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 1 

 
 
 
 
 Carlos 

 
 
 
 
 I want to live life on my own terms. But I’m Mexican, so mi familia is always there to guide me in everything I do, whether I want them to or not. Well, “guide” is too weak a word. “Dictate” is more like it.
 

 
 
 
 
 Mi'amá didn’t ask if I wanted to leave Mexico and move to Colorado to live with my brother Alex for my senior year of high school. She made the decision to send me back to America “for my own good”— her words, not mine. When the rest of mi familia backed her up, it was a done deal.
 

 
 
 
 
 Do they really think sending me back to the U.S. will prevent me from ending up six feet under or in jail? Ever since I got fired from the sugar mill two months ago, I’ve lived la vida loca. Nothing is ever gonna change that.
 

 
 
 
 
 I look out the small window as the plane soars above the snowcapped Rockies. I’m definitely not in Atencingo anymore . . . and I’m not in the suburbs of Chicago, either, where I lived my entire life before mi'amá made us pack up and move to Mexico during my sophomore year.
 

 
 
 
 
 When the plane lands, I watch other passengers scramble to get off. I hold back and let this whole situation sink in. I’m about to see my brother for the first time in almost two years. Hell, I’m not even sure I want to see him.

 
 
 
 
 The plane is almost empty, so I can’t stall anymore. I grab my backpack and follow the signs for the baggage claim area. As I exit the terminal, I see my brother Alex waiting for me beyond the barricade. I thought I might not recognize him, or feel like we were strangers instead of family. But there’s no mistaking my big brother . . . his face is as familiar to me as my own. I get a little satisfaction that I’m taller than him now, and I don’t look anything like that scrawny kid he left behind.

 
 
 
 
 “Ya estás en Colorado,” he says as he pulls me into a hug.
 

 
 
 
 
 When he releases me, I notice faint scars above his eyebrows and by his ears that weren’t there the last time I saw him. He looks older, but he’s missing that guarded look he always carried around with him like a shield. I think I inherited that shield.

 
 
 
 
 “Gracias,” I say flatly. He knows I don’t want to be here. Uncle Julio stayed at my side until he forced me on the plane. And then threatened to stay at the airport until he knew my ass was off the ground.
 

 
 
 
 
 “You remember how to speak English?” my brother asks as we walk to the baggage claim.

 
 
 
 
 I roll my eyes. “We only lived in Mexico two years, Alex. Or should I say, me, Mamá, and Luis moved to Mexico. You ditched us.” 
 

 
 
 
 
 “I didn’t ditch you. I’m goin’ to college so I can actually do somethin’ productive with my life. You should try it sometime.”

 
 
 
 
 “No, thanks. I like my unproductive life just fine.”

 
 
 
 
 I grab my duffel off the carousel and follow Alex out of the airport. 

 
 
 
 
 “Why are you wearin’ that around your neck?” my brother asks me. 

 
 
 
 
 “It’s a rosary,” I answer, fingering the black-and-white beaded cross. “I turned religious since I saw you last.”

 
 
 
 
 “Religious, my ass. I know it’s a gang symbol,” he says as we reach a silver Beemer convertible. My brother couldn’t afford a bangin’ car like that; he must have borrowed it from his girlfriend, Brittany.

 
 
 
 
 “So what if it is?” Alex was in a gang back in Chicago. Mi papá was a gang member before him. Whether Alex wants to admit it or not, being a badass is my legacy. I tried living by the rules. I never complained when I made less than fifty pesos a day and worked like a dog after school. After I got canned and started running with the Guerreros del barrio, I made over a thousand pesos in one day. It might have been dirty money, but it kept food on our table.
 

 
 
 
 
 “Didn’t you learn anything from my mistakes?” he asks.

 
 
 
 
 Shit, when Alex was in the Latino Blood back in Chicago I worshipped him. “You don’t want to hear my answer to that.”

 
 
 
 
 Shaking his head in frustration, Alex grabs my duffel out of my hand and tosses it in the back of the car. So what if he got jumped out of the Latino Blood? He’ll wear his tattoos the rest of his life. Whether he wants to believe it or not, he’ll always be associated with the LB whether he’s active in the gang or not.

