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For Chris, who hypnotized me the old fashioned way—with his charm.




 prologue

Once upon a time there was a boy. His hair was the color of coal, his eyes the color of faded denim. His smile, carefree and inviting, was the one thing that made me brave. He lived in a whiteshingled house at the end of a cul-de-sac where we rode our bikes and played kickball. He taught me how to climb trees and how to build drums from an old oatmeal box, paper, and glue. Every adventure, every moment of childhood mischief, was because of him. Max Montgomery was his name.

Then, the summer I was nine my mother dropped the bomb of ultimate betrayal: “We’re moving!” She beamed. “To Vegas!” She sparkled like the neon casino lights that would soon become as familiar to me as Max’s soft blue eyes.

“Vegas?” I panicked. Sure, I had seen the real estate brochures scattered around the house. I had noticed Mom’s growing fascination with the shows on the Vegas Strip. I had endured watching the How-to-Hypnotize-Someone video series with her. But I thought it  was a phase. Now we were moving? Seriously? “Mom, I can’t leave my friends!” I whined.

“You’ll make new friends.”

But I could never replace Max.

Later, when I told Max about our plans to move, he reassured me. “We’ll always stay friends.”

“Best friends,” I corrected as we rode our bikes into the entrance of Poplinger Park. We jumped off and parked the bicycles against an old oak tree.

“Best friends,” Max agreed. “I promise.”

I nodded in confirmation. It was a heartfelt declaration filled with the conviction only a nine-year-old could feel when leaving her best friend.

Max reached up and began to climb the tree. In the distance, a green car came into view. “Shoot.” He froze. “Is that my mom?”

“Uh oh,” I groaned. “Quick, help me up.” Max was supposed to be cleaning out his garage. But he decided he couldn’t spend one of our final days together doing chores. So we snuck away.

Max reached down and hoisted me up into the tree. I positioned myself onto a grainy limb and huddled close to him. Below us, the car turned into the bank across the street and we both sighed with relief.

I smiled at him. “Who are you going to have these adventures with once I’m gone, huh?”

“Well,” Max said, resting against the thick trunk of the tree. “Trent and I are thinking about starting a band.”

What? The correct response should have been: No one can ever replace you, Willow.

“A band? Does Trent even play an instrument?” I asked, a little too snappish.

“He just started guitar lessons at the same place I take drum lessons,” Max answered.

Well, isn’t that nice. I’m not even gone and you already have a replacement friend. I tried to blink fast so my eyes wouldn’t well up. I grabbed a higher tree limb and pulled myself away from him but he quickly followed and finagled into a position next to me.

“Mom said I could go up on stage with her,” I lied. “Be part of the hypnosis show.” There, I have plans for life without you, too.

Max burst out laughing.

“What? You don’t think I could actually do the hypnosis?” I asked, hurt. “She’s had that How-to-Hypnotize video on twenty-four hours a day. It’s not that hard.”

Max rolled his eyes.

“I’ll show you right now! I’ll hypnotize you!”

“Fine,” he said. “Go ahead. Let’s see.”

“Fine!” I said, sitting up straighter. “Close your eyes.”

He gripped the tree limb for support, and shut his eyes.

“You’re feeling very relaxed,” I said in a low, serious tone.

Max started to laugh. “What’s with that voice?”

“HUSH!” I commanded, glad his eyes were shut and that he couldn’t see my cheeks flush. I was just trying to sound like the lady on the video. I readopted my own tone. “I’m going to guide you through to deep relaxation. Take a breath.”

Max inhaled then slowly let his breath out.

“From this point on, you will hear what I say, feel what I ask you to feel, see what I ask you to see.” I continued through the entire  sequence. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, or if it was really going to work. Then, suddenly, Max’s head flopped over to the side, resting on the tree trunk. I sat there for a minute with my heart racing. Had I done it? Was Max really hypnotized? I looked at his mouth hanging slightly open and his chest softly rising with each breath.

I thought about what my life would be like in a few days—a new city, a new school, Mom’s new crazy job. What part of my life would remain unchanged other than my friendship with Max? But now even that was slipping away . . .

I looked at the small amount of drool collecting in the corner of his mouth. If Max was really hypnotized, that meant he was under my influence. “Max Montgomery,” I said with a flutter of excitement. “For as long as we live, you and I will be best friends. Even though my mom will drag me two thousand miles away to live in the desert, we will remain friends forever. We’ll talk on the phone, e-mail, and when my mom finally gives in and buys me a cell phone, we can text message all the time. Even if you become some big famous rock star and Trent is your awesome guitarist and you have a million groupies, still you’ll think, Willow Grey is my best friend.”

