma,” Cole tries again.
“Now!” Martha demands.
Cole exhales the smallest amount of air possible, but Martha’s eyes widen in recognition and then narrow in disappointment. Martha’s hands fall off Cole. “You know what this means,” Martha says.
“Please, Grandma.” Cole’s lost all her confidence and swagger. “Give me another chance. I won’t mess up again.”
“This was your last chance,” Martha says with a sad shake of her head. She exhales. “Tomorrow we’ll look at the options.”
“No, Grandma. Please.” Cole looks near tears. “Don’t send me away.”
“I don’t want to send you away,” Martha says. “But you brought this on yourself. You’re going.”
I clench my fists, and blink to stop the stinging in my eyes. Everyone is quiet, uncomfortable having to witness this.
Cole turns her anger to me, her eyes fierce with hatred. “This is all your fault.”
My heart rate rises. Even before the words left, I knew what Cole was going to do. I know the outcome might jeopardize anything I’ve built up with these people I consider friends. I know this can drive a chasm between Tyler and me.
“I’m sorry,” I say. Though I’m not sorry for outing Cole. I’m sorry the addiction has a hold on her, and it’s come to this. I’m sorry for what fallout may occur.
“You’re nobody.” Cole is back to her confident swagger, knowing what she’s going to do will bring me down. “Tyler,” Cole says.
Tyler’s focus shifts from me to Cole. “What?”
“You and Emma went to school together.” Cole blurts it out in anger. I can’t look at Tyler, and my eyes drop to the ground.
“Cole,” I hear Hannah admonish her. “Don’t do this.”
“I’m stunned.” Iris’s manicured fingers wave between Tyler and me. “You two know each other?”
“Emma and I never went to school together,” Tyler says, though it sounds like he’s questioning himself.
“Yes, we did.” I look up and meet his seeking eyes. It’s time to tell him. “I live in Apple Valley, Minnesota.”
“I’d remember if…” Tyler starts.
I’ve never been worth remembering. I’m nobody.
“We had science together in ninth grade,” I say in a soft voice.
“Oh. My. Goodness.” Iris’s voice is breathy, and she holds her hands over her mouth. It’s like she’s watching a pivotal moment on a soap opera.
Tyler’s brows draw together and he’s quiet for a moment. His chin tilts and he stares at me, like he’s digging deep into my memory and his at the same time. But his face is blank because there’s no recognition.
“You won’t remember her,” Cole says. “Because she’s a nobody. A dork.”
I’m shredded to pieces from the inside out. I thought Cole understood me, yet here she is spitting out the words that hurt. Nobody. Dork.
Tyler’s sad eyes gaze at me and the knife in my heart digs deeper.
“Cole,” Martha interrupts. “That’s quite enough. You need to think about how you’re reacting to this. Emma’s only trying to help.”
“Yeah.” Cole sneers. “Right.”
Tyler’s face drops. “You live in Apple Valley?”
I exhale. “Yes.” There’s no reason to give excuses because it won’t make anything different.
Tyler’s face mashes together in confusion. “No,” he whispers. “This changes everything.”
I can’t look at Tyler, or at anyone as my eyes flood with tears. I do what I do best and run by everyone to hide from the trouble. I hurry to my room, slam the door, and throw myself on the bed.




CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

There’s nothing like secrets being exposed and harsh words thrown around to clear out a party. At least, I think that’s what happens because I don’t leave my room. The stilted chatter dies down and the house quiets. I’m not sure how much time passes while I weep into my pillow. My eyes feel puffy and how can one nose produce so much snot? I throw another soggy tissue on the floor.
There’s a soft knock on my door. I don’t say anything. I don’t want to see anyone. I wipe my wet cheeks with the back of my hand and sniff. I feel awful. Hurt, ashamed, betrayed, mortified, and…sad, just sad. Another knock sounds at the door.
“Emma.” The door opens a crack. “Can I come in?”
I remain on my side with my back to the door. I hear it open and then close with a click. The bed sinks as someone sits on the edge of it.
“Hey.” Tyler places a warm hand on my back.
“Hey,” I mumble back.
“We really had science together?”
I only nod.
Tyler’s hand rubs slow circles on my back. “I’m sorry, Emma.” I can hear him inhale and exhale. “But the school has two thousand students. There were five hundred in our freshman class.”
A heavy sigh leaves me, and I roll over to face Tyler. “I remember you.”
Tyler’s hand brushes my matted hair away from my face. “I’m sorry. What am I supposed to remember?”
I close my eyes. I’m not worth remembering. My right forefinger gently rubs against the side of my nose.
“You do that when you’re thinking.” Tyler’s fingers brush against my right hand. Against my wrist. My right wrist.
My eyes open and I rip the small circular bandage off. I hold my wrist up. “Look at your left wrist,” I say.
Tyler’s eyes bounce from my wrist, to his, and then back to mine. His brows furrow and then a deep laugh erupts from him. “That weird girl.” He twists his hand to examine his wrist. “She said something about our moles being linked. That was you?”
I smack Tyler with the back of my hand, grateful he remembers. “She’s not weird.”
“That was you! With the mark on your wrist like mine.” It’s dawned on him now, and he stares at me. “And she was a little strange.”
“Fine.” It comes out with a small laugh. “She is, but you’re weird too.”
Tyler places his wrist next to mine. Our moles are nearly identical. “Very weird.” He lies down on his side, facing me, not caring he shares a tear-stained pillow with me. “Why didn’t you tell me where you’re from?”
“Because I don’t want to influence your school decision.”
“What if I want you to?”
I look deep into his eyes and he stares back. Neither of us falter or look away, as if gazing into each other’s eyes is the most natural thing to do.
“You can’t make a yearlong choice based on two weeks,” I finally say, my voice soft and my eyes still on his.
Tyler runs his fingers along my hairline and pushes loose strands behind my ear. “It’s almost three weeks.” He moves closer to me, so close it’s hard to focus on his eyes. “And it’s my choice.”
“Don’t be a stupid idiot,” I say. “And make a choice based on some girl.”
“The only girl.” Tyler’s voice pulses into me, making me feel like the only girl.
“You chose your dad’s.”
“I did.” I barely hear his answer over the soft brush of his fingers on my face. “But I don’t think that pleases me.”
His touch sends a flurry of pleasant shivers down my spine. I swallow hard, preparing myself to ask. “What does?”
“You.” Tyler’s lips meet mine, and the shivers turn into an explosion of pleasure that crashes over the sadness, rolling it out of the way while I’m in Tyler’s arms.
That is until we hear the dynamic grandma duo.
“Oh, look, Iris. Emma’s breaking a rule.” Grandma’s voice is loud. “A closed door and no noise behind it. I wonder what they’re doing.”
My eyes open wide.
“Hopefully, nothing that makes us great grandmas.” Iris’s voice sounds behind the closed door.
We rush to detach our lips and hands from each other and sit up. The door clicks, opens a crack, and two heads peer in. “Everyone decent?” Iris asks.
“Yes, Gaga.” Tyler rolls his eyes, and I feel a blush on my cheeks. The grandmas enter and stand just inside the doorway.
“Everything okay?” Grandma asks.
I look at Tyler, not sure what to answer. He places his hand over mine. “Yes,” he says. “It is. It’s perfect because we still have the rest of the summer together.”




CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

The rest of the summer means three more full days in Florida and two weeks at home. But I’ll take it. It’s the morning after the infamous gathering. Tyler holds my hand while we walk Pookie after our run. When I thought everything would come crashing down, it’s carried me up and placed me in the clouds. I’m floating with happiness. Tyler’s face reflects mine.
“I have something to tell you,” he says. I can see the joy pour off him. Sweat drips off too, but I like to think it’s also joy. “I decided…” Tyler’s phone rings, he looks at the screen, and emits a groan. He hands me Pookie’s leash. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
I bite my lip and walk up Iris’s driveway.
“Hey, Dad,” I hear Tyler say.
I sit on Iris’s front step. Pookie sniffs the plants and ventures to the farthest reaches of her leash. She proceeds to mark every plant in her path. Tyler paces in the road and pulls down the bill of his faded red ballcap. I can’t see his face. He kicks a rock and sends it flying across the street.
All I hear when he walks back up the driveway is, “Fine, Dad. Whatever you want. Bye.” Tyler thrusts the phone in his pocket and sits next to me, his body stiff with frustration and anger.
I place a hand on Tyler’s knee. His foot taps on the ground and causes his whole leg to bounce. “Everything okay?” I ask.
Tyler’s hands twist. “I talked to my dad last night,” Tyler says. “I told him I changed my mind. I want to go to school with you.”
“Tyler.” It’s a scolding, a warning, and gratitude.
“He says it’s stupid to make a decision based on a girl I’ve known a short time.”
“I’m sorry.” I lean into Tyler.
A sad laugh follows. “That’s what you told me.”
“I believe I called you a stupid idiot.” And really, I want him to be a stupid idiot.
“He says I have to stay with him.”
I place my hand over Tyler’s fidgeting ones. This doesn’t change what we expected. “We still have two weeks,” I gently remind him. I want to comfort Tyler, but I don’t know how.
“We don’t,” Tyler says. “He’s having me come back from here.”
Pookie leaps at an anole and tugs on the leash. She pulls my arm, but I jerk more from Tyler’s statement. “You’re leaving?”
“There’s something he wants me to attend.” Tyler’s voice is barely audible over the barking of Pookie who tries to get at the anole just out of reach.
I feel the familiar sting of tears in the back of my eyes. “What about your mom?”
“She agreed.” Tyler’s chin falls in defeat. “She won’t stand up to him either.”
“We can make it work. Try the long-distance thing. There’s video chat and school breaks and…” My voice trails off. Tyler’s toe keeps tapping the concrete.
“He says we’re too far apart,” Tyler says, his voice soft.
“It’s fine,” I say. But it’s not. It’s not fine his dad is doing this. He’s taking this away from Tyler, and from me. “We said distance doesn’t matter.”
“It’s not fine.” Tyler pulls his hands from mine and agitatedly runs them through his hair.
“Why?” I ask, afraid of the answer. I have a bad feeling. A bad feeling this is ending how I feared it would.
“He says we should end it before it gets any harder. Before we do something we regret.”
“Regret?” I whisper the word. I thought I prepared my heart for this. That us breaking up was an inevitable outcome. But I’m not prepared. How does anyone prepare for this type of hurt? “Your dad wants us to break up?”
Tyler lowers his head, like he’s ashamed. He should be ashamed if he’s breaking up with me because of his dad.
“Do you want to?” My voice rises and I move away from Tyler. Pookie’s gone quiet and sits at my feet with her ears back.
“Maybe it’s for the best,” Tyler says. He won’t look at me.
“Really?” I sound like an angry Hannah and jump to my feet. “You said you weren’t going to break up with me.” Then it dawns on me. “Is this your way to break up with me without looking bad? Blame it on your dad and you get off?”
“No. Emma, it’s not like that.” Tyler reaches out for me and I shake him off.
“Fine. Whatever. Our rules said two weeks, no hard feelings if we decide it doesn’t work. And it doesn’t work.” I throw the end of the dog leash at Tyler and storm off to Grandma’s.
“Emma. Wait!” I hear Tyler behind me, but I don’t stop or look back. I pick up speed, run into Grandma’s house, and hide in my room. Again.
◆◆◆
 
