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I had no idea hou, he'd come to be homeless and living in the park

r,l,here rn'e played chess each morning. I did knorv that he \l,ras a

formiclable opponent.

"YoLr," hc grumbled, eyeing the board, "are a horrible person."

fhree mo\/es later. I htid him. "Checkmate. You knou-u,hat that

means, H:)rIv."

He garl,e me a drrry look. "J have lo let you buv me brealifnst."

Those u,erc [he terms of our long-stancling bct. When I r,von, he

eorLlcln'i turn dou-n the free meal.

To nrr crcclit, I or-rlv gloated a little. "lt's gooci to be queen."

J nr.rcle it to school on trme but barely. I hacl a habit of cutting

:}-iinq: close. I u-alked the same tightrope rvith mv grades: Hou,

little effort could I put in ancl still get an A? I u,ersn't lazv. I r,vas

practical. Picking up an extra shiftr,r.as r,r,orth trading a 98 for a 92.

I lr,as in the middle of drafting an English paper in Spanish

class u'hen I rl'as called to the of{rce. Girls like me \\'ere supposed

to be inr,.isible. We dicln't get summoned for srt-dorvns u.ith the

principirl. \\/e made exactl,v as rnuch trouble as \,\,e cor-rid afford to

make. rrhich in m\, case \\.as nonc.
'5.g;1'." Principal Altman's greeting \\,as not u,hat one lvould call

\\,arm. "Have er seat."

I sat.

He folcled his hands on lhe desk betri,een Lrs. "l assurrre your

knor,r, 11,[1, 1,ou're here."

Unless thls u'as arbout the r,veekly poker game I'd been running

in the parking lot to finance Flarnls breakfasts ancl sometimes

mv o\\,n-l had no rdea u,hat I'd done to clrarv the administration's

arttentior-r. "Sorr1-," I said, trving to sound suf{iciently meek, "but I

clon'[.''

Principal Altman let me sit u,ith m)/ response for a moment,

I

then presented me u

ics test you took r es

"Okav." I said. T
it rvas all I had. For,

done badly enough r

"NIr. \'ates grade

score."

"Great." I said- ir

okat'again.
"Not great. \oul

that challenqe the
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-- :.:> :. L.i plrt nle rn scl-iolarship contention at UConn, rvhich

ir.i: onc oi the [op actuaria] science programs in the countrv."

NIr. Altman fiolyned. 'Actuarial science)"

"Statistical risk assessment." II r,vas the closesI I could come to

double-majoring in poker and math. Besides, it rvas one of the most

emplol,able majors on the planet.
'Are vou a fan of calculated risks, N,Is. Grambs?"

Like cheatingl I couldn't let mvself get any angrier. Instead, I

pictured m)rself playing chess. I marked out the mo'es in mv mind.

Girls ljke mc dicln't get to erplode. "l clidn't cheat.'' I said calml_v. "l

stlrc:lrccl . 
'

1 cl se r .ipec1 toqether limg-ln olher classes, betu.een shifts, later

.it nrqht tl'r.rn I should hare stavecl up. I(nou'ing that N,Ir. Yates u.,as

r-,t-inl()Li\ for giririg rn-rpossible tests had made rne \,\,ant to rcdefine

I,/r::lll1c. For once, insteacl ol seeing hou,close I could cut it, I'cl

l anted to sce hou, lar I coulcl gci.

Ancl this u'as u,hat I got for mv effort, because girls like me

didn't ace impossible erams.

"l'll take the test again," I said, trving not to sound furit.,us, or

\\'orse, rr'ounded. "l'll get the same grade again."

'And u"hat r, ourld \jou s.r\, if I told )/ou that \'Ir. Yates had pre-

parcd a new exam) All neri, questions, everv Lrit as difficult as the

lirs t."

I dicln't even hesita[e. "l']l take it."
"That can be arranged tomorrou, cluring third period, but I harre

Lo \\'ar:r-I ror-L that thls nili go significanrly belter for vou if-"
'-\'orr',''

-\lr. Altman starcd :lt me. "Excuse me?"

Forget sounding meel,,. Irorgel being inr.isible. "l u,ant to take

the neu, eram right here, in vour ciffice, right norv."

I prer
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"\bs, ma'am." I u,ent to take it frclm her outslretched hand, but

then I looked past her to the counter and realjzed she'd baked more

than muffins. There lvere also cupcakes. I f'elt my stomach plum-

met. "Oh no, Lib."

"lt's not rnrhat you think," Libbv promised. She u.,as an apologv

cupcake baker. A guilty cupcake baker. A please-don't-be-mad-at-

me cupcake baker.

"Not u,hat I think?" I repeated softly. "So he's not moving

back in?"
"lt's going to be different this time," Libby promised. 'And the

cupcakes are chocolatel"

\ I,, iar orrte.
'Its nerer gorr-ig to be different," I said, but if I'd been capable of

making her belier,e that, she'd have believed it already.