Max’s grip had loosened on the tree limb and his elbow had bent in relaxation. On the street below a green Honda Accord drove up to the curb. Oh no. The car door opened and Mrs. Montgomery climbed out. Shoot. I pulled up my dangling legs and tried to nestle my body into a bunch of leaves.

“Max!” I whispered. “Max!” But he kept on breathing heavily, the stream of drool dripping down his chin now. I tried to lean closer to him. “When I clap my hands you’re going to wake up,” I said quickly. “You’re going to feel refreshed and relaxed, like you just had a long  nap.” I tried to clap my hands, but I didn’t want to release my grip on the tree limb.

Below us, Mrs. Montgomery looked around the grassy area by the picnic tables. “Max?” she called, looking around. She walked over to a lady pushing her son on a yellow swing and asked her something. The lady shook her head and Max’s mom turned back around.

“Max!” I whispered. “Wake up!” I used one hand to smack the trunk of the tree and Max’s eyes popped open and his shoulders retracted in surprise. His hands flailed wildly and he fell backward, his knees hooking around the tree limb like those of a gymnast on the uneven bars. But he missed his dismount, plunged through the air, and crashed to the ground.

“MAX!” I cried.

He yelled in pain as I quickly shimmied down the side of the tree and hovered over him. “Are you okay?” I panted. I looked over and saw his mom scurrying toward us. “Quick,” I whispered. “Do you think you can make a break for it into those bushes?”

“I think I broke my arm,” he said.

“Shoot,” I said under my breath, just as Mrs. Montgomery’s shadow fell over us.

A week later we moved to Las Vegas, and I only saw Max occasionally after that. He was, and continued to be, my best friend. Not a day went by when we didn’t call or email. Sometimes I would wonder, was it because we were such good friends or had that attempt at hypnosis in the tree actually worked? And even though I never really knew if I had successfully hypnotized Max or not, that’s when my life split in two: before and after the taste of total control.
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WORTHINGTON, GEORGIA

If I had known I was going to meet anyone of significance that steamy August day, I would not have worn my old cotton shorts and a flimsy white T-shirt with two dancing M&M’s on the front. Because first impressions are everything and I’m not all long-limbed and silky like my name, Willow, might suggest. I’m not nimble and flexible like the Cirque du Soleil girls I grew up around in Vegas, and I’m certainly not exotic and alluring like my mom, the Hip Hypnotist (“The hottest show on the strip,” according to the posters). If I even attempted to act sexy, raising my eyebrows and purring at a guy, he’d probably call animal control.

I’m just an average-looking girl who tries my best to play the hand I was dealt. And trust me, wearing a T-shirt that highlighted a Halloween staple was definitely not stacking the cards in my favor. The only mention of melt-in-your-mouth chocolate should have been the hot guy’s gorgeous, soulful eyes as I stared at him from  across the basketball court—not the dancing, hard-shelled candy ironed across my chest.

But the movers hadn’t arrived yet and the duffel bag filled with my more acceptable clothing was still jammed somewhere in the trunk of our Toyota, which was parked in our new driveway and overheated after the torturous twenty-nine hour trip. So it really wasn’t a matter of choice as much as availability. Nonetheless, at that moment, standing in the park watching this beautiful boy, I could feel a spotlight shining down from the cloudless summer sky, highlighting me in my M&M T-shirt and announcing: Alert! Alert! Dork approaching!

For a moment, I stood there behind the safety of an oversize shrub and watched him. He was tall and lanky, shooting hoops by himself and animatedly narrating his three-point shot like he was an NBA announcer.

“The audience waits in anticipation for his legendary half-court three-pointer,” he said, stopping to dribble the ball at the half-court mark. “He pauses, taking a moment to hear them cheer his name. Then he takes a step forward and a hush falls on the crowd. He shoots. . . .” He tossed the basketball up toward the goal. His wrist flexed in midair as the ball hit the backboard and swooshed through the net. “He makes it! The crowd goes wild! He just might be the most highly recruited high school senior the NBA has ever seen!” The hot guy turned toward his pretend audience and bowed. “Thank you! Thank you,” he said.

He walked over to the picnic table and took a swig from his Gatorade bottle. Then he used the back of his hand to toss his tousled golden brown hair off his forehead. He looked like he could climb onto a surfboard and ride the waves in a California-cute kind of way. Only he was landlocked, stuck playing basketball in this small,  sweltering Georgia town, three hundred miles from the nearest ocean. He was completely gorgeous. Completely out of my league.

As he turned toward the shrub, I ducked. This hot guy might not give me a second glance, but I couldn’t take the chance of him seeing me like this and forever thinking of me as the M&M girl. I turned to go—I had to dig my duffel bag out of the car and change before I could cause any real damage to my image—but as I did, there was an abrupt tug on the dog leash I was holding in my right hand.