Later, there’s a knock on the door. My face is buried in the pillow and my sobs have slowed to a steady whimper. We said no hard feelings, but this is hard. I have way too many feelings.
“Emma?” Grandma asks. “I’m headed to meet everyone.” She waits outside my door to see if I’ll come out. But I’m not going to and I’m glad she’s not making me go. After a couple of minutes, I hear her walk down the hall, followed by the sounds of her leaving.
I wish I packed Bunny, an unconditional comfort when I need it. The tears slow, and I try to think of anything but Tyler to keep them from starting again. But then I think of Cole. And Ravi and Hannah. And the grandmas. And the tears start a slow parade again.
My phone chimes. It chimes a second time. And a third. It’s on the bed next to me and I look at it. I have private texts to only me.
Cole: I’m sorry
Hannah: R U coming? Miss U
Ravi: If you need to talk, I’m here
Another text to only me comes in.
Tyler: Please talk to me, let’s figure this out
A group text arrives, and I turn my phone off. I curl up in the fetal position, hug my knees to my chest, and close my eyes.




CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

A knock on my door wakes me. I must have fallen asleep. Grandma walks in as I sit up and rub my eyes. She holds out a bag.
“They sent you something,” Grandma says.
I take the bag and peek in to find donuts. There are four chocolate donut holes, probably from Ravi. The pink frosted donut with sprinkles is from Hannah. Cole sent what looks like a jelly-filled donut. And there’s one last one, a sour cream donut.
“Was he there?” I ask.
“Yes.” Grandma positions herself on the edge of the bed. “He looks as miserable as you.”
“Did he say anything?”
“Not much.”
I’m raw and numb from stewing in my feelings. I break off a piece of the sour cream donut and munch on it. Grandma watches me and waits to listen. But I don’t know what to say.
“So that’s it?” Grandma finally says. My brows crease and I brush my fingers off on my running shorts. “You’re going to run and hide, and not even try to put the fire out?” Grandma asks.
Her words hit me like a punch to the gut, like truth usually does. I’m quite good at running and hiding.
“What does it matter?” I ask. “We’re too far apart.”
“He’s next door,” Grandma says.
I roll my eyes because she knows what I mean. We’re too far apart in social status and destination.
“You wanna know what Iris says?” Grandma asks.
“Do I?” I break off another piece of donut.
“Tyler may be a wrestler, but he’s not a fighter. He’s a people pleaser.”
“I’m not pleased,” I say through a mouthful of donut.
“Then fight for him. Run to him. Do something. Don’t wallow in self-pity. You can stay shut up in your box, but you know what it is to open it and let the light in.”
I swallow and close the bag of donuts. It’s taken the strong sunshine of Florida to finally get me to let some light in. And a donut full of sugar to help give me a push. “Okay,” I say. “I’m going to do something.”
Grandma pats my knee. “That’s my girl.”
My running shoes are next to the bed and I reach to put them on. “I’m going to run.”
“Just don’t go the wrong direction this time.”
A huffing noise escapes me while I knot my lace. “I’ll try.”
“That’s all you can do.” Grandma wraps me in a hug. She smells of lilies of the valley, while I still smell like a sweaty mess from my earlier run. “I’ll be taking a nap. You be safe.”
Instead of continuing to stew in my self-pity, I swelter in the heat and humidity. There’s nothing like a second run to clear my head and pores. I jog for so long sweat streams down my body like a river and drips off me like rain when I slow near the end. The sky has grown dark and storm clouds form above me. I hear the rumble of thunder and rain starts to fall.
I ring a doorbell and loud yips of a dog start followed by the scuttling of claws on tile. Tyler answers the door, his face a mix of relief and misery.
“Let’s figure this out,” I say.
Tyler holds the door open for me with a nod. When I walk in the living room, Iris takes one look at me. “I’ll be in my room,” she says. Her long silky caftan flows behind her like the cape of a princess.
Pookie hovers at my legs when I drop onto the couch. Tyler sits next to me and leaves more room between us than I would like. Another loud rumble of thunder sounds.
“I’m sorry,” I say, “for how I reacted.”
“I’m sorry,” Tyler says. “I didn’t expect this.” Tyler’s hand edges over to me, and his pinky rubs against the edge of mine. I can’t look up at him, afraid of what comes next, but I’m not going to run again. “I didn’t expect two weeks to make a difference. For it to be this hard.” Tyler takes my hand and clasps it in his. Each touch is a stitch to my soul, though I can’t tell if it’s hurting or healing.