Right on cue, Libby's on-again, off-again boyfriend rvho had a

fondness for punching walls and extolling his own virtues for not

punching Libbv-strolled in. FIe snagged a cupcake off the counter

and let hls gaze rake or..cr me. "[Jey, jailbait."

"Drake,." Libbv said.

"l'm kidding " Drakc smiled. "You knou-l'm kidding, LilLrbrmine.

You and vour sister jr-rst r-recd [o lcarn how to ta]ie a joke."

One minute in, and hc' u'as alreadv makrng us the problem.

"This is not healthv," I tolcl Llbby. IIc hadn't rvanteci her to talie me

in-and he'd never stopped punisl-ring her for rt.
"This is not vour apartment," Drake shot back.

'4..91-1,'5 mv sister," Libbv insistcd.
"Half slster," Drake corrected, and then he smiled again.

"Joking."

He \\,asn't, but he also rvasn't \\'rong. Libby ernd I shared an

absent lather, but had cliff'erent moms. We'd only seen each other

once or l-rlrice a year gror,r,ing up. No onc hacl expccled her to take

6

custodv of me r$o \-e"

scraping br-. But she sa
"If Drakei staring h

Libbv picked up a

doing the best I can- -\
She s-as a people pk

He used me to hurt he

I couldn't iust rrait

u a//s.

"If iou need rne.- I I
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CHAPTER 3

y ancient Pontiac was a piece of junk, but at least the

heater r,vorked. Mostly. I parked at the diner, around

.'r rr-,.^ ,,., lrt,rc no one.roulcl see me. L,ibb,v tcxtcd, but I cor-rlcln't
r- r-: r-nrsell to tert bacL, so I encled up just staling t[ m\/ phone

rr-rttcacl The screen u'as cracked. l\11'clata plan rvas practicallv r-ron-

eristent, so I couldn't go online, but I did have unlimited terts.

Besides Libbv, there r,r,as eractlv one pcrson in m\. lile r,lorth

texting. I kept mY message to 1\'1ax short and sneet: Yctu-knou,-u:ho

is bock.

There \\ras rfo imrnediate response. \,Iar's parents lvere big

on 'phone-free" time and confiscatcd l-rers frequentlr,. Thev n,ere

i,rlso infamous for intermittentlv mor-ritorrng her messagcs) u'hich

nas rr,h\_ I hadn,t named Drake and r,l,oLL]dit,[ trrpC a _,r_ord:rboul

lr-here I r,r,'as spending the nigl-rt. Neither the L,jr-r family r-)or rrv
social unrker needed to knciu, that I \\,asn't u,here I n,:is supposed

to bc.

Setting m1-phone clor,r,r'r, I glanced at mv backpack in the pas-

senger seat, but decjded that the rest ol m1, homeu,ork could u,ait

fbr n-rorning. I laicl mv seert back ancl closed rrv eyes but couldn't

sleep, so I reached into thc glove box and retrieved the onlv thing

8
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CHAPTER 4

he nert dar-, I paid a prrce for sleeping in my car. N,{y rvhole

boch ached, ar-rd I had to shorver after gym, because paper

ti i',rls rn the bathroom at the diner could only go so far. I didn't
har c' time to dn- mv hair, so I arrived at mv next class sopping r,r.et.

It u,asn't ml,besr look, but I'd gone to schooiu,ith the same kids mv

u,hole life. I lvas rvallpaper.

,rto one rras lool'ing.

"Rorneo and Juliet rs littered n,ith proverbs-small, pithv bits of

u,isclom thal make a statement about the uial, the uorld and human

n:rtLrre \\.ork." NIv Engllsh teacher \\,as voung and earncst, and I
cleeplv suspected she'd hacl [oo much coffee. "Let's take a step back

from Shakespearc. Who can glve me an example of an evervdav

proverb?"

Beggars can't be cboosers. I thought. my head poundilrg and

u'ater droplets dr ipping dou,n m), back. Nrcce55;11 is th.e mother of
itn'enti.ott. Ii'nish.es uere hctrses, beggars u,oultl ride.

'Ihe door to the classroom opened. An office aide u,aitcd for the

teacher to look at her, then announced loudlv enough fbr the r.r,holc,

class to hear, 'Arrery Grarnbs is rvantcd in tl-re office."

I took that to mean tI

=
I knew better than to erp

IIr. Altman to meet rne

just had a visit from the I

An alarm sent off in
ever that glad to see rre-

"Right this s.ar-.- He c

sight of a familiar neon-b
-Libbr?" I said. Stre

makeup, both of s*rich sr

the middle of a shift- Or

iust ualk out in the rnidd

\ot unless somethfure
"Is Dad. . ." I cou-ldmt
-\bur father is fine-'

didnt belong to Libbr or

and I looked past mr sis

x-as occupied-br a Er.n

here?

He t'as searing a sui
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