“Sshh!” I said, squatting down to pet my Boston terrier, Oompa. He looked up at me with an irritated expression, the same one he’d worn since my mom and I deposited him into the backseat of our car two and a half days ago. Oompa turned his head in the direction of the hot guy and his ears stood up like two isosceles triangles.

“I know,” I whispered. “He’s beautiful, right?”

Oompa eyed me and scrunched his face up, looking maybe a smidge jealous at seeing my attention directed elsewhere. Then, all at once, he bolted like a streak of lightning, yanking the leash out of my hand as he darted from our dirt path, across the small patch of grass, and onto the steaming cement basketball court—right towards the hot guy.

“Oompa, come back!” I whispered loudly. But I could do nothing but watch, panicking, as my dog began jumping up onto Hot Guy’s leg. Hot Guy dropped the bottle of Gatorade in surprise. Neon yellow liquid pooled on the cement around his feet. “What the . . .?” he floundered. He looked down at Oompa and shook his leg gently.

Then, as I stood there, still hidden behind the large shrub, I watched in complete horror as Oompa velcroed his body to Hot Guy’s leg—and began to bounce against it. My dog looked back at me with a smirk across his little dog face as if to say, How dare you  stick me in the car for two days, then lavish attention on someone else?

Oh my God, my dog is humping the leg of the hottest guy I’ve ever seen! What do I do? I contemplated running away. But Oompa would never be able to find his way back to our new house. I would have to come out of hiding and coax my stupid dog off his leg. I can’t believe I worried about a stupid M&M T-shirt—because a dog humping your leg is absolutely the worst first impression ever! Ever!

Hot Guy shook his leg again and laughed. “Wrong gender, dude,” he said. “Wrong species.” He looked around in embarrassment to make sure no one was watching.

When the twenty-seven-pound barnacle didn’t dislodge, he reached down and tried to manually break free. But Hot Guy’s leg tripped on Oompa’s leash that was tangled around his ankle. His Reebok slid in the pool of lemon-lime Gatorade, and all at once Hot Guy and Oompa skidded up into the air. They crashed onto the hard cement with a sickening thud.

“Oh no!” I darted from the safety of the bushes. “Are you okay?” I offered my hand to help him up. “I’m so sorry.”

He didn’t take my hand but eased himself up off the ground, looking perplexed.

Oompa licked the excess Gatorade off his fur then looked up at me with provoking eyes as if to say, I’m homesick, I’m carsick, and I’m very angry with you.

“Is that your dog?” Hot Guy asked sounding a little pissed.

“Um . . .” I looked down at Oompa. “Would you believe me if I said no?”

Hot Guy smiled a small smile and my stomach relaxed a bit. He shook his head. “Not likely.”

I laughed a little. “I am so sorry. He’s all crazy.” I pointed to my temple and twirled my finger in a circle. “We just moved here. Like today. We’ve been in the car for an eternity and he’s just a little disoriented.” And please don’t judge me by my M&M T-shirt and my humping dog.

“Oh yeah?” he asked, brushing his hair away from his eyes again. “Where did you move from?”

But before I could answer, my mouth gaped open. “Um, ah . . .” I pointed awkwardly toward his hip, where the waistband of his nylon shorts had a darkened red spot. “I think you’re bleeding.”

He looked down and lifted up his shirt to reveal a scrape. “Oh,” he said. He walked back over to the picnic table and rummaged through a small backpack. He found a pocket-size package of Kleenex and pulled out a tissue. He began to wipe up the blood, clumsily reaching around his waist to clean the cut. But it was at the small of his back and hard for him to reach.

I stood there awkwardly. Should I leave? Offer to help? I watched him struggle. “Um, do you need some help?” I finally asked.

He looked at me then looked over his shoulder toward the cut as if assessing the probability of reaching it on his own. “Yeah, okay. Thanks,” he said. “There are tissues in my backpack.” He nodded over to his bag on the picnic table.

As I walked over and reached into his bag, I couldn’t help but notice the contents: an iPod, two spiral-bound notebooks, a bottle of Germ-X, a PowerBar, and two bags of M&M’s. I looked down at my T-shirt and smiled. Of course he was gorgeous; that was obvious. But how could I not be further enamored of a guy who had the forethought to pack tissues and Germ-X as well as chocolate? Preparation was a priority for me so to see a boy—a hot boy—who obviously valued this as well? Swoon.

I walked toward him. He raised his shirt higher and bent slightly forward. I used the tissue to dab at his cut, trying hard not to burst into a fit of giggles because oh my God, I’m like two inches from his butt! And who knew a back could be so sexy? In all my seventeen years I’d never seen such a beautiful back.