Slowly, I lift my chin and meet his eyes with mine. “What now?” I ask.
Tyler opens his mouth to answer and a bright flash erupts followed by the loudest clap of thunder I’ve heard in my life. The noise is loud enough my body reflexively jumps.
“That scared me,” I say as my hand goes to my chest. My heart beats hard and fast.
“It sounded like it was right over us.” Tyler looks around and glances out the sliding door to the pool area. Rain falls in big drops. It comes through the bird cage and splashes into the pool. It looks like millions of miniature fountains on top of the water.
“Oh, my goodness.” Iris’s voice is loud. She appears, her hands clasped over her chest in her usual dramatic fashion. “I thought that was the end. Everything okay out here?”
“Yes, Gaga, it’s fine.” Tyler walks to the sliding door and ignores Iris’s dramatics. “Do you smell smoke?”
“Sometimes Nina next door likes to sneak a cigarette and the smoke drifts over here,” Iris says.
“No, like fire.” Tyler opens the sliding door and steps onto the covered patio.
There does seem to be a different smell in the air, and I push off the couch.
“Gaga!” Tyler yells from the patio. “Call 911. It’s coming from Pam’s house.”
I rush across the living room and out to the pool area where Tyler is. The rain subsides and smoke wafts from next door.
“Grandma!” I lunge for the screen door to the yard. The tiny lock mechanism won’t work with my shaking fingers.
Tyler unlocks the door for me, and I burst through. “I’m sure she’s headed out,” Tyler says.
“Grandma!” I run across the small expanse of grass to her backyard. She’s not out here. I hurry to the front. My heart nearly explodes out of my chest when I don’t see her. The black smoke grows thick and flames dance across the roof.
My legs wobble, but I run between the houses to the backyard again. Tyler grabs me and I hear a loud pop from the inside. Something bursts from the heat of the fire.
“Come on, you need to get away.” Tyler pulls me toward Iris’s house. “The fire department is on the way.”
I hear sirens, but they don’t sound close enough. The fire is spreading fast and I still don’t see Grandma.
“No.” I try to shake out of Tyler’s hands. “I need to get Grandma.”
My body jerks forward with enough force Tyler’s hands fall off me. I race to the lanai and yank open the backdoor.
“Grandma!” I yell when I open the sliding door to the house. The smoke hits me and I cough. “Grandma!” It’s hard to yell when I inhale smoke. A noise sounds from Grandma’s bedroom. Flames dance across the ceiling and the far wall. I need to get Grandma. Her door isn’t far. It’s closed and I run to it. I try to push open the door, but something is behind it.
“In here.” The voice is faint, but it’s Grandma.
“Grandma!” I yell again and this time the door gives a little when I try to push it open. I peer in through the crack. Grandma is on the floor, and she attempts to shuffle out of the way of the door.
“I think I broke my ankle.” She coughs and pulls her shirt up over her mouth and nose. The smoke is thick and burns in my throat. With all the strength I have, I bend down and try to pick Grandma up, but I’m not strong enough for her tall frame.
“Help me.” I cough, not able to say much.
We both muster whatever strength we have. While I support her, Grandma does her best to stand to one foot. It’s less than a minute, but the house is full of more smoke. I try to hold my breath. Grandma hops and I clutch her to help keep her upright.
We near the sliding door when a fireman rushes in. “Take her,” I say and thrust Grandma at him. Another fireman helps me, I stumble into the yard, and collapse in the grass. Iris and Tyler cling to each other, but Tyler breaks from his grandma and runs my way.
“Emma. I’m sorry, so sorry,” Tyler says. There are wet streaks running down his face and he’s pushed back by another fireman.
“Everyone needs to get back,” someone yells.
I cough and feel the heat, the heat of the fire and the heat of everything weighing on me. My eyes close when I’m scooped up and carried to an ambulance parked in front of Iris’s house.
An oxygen mask covers my face and I sit in the ambulance with a blanket wrapped around me.
“You know, you’re not supposed to run into a fire,” a voice says. Tyler stands at the open back door of the ambulance.
“That one…” Iris stands next to Tyler and wags a finger at me. “She’s a rule breaker.” A smile covers her face, but I see the worry in her eyes which are now trained on my grandma who lies on the stretcher. “And you…” Iris wags a finger at my grandma, and her voice chokes up. She grabs her grandson’s arm. “We’ll follow them to the hospital.”
◆◆◆
 