 
 
 
 
 I take a long look at my brother. He’s definitely changed; I sensed it from the minute I saw him. He might look like Alex Fuentes, but I can tell he’s lost that fighting spirit he once possessed. Now that he’s in college, he thinks he can play by the rules and make the world a shinier place to live. It’s amazing how quickly he’s forgotten that not too long ago we lived in the slums of the Chicago suburbs. Some parts of the world can’t shine, no matter how much you try and polish off the dirt. 

 
 
 
 
 “¿Y Mamá?” Alex asks.
 

 
 
 
 
 “She’s fine.”

 
 
 
 
 “And Luis?”

 
 
 
 
 “The same. Our little brother is almost as smart as you, Alex. He thinks he’s gonna be an astronaut like José Hernández.”

 
 
 
 
 Alex nods like a proud papa, and I think he really does believe Luis can live his dream. The two of them are delusional . . . both my brothers are dreamers. Alex thinks he can save the world by creating cures for diseases and Luis thinks he can leave the world to explore new ones.

 
 
 
 
 As we turn onto the highway, I see a wall of mountains in the far distance. It reminds me of the rough terrain in Mexico.

 
 
 
 
 “It’s called the Front Range,” Alex tells me. “The university is at the base of the mountains.” He points off to the left. “Those are the Flatirons, ’cause the rocks are flat like ironing boards. I’ll take you there sometime. Brit and I take walks there when we want to get away from campus.”

 
 
 
 
 When he glances at me, I’m looking at my brother like he’s got two heads.

 
 
 
 
 “What?” he asks.

 
 
 
 
 Is he kidding?—¿Me está tomando los pelos? “I’m just wondering who you are and what the hell you did with my brother. My brother Alex used to be a rebel, and now he’s talkin’ about mountains, ironin’ boards, and takin’ walks with his girlfriend.”
 

 
 
 
 
 “You’d rather I talked about getting drunk and fucked up?”

 
 
 
 
 “Yes!” I say, acting like I’m excited. “And then you can tell me where I can get drunk and fucked up, ’cause I won’t last long if I don’t get some kind of illegal substance in my system,” I lie. Mi'amá probably told him she suspects I’m into drugs, so I might as well play the part.
 

 
 
 
 
 “Yeah, right. Save the bullshit for Mamá, Carlos. I don’t fall for it any more than you do.”
 

 
 
 
 
 I put my feet up on the dash. “You have no clue.”

 
 
 
 
 Alex shoves them down. “Do you mind? It’s Brittany’s car.”

 
 
 
 
 “You are seriously whipped, man. When are you gonna dump that gringa and start bein’ a normal college guy who hooks up with a bunch of girls?” I ask him.
 

 
 
 
 
 “Brittany and I don’t date other people.”

 
 
 
 
 “Why not?”

 
 
 
 
 “It’s called being boyfriend and girlfriend.”

 
 
 
 
 “It’s called bein’ a panocha. It’s not natural for a guy to be with one girl, Alex. I’m a free agent and I plan to stay one forever.”
 

 
 
 
 
 “Just so we’re clear, Señor Free Agent, you’re not screwin’ anyone in my apartment.”
 

 
 
 
 
 He might be my older brother, but our father has been dead and buried a long time. I don’t want or need his bullshit rules. It’s time I set some of my own. “Just so you’re clear, I plan on doin’ whatever the fuck I want while I’m here.”

 
 
 
 
 “Just do us both a favor and listen to me. You might actually learn somethin’.”

 
 
 
 
 I give a short laugh. Yeah, right. What am I gonna learn from him, how to fill out college applications? Do thermal chemistry experiments? I don’t plan on doing either of those.

 
 
 
 
 We’re both silent as we drive for another forty-five minutes, the mountains getting closer and closer with each mile. We pass right through the University of Colorado at Boulder campus. Redbrick buildings jut out of the landscape and college students with backpacks are scattered everywhere. Does Alex think he can beat the odds and actually find a high-paying job so he won’t be poor the rest of his life? Fat chance of that happening. People will take one look at him and his tattoos and throw his ass out the door.

 
 
 
 
 “I’ve got to be at work in an hour, but I’ll get you settled in first,” he says as he pulls into a parking space.

 
 
 
 
 I know he got a job working at some auto-body shop to help him pay off a shitload of school and government loans.

 
 
 
 
 “This is it,” he says as he points to the building in front of us. “Tu casa.”