“Thanks,” Hot Guy said as I continued to clean up the blood.

From a few feet away, Oompa let out a low growl. He watched my adoration with a snarl on his face; then he cocked his head, pinned his ears back, and smiled. He pushed off his hind legs and raced toward Hot Guy. He sprang through the air like a grasshopper and fastened himself onto Hot Guy’s leg. AGAIN! Then he started to hump the poor guy, even faster this time.

I cannot believe this.

“Oompa!” I scolded. “Get down!” I dropped the tissue and wrapped my hands around Oompa’s fat belly and tried to pry him off. “I’m so sorry,” I apologized again. “He’s all confused and upset by the move.” I attempted to loosen the viselike grip of his paws and kept talking, nervously. “When he got out of the car and didn’t see his usual fire hydrant, he, like, freaked out. He ran in circles and refused to pee. I need to find a vet—get him a dose of Prozac or something. He’s not like some sex-crazed dog or anything. He’s just mad at me.” I did not just say sex-crazed to this hot guy!

So much for first impressions. I had to get out of there.

Hot Guy looked down at Oompa humping his calf. “I’m not sure I believe you,” he said, smiling uncomfortably as he shook his leg again. “Are you sure you don’t have a small stash of dog-Prozac on you?” He looked a little desperate.

But Prozac was not what Oompa wanted. I knew that.

“Oompa!” I scolded, wanting to die. Oompa gave me a toothy  snarl and kept right on going. And I knew I had no other choice. I knew there was only one way to get the dog to cooperate. And it wouldn’t be pretty. It was even more humiliating than the M&M T-shirt—worse than a humping dog or wiping blood inches from a perfectly sculpted butt. But I had no other choice.

“Fine!” I growled back at the dog. I squatted down closer to him—and hopefully out of Hot Guy’s earshot. I adopted my best throaty Cher voice and whisper-sang, “Do you be-lieve in life after love?”

Oompa stopped humping but remained attached to Hot Guy’s leg. He cocked his head as if to say, Louder, please.

I should have never even ventured into this park, I thought miserably. I should have let the dog roam the streets by himself. I raised my voice an octave. “I can feel something inside me say I really don’t think you’re strong enough, now.”

And just like that, Oompa hopped down from Hot Guy’s leg, walked over to the grass, and plopped down.

Hot Guy’s forehead crinkled in confusion. He looked down at his leg then back and forth from me to Oompa in the grass, his head bobbing like he was watching a tennis match. “What just happened?”

Now I’m not, by nature, a liar. And technically, the words that came out next weren’t entirely untrue. It was more like I concocted an imaginary bridge to steer the conversation. Because I knew that Hot Guy was either going to remember me as the dorky girl in an M&M T-shirt with a Cher-obsessed humping dog, or I could make a more worthy impression. I decided for the latter. So, rather than admit the truth—that Oompa was simply homesick for our Vegas apartment where our eccentric neighbor played a constant sound track of Cher—I chose a slightly more exciting version of reality.

“Oh,” I said, shooing my hand toward Oompa. “Back in Vegas,  whenever Cher came to do a show, her dressing room was always next to mine.” I rolled my eyes as if to say, The dog just loved to listen to her sing. I casually shrugged and waited for his follow-up question. It came quickly.

“Did you perform in Vegas?” Hot Guy asked, intrigued. “Like, in a show?” His eyebrows raised high in anticipation.

“Yeah,” I said. “My mom and I had a hypnosis show—The Hip Hypnotist.” And this part wasn’t a lie. Maybe I’d never met Cher, but I had helped my mom entertain Vegas tourists with hypnosis for the last six years.

“Wow,” Hot Guy said, sounding impressed. He smiled a relaxed, natural smile now that my dog was no longer accosting him. “That’s cool.”

“Thanks,” I said, thinking that maybe this move could be my chance to finally stand out from the shadow of my beautiful mother—to finally have my own story to tell, not just be her sidekick.

Plus, now that we were back in Georgia, I could be around Max again. “I used to live here,” I said to the hot guy. “Like a million years ago. I’m still really good friends with Max Montgomery?” Mom insisted that everyone knew everyone in this town, but that was hard for me to remember or even imagine after living in a place where people were as transient as the wind.

But Hot Guy nodded with recognition. “I know Max,” he said. “He’s cool. A black belt in karate and a kick-ass drummer.”

I smiled and nodded too. “Max and I have kept in touch since I moved eight years ago. It’ll be nice to hear the drums banging in person instead of over the phone. I haven’t even called him yet because”—I gestured to my two-straight-days-in-the-car outfit—“we just got here.”

Hot Guy nodded. His golden hair fell over his eyes. He casually swept it to the side in one quick motion. “So, are you a senior, then? Will you be at Worthington High on Monday?”