I sit on a hospital bed, listening to the sounds around me in the ER. There’s the beeping of a machine in the next room, nurses talking at the station not far from my screened room, and the sound of wheels on the floor. Grandma’s getting an x-ray and I’m alone. Once upon a time, I was fine with being alone. But now, now there’s something different in me. There’s a fire so bright, it’s burned away the chaff of loneliness. Whether it’s this unusual bunch of teenagers or the four different senior women, they’ve done something to me.
“Excuse me,” I say to the nurse passing by. I really don’t care if what I’m asking breaks the rules, I’m still going to ask. The nurse stops and looks at me. His eyes widen when he sees me covered in soot. “Can my neighbors come back here? They were going to follow the ambulance. I need them to help contact my parents.” I don’t know where my phone is.
The nurse looks at me for a moment and glances around. “What are their names?” he asks.
Five minutes later, Iris arrives on the arm of the nurse and rushes at me when she sees me.
“Emma, honey!” She takes my face in her hands and plants a kiss on my hairline. Then she examines me with a critical eye. “You’re a mess. I’ll see if I can get something to clean you up.”
She spins and heads out. Her shrill voice shouts after the nurse. “You, young man. I need your help.”
Tyler stands at the entrance to the small room, his face blank. I meet his eyes and the corners of my lips rise in a small smile.
“Are you okay?” Tyler’s voice is barely above a whisper. I nod. “What were you thinking?”
A tear bubbles up in my eye and starts to roll down my right cheek. “That I didn’t want to lose…” I don’t finish the sentence. I ran into the fire of my own creating because I don’t want to lose Tyler and I ran into the real fire because I don’t want to lose my grandma.
Tyler sits next to me, his movements slow and deliberate as if I could break. The fingers of his right hand brush the hair over my left ear. “When you were in there…” Tyler’s finger gently runs along my cheek and jawline. “I was so scared. I don’t want to lose what matters.”
Everything in me melts at Tyler’s words. He’s the fire in my life now, a good one I don’t want to put out. “Me either,” I whisper.
Tyler brings his face to mine and our lips meet. His kiss is soft and gentle, almost tentative.
“We’ll figure this out,” Tyler says. “Somehow.”
“Even if I have to break a rule,” I say. “But only for you.”
Tyler leans in to kiss me again and we hear someone clear their throat.
Iris waves a package of cleansing cloths in her hands. “Now it looks like I’ve got two of you to clean up.”
◆◆◆
 
Grandma’s ankle is broken and due to the amount of smoke she inhaled, they keep her in the hospital overnight for observation. I’ve been released and I plead with Grandma to let me stay, even if it breaks the rules, but she demands I go back with Iris and Tyler.
Iris drives by Grandma’s house and the sight is a shock. The house is destroyed. The blackened remains are what I ran into when it was on fire. Iris pats my leg from the driver’s seat. “A house can be rebuilt, and stuff replaced,” she says, “but you saved what was important.”
I nod slightly and bite my lip, but it does nothing to stop the tears forming in the corners of my eyes. Grandma’s house is a shell of concrete blocks and nothing else. Everything she owned and everything I brought with me is burnt or now ash. I think of the donuts everyone sent me. Gone. And I hope that’s not what happens to our friendship when we leave.
“We’re going to have to do some maneuvering of rooms tomorrow. You and Pam will stay here,” Iris says when she pulls the car into the garage. “I’ve offered to let Pam stay as long as she needs. We’ll turn the guest room into her room and the den into a guest room tomorrow."
Iris orders a dinner of takeout, but we all pick at it. We muster through the motions of getting ready for bed and I collapse on the couch in the living room. I can’t sleep. My body is tired and exhausted, but my mind is fully awake and won’t let me rest. Tyler is in the guest room, and he offered to give it up to me, but I took the couch. I wear one of Tyler’s t-shirts. It’s soft and smells like Iris’s fabric softener. I lie on my side, still and quiet. A noise over my shoulder startles me. My heart hammers when I see a body lean over me. A hand hovers over my face. I jerk up, causing the person to jump.
I clutch my chest. “You scared me.”
“Sorry,” Tyler says. “I…I was just checking on you.”
“Don’t worry,” I say, my heart settling a tiny bit. “I’m still breathing.”
In the dark, Tyler’s head nods and I hear him exhale. “I can’t sleep.”
“Me either.” I move over on the couch and pat it. “Do you want to sit with me and maybe watch something?”
Tyler wraps me in his arms and places a kiss on my temple. “I just want to hold you and not let go. At least while I can.”
A tiny tear rolls down my cheek. We leave in three days. Tyler will head back to Connecticut and I’ll go home. Alone.




CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

“I know I said we need to switch up the sleeping arrangements, but I don’t think Pam is going to approve of this one.”
My eyes flutter open. Daylight streams into the living room, and I’m wedged between the couch cushions and Tyler. Iris stands over us, her bright eyes wide while she peers at us. Pookie stretches at my feet and Tyler stretches at my side.
“Sorry, Gaga, I just…” Tyler starts.
Iris’s hands flutter in her usual way. “I know, I know. You wouldn’t believe how many times I came out here last night. It’s fine. Now it’s late and I already canceled donut club, but I think you two should go out and get some fresh air.” Pookie crawls on top of me and nuzzles her wet nose into my chin. “And Pookie wants you to take her out.”
After walking Pookie, Tyler and I head to the donut store later than usual. We sit at a table eating donuts when Ravi, Hannah, and Cole arrive.
“What’re you guys doing here?” Tyler asks. “I thought donut club was canceled.”
“It seems meeting you losers has become a habit.” Cole takes a seat next to me.
“Oh, Emma!” Hannah immediately wraps me in a hug from behind. “I’m so glad you and your grandma are okay. We were so worried. We wanted to come over last night, but Iris thought it would be better to wait.”
I haven’t seen them since the night we were all together at Grandma’s. Since everything blew up.
Cole bumps her shoulder into mine. “Hey,” she whispers while Hannah talks to Tyler. “I’m sorry, you know, for everything.”
The edges of my lips pull up into a tiny smile. “It’s okay. I’m sorry too.”
“Can we…” Cole eyes her cousin. “You know, be friends?”
I bump her shoulder with mine. “I don’t think we stopped being friends.”
Cole smiles, a real smile, not her wicked one. She places her palms on the table and pushes herself up, her smile now cloaked in a straight face. “I’m getting a donut, anyone else want one?”
◆◆◆
 