I nodded. “Yup. Mom’s grand plans to reinvent her life couldn’t wait one more year to let me graduate with my friends.” I tried to sound irritated, like I just left the best life. I couldn’t admit the reality—that I kind of embraced the opportunity to reinvent myself. Of course, my reinvention plan never included a first impression like this.

Oompa waddled over and rubbed his head against my leg in an attempt to apologize. I bent down and picked him up. “It’s okay,” I said, kissing his head. “It’s a big change.”

Hot Guy walked closer to me and stroked Oompa’s head. Then he looked up at my eyes. “Whoa,” he said, and I knew what would come next. “Your eyes—they’re wicked.”

Hmmm. Wicked was new. Usually it was weird or strange or funky or, if it was an adult and they were trying to be polite, they’d say, Oh, how unique, but I hadn’t heard wicked. The color of my eyes is just plain hazel, but my pupils aren’t round like those of a normal person, they have a strange keyhole shape. I was born with them that way, and my mother always tries to say it’s special and distinctive, but if you look it up on the Internet it says it’s an abnormality, and, let’s face it, who wants to be unique if it’s abnormal? It’s so unfair.

“My name is Quinton,” Hot Guy said, moving past my eyes.

“Willow,” I said, and we stood there awkwardly for a minute. Should I shake his hand? I mean, it seems kind of past routine introductions—after all, my hand was just practically massaging his butt. But the awkwardness continued, so I extended my hand. “Nice to meet you,” I said.

Quinton looked down at his right hand, but he was still holding a wad of bloodstained tissues.

I glanced over at the tissue I had tossed to the ground when I pried Oompa off his leg. He’s going to think I litter—on top of everything else. Quickly I scampered over and snatched up the tissue, which now had soaked up some yellow Gatorade and was a sopping mess. “Let me just clean this up,” I said, desperately searching around for a garbage can. When I didn’t see one, I shoved the sticky, drenched tissue wad into the pocket of my cotton shorts, shuddering slightly. Exit now! “Well, I guess I better get going and take off this T-shirt before these M&M’s melt.” No, I did NOT just say that! This day cannot get any worse.

Quinton looked at me like I was a little deranged. “Okay,” he said tentatively. “See you on Monday.”

“Not unless I see you first.” I pointed at him. What was wrong with me?

Quinton smiled at me, but I couldn’t quite decipher if it was a smile of sweet Southern charm or if inside he was mocking me. I grabbed Oompa’s leash and darted back through the shrubs and down the winding dirt trail. I was disappointed that I’d made such a disaster of a first impression—something that had seemed so enticing to me as we drove cross-country just hours before. When I left Vegas, that was all I wanted—an opportunity to start over, to stand out in a crowd, to throw away the years of blending in and become someone special. Someone extraordinary.

My first chance at reinvention was not at all how I had planned it, but it was memorable nonetheless.
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By the time I walked the half mile down the road to our new house, long trails of sweat trickled down my back and my hair was damp at the nape of my neck. We’d left 106-degree heat in the desert, but here, though it was a full fourteen degrees cooler, I felt like I had just walked into a steam room. The air hung on me like a stifling, soggy sweater.

Our house was one story and white, with black shutters and a wraparound porch that seemed to beg for rocking chairs and potted flowers. A Mayflower movers’ truck was parked by the curb, nestled between our mailbox and the huge cherry tree that shaded half of our front yard. The back metal doors of the truck were propped open, revealing an array of boxes and furniture stuffed inside. At the house next door, a woman wearing a straw sun hat was bent down pruning the drying periwinkle blossoms off a large hydrangea bush. She looked up and waved a gloved hand in my direction. “Welcome to the neighborhood,” she said warmly.

I smiled and waved back. Oompa and I climbed the porch steps and walked into the house, where I saw my mom standing barefoot in her aqua blue halter top and white shorts, directing the moving men to put the kitchen table next to a bank of oversize windows. It’s a wonder they didn’t crash into the wall since clearly neither of them opted to look where they were walking for fear of breaking eye contact with my mother. She was entrancing that way. I guess that’s what made her such a good hypnotist. She wasn’t just beautiful, although that was undeniable; she was alluring in an indefinable way that just made people, both men and women, gravitate toward her energy. I noticed the men didn’t even glance in my direction once.

That right there summed up how my life had been in Vegas. I had been invisible. Not just when I was with Mom, but at school, too. Everyone knew my Mom was the Hip Hypnotist. It’s not like I could conceal it—there were twenty-foot billboards broadcasting her face across town. But I was partly to blame for my invisibility, too. Because the more Mom’s show and notoriety blossomed, the more I shrunk back into myself—never even trying to compete for attention. Somewhere along the way I lost the courage to be adventurous. I fell into the role of the responsible one—keeping things organized and running smoothly, while Mom was the star.

You’d think that even if I’d become less adventurous, at least I could still be flirtatious. After all, I lived with the perfect teacher. But the truth was, I never liked to risk the possibility of humiliation. Who would notice me in her shadow? It might have been easy to resent her had she not been so lovable. But that was the thing—for all the reasons everyone was drawn to her—her adorable charm, her contagious laughter, her romantic ideology—I was drawn to her, too.

But now that we had moved across the country, we were both  ready to try on new lives. She wanted to leave the eccentric lifestyle behind, and I secretly wanted to inject a little spice into my own.

“A little to the left,” Mom said now, jostling her hand in that direction, and the moving men set the rectangular table down with a thud against the wooden floor.

I looked at the table and thought of all the late nights back in Vegas where I’d sat at one end with my textbooks open, doing homework while I watched Mom and her cluster of friends drinking coffee and eating leftover fried chicken from the casino buffet. They would talk about life and love and movies. Maybe, I thought, this time the table would be surrounded with my new friends instead of Mom’s. Maybe instead of sitting around watching Glee like Becca, Lauren, and I used to do in Vegas, here in Georgia I’d rent a karaoke machine and all my new friends and I would sing along to the Glee sound track. Maybe they’d tell me I could be a star. Mom would be next door talking with the new neighbor about gardening and pruning shrubs instead of drinking coffee with the sequined-leotard-wearing, Cher-loving neighbor from Vegas.

The moving men walked back outside and I pulled one of the kitchen chairs over to the table and sat down. Mom brought two bottles of Aquafina water over from the fridge and slid one across the kitchen table toward me like she was a casino bartender. I wondered if she realized that even though she was two thousand miles away, the lifestyle was still embedded in her simplest actions.

I looked out the window at the lush green landscape—the clusters of leaves grouping together to enclose and canopy the yard. “I don’t remember it being this hot.”

She nodded. “Ah, the sticky, Southern summer air. It feels like someone hosed you down with hot honey.”

I laughed. “Exactly.”

The movers came back in, one holding an armload of boxes and the other holding my black Panasonic stereo with the front piece broken off and dangling by a cluster of thin wires. “Looks like this got damaged.” The mover grimaced. “You got the moving insurance, right?”

Mom sighed and shook her head.

“Oh,” the mover said, looking down at the mangled equipment. “Maybe it’s fixable?”

“Just leave it on the table,” I said. “I’ll take a look at it.”

The mover looked startled. Was it because he didn’t think a girl could fix electronics or simply that he hadn’t noticed I was there? He placed the stereo down on the table in front of me.

Mom instructed them to take the boxes to her bedroom and pointed down the hall. The men lingered for a second, listening to the soft jingle of her thick silver bangle bracelets. I thought back to Hot Guy Quinton from the park and wished he had watched me with that soft longing in his eyes. Instead, he’d just looked a little baffled by me.

“So,” I said, after the movers finally walked away. “When are we going over to see Grandma and Grandpa?”

Mom’s back stiffened and she pursed her lips ever so slightly. She looked around the house as if suddenly realizing that yes, we had moved back to Georgia, back to the small town she had escaped from eight years ago. “I don’t know,” she answered nonchalantly.

“What do you mean, you don’t know?” When Mom decided to move us back to Georgia everything seemed so urgent. Grandpa had a stroke; time seemed of the essence. We needed to get back home and mend fences before it was too late. So now why the dispassion?  “You said you were ready to reconcile with Grandma and Grandpa. Don’t back down, Mom,” I said encouragingly, selfishly, because I didn’t like having a family divided.

Mom didn’t respond. She just looked over at Oompa. He had propped his ear against the wall in a desperate attempt to hear the soft reverberation of Cher’s throaty voice. When no lyrics sounded, Oompa moved away from the wall, climbed onto the couch, and burped like a human with indigestion.

Mom got up and stared at the wall like she was mentally planning where to hang her Casablanca movie poster. “When we moved to Vegas it was, I don’t know, rebellion I guess. I was tired of Grandma trying to mold me into a mini-version of herself.” She sighed. “And Vegas is the exact opposite of their quiet, conventional life.” She turned and smiled at me. “But I’m thirty-three years old and it’s time to grow up, get a real job and live a more normal life.”

I stared at her. We could live a more normal life anywhere. We came back to Worthington, Georgia because she wanted to reunite with her parents.

Mom made a big production of looking at her watch. “We’ve been here for fifty-three minutes and I just drove for two days. Cut me some slack! I’ll call Grandma and Grandpa. Just let me rest a little.”

I wanted to tell her not to be nervous. We’d be one big, happy family again.