After donuts, Ravi, Hannah, and Cole follow Tyler and me back to Iris’s house. Patty and Martha are already there and direct us into a flurry of scheduling and activities. We’re divided up and sent off on errands to get items to turn Iris’s guest room with adjoining bathroom into a space for Grandma. There’s also shopping to be done for clothes and necessities for Grandma and me.
Later, Patty and Martha venture off to pick up lunch, while Hannah, Tyler, and I haul in a large box through the front door. Iris spent the night online shopping when she wasn’t checking on me.
“Oh, my word!” Iris’s shrill voice sounds loud and she clutches her chest. Hannah, Tyler, and I peer over her shoulder into the den, which is being transformed into a guest room. “I’m stunned!”
Tyler smirks at the situation before us. “Really, Gaga. You’d think you’d expect some of this now and stop being stunned.”
We set the box down, and surround Iris who gawks at the scene.
“Oh. My. Word,” Iris breathes. “You two?” She waves her fingers between the occupants standing in the room.
“Really?” Hannah arches her eyebrows at Ravi and Cole who still embrace each other.
Cole steps back from Ravi and pats him on the arms. “I was just increasing his life experience a bit.”
Ravi pushes his glasses up and looks at the ground.
“Too bad we don’t have it on video to send everyone,” I say.
Iris waves her hands in front of her face. “Out, out.” She pushes Ravi and Cole out of the room. “Goodness. Your grandma is going to kill me. Nobody breathes a word of this to her.”
“You mean my grandma?” Ravi asks.
“No, both your grandmas.” Iris pushes us into the living room. “What were they thinking leaving me in charge of five hormonal teenagers? It’s all their fault.”
Iris splits us up. She has the girls assemble furniture in Grandma’s room and the boys assemble in the guest room.
◆◆◆
 
In the early evening, Iris accompanies me to bring Grandma home from the hospital. I drive Iris’s car into the neighborhood and rather than seeing the shell of Grandma’s house, I see what awaits us.
“Oh.” Grandma sighs, but it’s a sound of happiness.
Nearly all the houses lining the road to Grandma’s have a pink flamingo stuck in their yard. Some even have a small flock. Neighbors stand in their driveways and wave while I cruise by at a slow speed. Grandma rolls down the window and waves out, a queen on parade.
“Who did this?” Grandma asks, her eye shining with tears.
Iris sits in the backseat and pats Grandma’s shoulder. “Cole suggested putting the flamingos in your yard, and it snowballed from there. It takes a village, and you have a large one behind you.”
Grandma’s yard is dotted with plastic flamingos. The pink stands out in contrast to the shell of black and ash. Our flock waits in Iris’s driveway, all dressed in pink t-shirts.
“This is…” Grandma’s hands cover her mouth. “It’s beautiful.”
I think of the myth of the phoenix rising from the ashes. The long-lived bird sets itself on fire and starts a new life from the ashes. The phoenix symbolizes overcoming hard obstacles and challenges. Our donut club may not be a singular phoenix, but we’re a flock of flamingos rising from the ashes to help each other.
Everyone rushes to Grandma’s door when I park the car in the driveway.
“Oh, I’m tickled pink,” Grandma says when Tyler and Ravi assist her in getting out of the car.




CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

“We come baring donuts.” Martha announces the arrival of the rest of the donut club to Iris’s house in the morning. It’s our last full day in Florida.
“I hope you brought coffee,” Grandma says from where she sits with her leg up in the living room. “Because Iris hasn’t figured out her machine yet.”
“I meet you all for coffee every morning.” Iris takes the box of donuts from Martha and sets them on an ottoman. “Why would I need to learn to use it?”
“I think it’s time to learn if we’re going to be living together,” Grandma says. “It has to be easier than juggling two men.”
“Grandma!” I scold.
Grandma shrugs her shoulders and takes a sip of the drink Hannah hands her. “She’ll figure it out. She’s not as dumb as she looks.”
Iris swishes a hand at Grandma. “And you’re prettier than you usually look. You ought to take more styling cues from me.” Grandma wears one of Iris’s flowy caftans.
“Goodness.” Patty helps herself to a donut and sits. “I think they’re going to be just fine living with each other.”
Martha hands Grandma a donut, while Iris adjusts the pillow under her foot.
“With this kind of treatment, I might make it permanent,” Grandma says.
“You can stay as long as you want, old woman.” Iris winks at Grandma. “As long as you know when to make yourself scarce.”
◆◆◆
 