I put my arm around her and we continued to stare at the blank wall. “I never thought I’d say this, but I kind of miss Cher right now.”

Oompa buried his nose under his paws and sighed.

From the kitchen table my cell phone buzzed that I had a message. I picked it up and saw that Max had texted. U here yet? I smiled. Max.

Technically, the first time I met Max, I was still in the womb. My  mother had sat next to Max’s mom when they were both in Dr. Wendall’s waiting room, both nine months pregnant with bulging bellies and swollen ankles, both facing huge opposition from their families. My mother, the daughter of the Worthington, Georgia, town judge and his garden club president wife, was pregnant at sixteen—a scandalous shame for such a reputable family. Max’s mother, Maria, was ten years older and married, but her family was unhappy that she had chosen to marry outside their culture. Not Latino! Not Catholic! Didn’t speak a word of Spanish! Didn’t know the difference between a tortilla and a gorilla! Never mind the fact that Max’s father was a hardworking and honest man; Maria’s family was old school in their customs and very unforgiving. So Mom and Maria bonded in their parents’ judgment.

When Max was born two weeks before I was, Mom said every time Max cried I kicked inside her like I was just dying to get out and meet my playmate. And when I did arrive, all squirmy and screaming, I was a colicky mess, crying nonstop until one day Maria came over and placed Max on the couch next to me and miraculously I stopped. Whether it was the warmth of his body or the comfort of his fast-ticking heartbeat so close to mine, we’ll never know, but anytime Max was around I was happy. And so was he.

Every story of my childhood somehow involved Max. Every preschool picture I drew included him. Mom saved all the notes from our preschool teachers: Max and Willow play so nicely together! Notes from the day care: Max and Willow love to play Legos together and they only fight when Willow keeps insisting on kissing him! Notes from our elementary teachers: Could you please ask Max and Willow to refrain from passing notes during class? It’s quite distracting. Notes from Principal Wells: It has come to my attention that Max and Willow have each forged a doctor’s note and left school early today. That  was Max’s brilliant idea—the day we dodged out of fourth grade to go home and build a teepee in his backyard from tree branches and a canvas tarp. Only the tree limbs I selected, entwined with such pretty shiny leaves, were actually covered in poison ivy. That night, while Mom and Maria dabbed pink splatters of calamine lotion all over our bodies, they told us that our discomfort was our punishment. They tried to hide it, but they were laughing a little, because that’s just how Max and I were—always together, always adventurous, and always having fun.

But after we moved to Vegas, things changed. I changed. I was no longer the fizzy, fun-loving girl that I had been. I was like when a bottle of old Coke turned stale. No fizz, no excitement. I was the same person, sure, just like Coke is still Coke, but due to time and circumstances, I’d become stagnant. Definitely not the best version of myself. I was in need of a big boost to shake my life back up, and I hoped Max would be the one thing that could do that.

All these years, Max and I stayed in touch. There was just some undeniable connection that came from growing up together. Day after day, we shared stories and jokes and the details of our ordinary lives—until one night the fall of my eighth grade year, when something extraordinary happened.

I was tucked in bed, the comforter pulled high over the cornflower blue gown that I hadn’t yet taken off. “Logan dumped me,” I garbled to Max on the phone. “Right there, in the middle of Becca’s bat mitzvah, right in front of everyone. He said I was boring and that I studied too much.” I sniffled. “And he called me a prude. Then he made out with Macy Hollister in the middle of the dance floor. In front of everyone—in front of everyone’s parents.” Tears spilled down my cheeks and dampened my pillow.

What happened next forever changed the course of our friendship.

“If that guy is too blind to see how incredible you are,” Max said, “if he can’t see how smart and capable and fun and beautiful you are, then he’s so not worth it.”

I was stunned into silence. Max, maybe a little embarrassed, changed the subject to some new song he was learning to play on the drums. Eventually, when I was no longer weepy, we hung up. I lay there for hours while the tears dried, the realization dawned on me. Even though I wasn’t the most popular girl or the smartest girl or even close to the prettiest girl—even though I had weird, unfixable eyes and a boring, forgettable face and no real talent at all—Max still thought I was beautiful. Incredible. Despite all of it. Or maybe because of it.

And from that day on, I no longer viewed Max as my best friend from Georgia. Suddenly he became so much more. I spent hours imagining how after high school we’d reunite and navigate our way from friends to something more. When we were in person, our real story would unfold. Max would take me in his arms and sing, I could write the preface on how we met; so the world would never forget.... Then the world discovers as my book ends; how to make two lovers of friends. Of course Max didn’t listen to a lot of Harry Connick Jr. In fact, he often made fun of me for my music preferences, but whatever—he’d sing something that would propel us from friendship into the whirlwind romance that destiny had in store for us. So maybe our destiny was to start now in high school at seventeen in Georgia. That thought exhilarated me.

Now, in our new home, I grabbed my phone off the kitchen table and texted Max that we were here and he should come over. Seven  minutes later I heard the rumble of a loud muffler motoring up our driveway. I flung open the door and stood on our new front porch wondering exactly what to do. I hadn’t seen him in five years—the last time we visited—but now he was here, in my driveway, and strangely, I felt a little panicked. It was so much easier to type the letters on a keypad than to say things in person. Should I hug him? Is he going to high-five me like a buddy? How will I know if he feels the same way I do? Should I just cut to the chase and take him in my arms and kiss him?

The door of the black truck swung open and Max climbed out, grinning as he closed the door behind him. His black hair was shorter than I remembered, almost buzzed. But his blue eyes were sparkling and as familiar to me as the day we parted. He walked toward me and I stood there, glued to the front porch with my heart pounding. I tried to smile back, but I could feel my lips shaking. Why was I so nervous? This was Max!

He climbed the porch steps and stood in front of me. “Are you just going to stand there?” he asked. His mild Southern accent didn’t sound as strong in person.

I relaxed a little and leaned over to hug him. He pulled me in close and I noted that all his years of karate were doing wonders for his chest and arms.

He pulled back and looked at me with a teasing expression on his face. “So,” he said, “have you been Photoshopping those pictures on Facebook or what?”

For an awful minute I wondered if he had figured out my little secret—the one where I kind of portrayed to him that my life in Vegas was filled with endless fun. That Mom’s hypnosis gig was just the tiniest part of the huge awesome life I had. A stone dropped  into my gut as I worried that Max was saying, You didn’t Photoshop pictures—you Photoshopped your whole life. He was looking at me—analyzing me, actually; then a whole new fear overtook me. “Do you think I’m not as pretty in person?” My voice caught on the words. It had only been five years since he’d last seen me. Could I have deteriorated that much?

“What?” Max reached over and gently put his hand on my cheek. For some reason his touch made me want to cry. He was here, in person, my love, my destiny, but what if . . .

“I meant your hair looks different,” he said, smiling.

The knot in my stomach eased a bit. “Oh,” I said, reaching up and patting my hair into submission. “It’s this humidity. It’s making my hair all frizzy. It wasn’t like this in Vegas. Plus I’ve been in the car all day. Does it look that bad?”

“I like it,” he said. “It’s kind of crazy—like your eyes.” He ran his fingers through a long strand of my hair, just grazing the side of my jaw and neck. A jolt of tingles shot down my spine. Did he feel that, too? He was staring at me. We were so close—just inches away from each other. For a moment, neither of us said anything. There was an undeniable tension building in the air. I wanted him to say something, do something. When he just kept looking at me, I couldn’t stand it any longer. I backed away slightly and began to joke.

“Yeah, well, you haven’t posted any pictures of you all cue ball. When did you shave your head?” I asked nervously. Max looked away briefly, and whatever was happening between us—the almost-kiss—evaporated. The moment was lost. I silently cursed myself.

He looked back at me. “You like?” he asked, running his hand over his scalp, where his once thick, messy black hair was now chopped into a clean buzz-cut.

Watching that simple gesture gave me another dose of the tingles. “Yeah,” I said, sounding flustered. “It makes your eyes look all . . .” I wanted to say amazing because they were—ice blue from his fair father against the olive complexion he’d inherited from his mother. His eyes looked like blue jeans—comfortable, and familiar. My heart started to pound harder. “You know, your eyes look all . . . big.”

He shook his head and laughed a little.

Again, another silence surrounded us. My hands began to sweat. I suddenly grabbed the doorknob and opened the front door. “My mom is dying to see you,” I said randomly. Who cares about Mom? I just screwed up another opportunity!

Max walked through the open door, and once he was inside, Mom ran over to him.

“MAX!” she shouted and wrapped her arms around him with all the ease of reconciliation that I wished I had. “Little Max, my God, look at you! You’re all grown up!”

Max hugged her back. “It’s good to see you, too, Vicki,” he said. “My mom said to tell you she’s on for dinner this week.”

“Great,” Mom said, nodding, her eyes roaming to the boxes piled against the wall. “Great. Everything’s going to be great.” She said, clenching her hands nervously.

I looked from Max to the blank wall. A fresh canvas. A new start. I would no longer have to Photoshop my life. I could create the world I wanted. And it all started here with Max. I needed to stop being afraid and start taking chances. Everything could have been different out there on the porch if I hadn’t chickened out. Now was the time to start the reinvention.

I gazed at Max’s faded blue eyes and thought, Yes, maybe everything is going to be great.
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