After an impromptu farewell pool party, everyone leaves to let Grandma rest. When I return from saying goodbye, Grandma pats the space next to her and I take a seat. She sets her hand on my leg. “How’s my girl doing?”
“I’m alright,” I answer. “How about you?”
Grandma’s hand pats me again. “I’ll be fine. It’s going to take some time to figure all this out.”
“I can stay longer,” I say. “Help you out. With Tyler going back to Connecticut, it doesn’t matter if I go home or not.” My mom offered to come and help, but Grandma refused.
“Your parents miss you,” Grandma says. “And according to the deed I signed, anyone under eighteen can only have a guest pass for thirty consecutive days.”
“That means I still have time left. Plus, I think it’s a rule worth breaking if it means helping you.”
Grandma laughs. “Did I turn you into a rule breaker?”
“I guess,” I say. “But only for certain things.”
“How does it feel to break rules?”
I pause. “The same. I mean, it’s easy to break some rules, but I’m still uncomfortable with most.”
“How do you think Tyler feels about displeasing his father?”
My head drops. “Like I feel about breaking a rule.” I can’t fault Tyler for heading back when he feels the need to please his dad. Even if his dad is set against Tyler dating me.
“Don’t be too hard on him,” Grandma says. “It’ll work out.”
I nod. I’m still unsure how the distance between us will play out.
I hear the door slam shut before Tyler walks in. Grandma motions for him to sit. “Since Iris and I are going to be living together, it’s like you two will be cousins,” she says.
Tyler and I make a face at each other.
“I don’t think that’s how it works,” Tyler says.
“I have a new rule for you,” Grandma says to me. My eyes widen and I look at Grandma, waiting for her rule. “You aren’t allowed to date Tyler. Long distance never works.”
“I thought we were done with the habit breaking,” I remind her.
“One last rule,” Grandma says, her eyes on me. “You aren’t allowed to date Tyler.” She winks.
“Oh,” I say, a little slow on the uptake. “Sure. You know me. I’m good at following the rules.”
“And Tyler,” Grandma turns to him. “It would please me if you would forget all about Emma.”
Tyler smirks. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll do my best.”
◆◆◆
 
Tyler and I sit on the front stoop while the sun dips low in the sky. He holds me and I try to cherish the feel of being in his arms. I’ll remember this when I’m home. Alone.
Two plastic pink flamingos face each other in the yard near us.
“I’m glad they’re voiding the noncompliance fines for your grandma and Gaga,” Tyler says.
“And letting everyone keep their flamingos.” I lean my head on Tyler’s shoulder. One or two flamingos dot the yards surrounding us. I wonder how long it will be before someone complains and the flamingos disappear.
“Beautiful,” Tyler says.
“It is.” I look at the orange and pink clouds, a similar pink to the flamingos.
“I was talking about you.” Tyler cups his hand around my face.
“You’re impossible.” I bite a smile.
“I’m going to miss you.” Tyler gives me a small kiss.
“Maybe we should miss our flights tomorrow and see how long we can hang out in the airport together,” I say.
“Wow.” Tyler whistles. “Three weeks and you are a rule breaker.”
“It’s tempting,” I say. “To break the rules for you.”
“I wonder what would happen if I missed a flight I checked in to.” Tyler’s face turns thoughtful.
“We would have been on the same flight,” I say. “If you were going to Minnesota.”
“You’re on the 10:15 flight?” Tyler’s body stills. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
I place a quick kiss on Tyler’s cheek. “I didn’t want to influence your decision.”
Tyler groans, an unhappy sound. “I should be going with you.”
“It’s okay,” I say, trying to sound encouraging. “It’s just distance. We’ll be together again.”
“But spring break is so far away.”
“I know.” Doubt lingers in me, in what can happen in that amount of time. A lot has changed for me in only three weeks.
“It’ll work out.” Tyler’s fingers run over my right wrist, which touches his left. Our matching birthmarks stand out. “We’re linked. You and me.”




CHAPTER SIXTY

“Here’s to the last meeting of the donut club.” Ravi raises his donut.
We’re at a donut store in the terminal of the Orlando airport. We’re all headed somewhere. Cole is going with Hannah, until her aunt can take her to the treatment center. Ravi is flying home, I’m going home, and Tyler is headed to his dad’s.
“Not the last meeting,” Hannah says. “It’s just a break.”
We’ve all agreed to meet up for spring break. Break. I hate that word. I glance at Tyler through my eyelashes. I have a feeling we’ll be on a break once we get on our planes. And I feel like my heart is breaking.
I half-heartedly raise my specialty donut in a toast with the others. We eat and drink without the usual banter. It’s rather somber. Under the table, Tyler holds my hand, tethering me to him. His touch goes straight to my heart and I do my best to remember what it feels like.
“Well, losers.” Cole stands. “We have to get to our gate.”
“Remember, you all have to stay in touch.” Hannah waves her phone. “Don’t be afraid to use the group text.”
“Or follow her on social media.” Cole flicks her fingers at Hannah.
There are hugs all around and goodbyes. Three weeks ago, I never imagined I’d be friends with these people, and now I want to cheer them on and hear about what they do. I want to talk to them, listen to them, laugh with them, and see them again.
“Remember, spring break,” Hannah shouts over her shoulder as she walks away with Cole and Ravi.
Tyler and I remain at the table. “I can walk you to your gate,” Tyler says. “I have time.”
I pinch my lips together and nod. There has to be a better way to fight my pain, but I don’t know how. I could run, but I don’t want to run from Tyler. I want to soak up the last few minutes with him, even if it costs me more pain.
At the gate, Tyler fidgets with his phone in one hand and holds mine in the other. “This is so hard.” His left leg bounces up and down.
“I wish I could change my ticket and run after you,” I say.
“Wouldn’t you be the stupid idiot then?” Tyler grins, but it’s forced. “Chasing after some guy you’ve known for three weeks.”
“I think maybe I’ve known you longer than you think. We did go to school together, once upon a time.”
The gate agent announces they’re preboarding and my boarding group starts to line up. Our time together ticks down, and my heart hammers along with each second.
“You need to get in line.” Tyler stands and pulls me with him.
I wrap my arms around Tyler’s body and give him a fierce hug. “Thank you for the best three weeks ever,” I whisper in his ear. Then Tyler and I kiss for what might be the last time. A passionate, yet tender kiss, as if we’re trying to savor each other. It’s hard to pull away from him.
I’m numb when I follow the line and scan my boarding pass. I look over my shoulder, hoping it’s like in the movies, when two people look back at each other from a distance and know they’re forever. I look back at Tyler, but he’s on his phone, looking down. Not at me.
Instead of my usual aisle seat, I take one by the window near the back of the plane. I need to see where I’ve been, to see the ground, to see the clouds, to see where I’m headed. I need to see if the view can help me forget the loss I feel. Through the small window I see the airline workers on the tarmac loading bags into the plane. I see the windows of the gate from which I just boarded, and I wonder where Tyler is headed. He could be on one of the planes near me. My phone chimes, and I take it out. The screen with the photo of my friends is displayed. I open my texts.
Tyler: I’m on the plane
I sigh.
Me: I miss you already
I push send and wait for a reply while a small tear runs down my cheek.
“I’m right here.” Tyler stands in the aisle, a smile on his face, and points to the empty seat next to me. “Is this seat taken?”
“What’re you doing here?” I wipe the tear, a smile replacing my shock.
“Doing what pleases me,” Tyler says. “Being a stupid idiot so I can spend another two weeks with you.”
“Two more weeks,” I say, and the smile doesn’t leave my face. “No expectations after that.”
“No expectations,” Tyler repeats as he sits in the middle seat. He takes my hand, and his thumb runs over it, sending tremors to my toes. “But I’m pretty good at getting you to break the rules.”




CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

It’s the first day of my senior year at high school and I grab the bag with donuts before I lock my car. Tyler and I spent two wonderful weeks together. He checked in for both flights and after I boarded my plane, he canceled the one to his dad’s and came after me. There was the aftermath of dealing with his dad, but it was worth it. Tyler went back to his dad’s two weeks ago. He left with our usual rule for two weeks. No expectations.  
The halls are crowded with students. The freshmen clutch their schedules with wide eyes. The seniors, many I recognize, saunter through the halls as if they own the place. It’s loud, colorful, and the usual amount of crazy. I’m glad I chose to get out of my box and do something different. I’m glad I made the decision to come back here. And I made it without knowing Tyler’s school decision. My heart flutters at the thought of Tyler. I’d be lying if I didn’t say I have some sort of expectation. I wind my way through the throngs of students, keeping to myself, as usual. I near my locker when my phone chimes. It’s the donut club group text. The young seniors only.
Cole: Happy first day of school, losers
I smile and lean against the locker. We’ve all been staying in contact. Cole is at a treatment facility with her mom. Hannah stays the week with her mom and alternates weekends with her parents. Ravi says he’s not studying for the SAT, but none of us believe him.
Me: Got a donut for you all this morning
Cole: Hopefully not a sour cream one
Me: Sprinkles
Hannah: Yes! I knew I was a good influence on you
Ravi: Should have been donut holes
Me: I have some of those
Hannah: Spring break. Not kidding. Everyone is coming to The Villages for a reunion
Cole: It seems seeing you losers is a habit I can’t break
Me: I hope I don’t have to break any rules
Ravi: I won’t study
Hannah: Where’s Tyler?
I grasp the phone. Where is he?
“Hey,” a familiar voice says. “I hope you’re still breaking some rules.”
I turn to the voice and a huge smile erupts on my face. I grab the straps of Tyler’s backpack and pull him to me. “Only for you.” I plant a quick kiss on Tyler’s lips.
Tyler wraps his arms around my waist. “I thought there’s a rule against kissing in the hallways.”
I hold up the bag of donuts. “I brought you something.”
Tyler peeks in the bag. “You’re my rebel with a donut.”
I wrap my arms around Tyler’s neck before I give him another kiss. “I missed you while you were gone.”
“Not as much as I missed you.”
“Your dad isn’t pleased you decided to spend your senior year here?” I ask.
Tyler nods. “There could be some problems to deal with.”
“Well…” I run my fingers along Tyler’s chin. “I’m immensely pleased you’re here. Is that going to be a problem?”
Tyler smiles and his eyes lock on mine. “You’re the only one I want to please.”
I can’t help but kiss Tyler again. “And you’re worth breaking the rules for.” 




AUTHOR’S NOTE

While the characters and incidents in this book are fictional, the setting and places are real. I was inspired from my many trips to The Villages and surrounding areas to write a book set there. The first manuscript of this book was drafted pre-pandemic (Fall 2019) and I left my characters in a pandemic free world, because as a reader and writer, it’s nice to escape into fiction when things are rocky. I understand there have been many changes to travel since then, and many places have closed. There have also been changes in The Villages, and I believe anonymous complaints are no longer allowed. I have tried to be true to the setting and places, and I apologize for any errors or misinformation. Errors are my fault or due to my fictional crafting. I’d recommend looking up and visiting The Villages and any of the parks mentioned in this book. Don’t miss the mermaid show or glass-bottomed boat rides when things open back up! I’m looking forward to the day when I can once again visit my parents in The Villages, Florida’s Friendliest Hometown.
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