 
 
 
 
 This round eight-story eyesore of a building resembling a giant corncob is the farthest thing from being a home, but whatever. I pull my duffel out of the trunk and follow Alex inside.

 
 
 
 
 “I hope this is the poor side of town, Alex,” I say. “ ’Cause I get hives around rich people.”

 
 
 
 
 “I’m not livin’ in luxury, if that’s what you mean. It’s subsidized student apartments.”

 
 
 
 
 We ride the elevator to the fourth floor. The hallway smells like stale pizza, and a bunch of stains are scattered across the carpet. Two hot girls in workout clothes pass us. Alex smiles at them. From their dreamy reaction I wouldn’t be surprised if they suddenly kneeled down and kissed the ground he walks on.

 
 
 
 
 “Mandi and Jessica, this is my brother Carlos.”

 
 
 
 
 “Hel-lo, Carlos . . .” Jessica scans me up and down— I have definitely reached horny college central. And I’m definitely feelin’ it. “Why didn’t you tell us he was a hottie?”
 

 
 
 
 
 “He’s in high school,” Alex warns them.

 
 
 
 
 What is he, my cock-blocker? “A senior,” I blurt out, hoping that’ll lessen the blow that I’m not a college guy. “I’ll be eighteen in a couple months.”

 
 
 
 
 “We’ll throw you a birthday party,” Mandi says.

 
 
 
 
 “Cool,” I say. “Can I have you two as my presents?”

 
 
 
 
 “If Alex doesn’t mind,” Mandi says.

 
 
 
 
 Alex walks away and weaves a hand through his hair. “I’m gonna get myself in trouble if I get into this discussion.”

 
 
 
 
 This time, the girls laugh. Then they jog down the hall, but not before looking back and waving bye.

 
 
 
 
 We go in Alex’s apartment. He’s definitely not living in the lap of luxury. A twin bed with a thin black fleece blanket is off to the side of the room, a table and four chairs are on the right, and a kitchen so small that two people would have a hard time fitting in together is by the front door. This isn’t even a one-bedroom apartment. It’s a studio. A small studio.
 

 
 
 
 
 Alex points to a door next to his bed. “There’s the bathroom. You can put your stuff in the closet across from the kitchen.”

 
 
 
 
 I toss my duffel in the closet and walk farther into the apartment. “Um, Alex . . . where do you expect me to sleep?”

 
 
 
 
 “I borrowed a blow-up bed from Mandi.”

 
 
 
 
 “Está buena— she’s cute.” I check out the room again. In our house back in Chicago I shared a much smaller room with Alex and Luis. “Where’s the TV?” I ask.
 

 
 
 
 
 “Don’t have one.”

 
 
 
 
 Shit. That’s not good. “What the hell am I supposed to do when I’m bored?”

 
 
 
 
 “Read a book.”

 
 
 
 
 “Estás chiflado, you’re crazy. I don’t read.”
 

 
 
 
 
 “Startin’ tomorrow you do,” he says as he opens the window to let in some fresh air. “I’ve already had your transcripts sent. They’re expectin’ you at Flatiron High tomorrow.”

 
 
 
 
 School? My brother is talkin’ about school? Man, that’s the last thing a seventeen-year-old guy wants to think about. I thought he’d at least give me a week to adjust to living in the U.S. again. Time to change course. “Where do you stash your weed?” I say, knowing I’m pushing his patience to the limit. “You should prob’ly tell me now so I don’t have to go rummagin’ through your place tryin’ to find it.”
 

 
 
 
 
 “Don’t have any.”

 
 
 
 
 “Okay. Then who’s your dealer?”

 
 
 
 
 “You don’t get it, Carlos. I don’t do that shit anymore.”

 
 
 
 
 “You said you work. Don’t you make money?”

 
 
 
 
 “Yeah, so I can afford to eat, go to college, and send whatever’s left to Mamá.”
 

 
 
 
 
 Just as that news is sinking in, the apartment door opens. I recognize my brother’s blond girlfriend immediately, her keys to his apartment and her purse in one hand and a big brown paper bag in the other. She looks like a Barbie doll come to life. My brother takes the bag and kisses her. They might as well be married. “Carlos, you remember Brittany.”

 
 
 
 
 She opens her arms out wide and pulls me close. “Carlos, it’s so great to have you here!” Brittany says in a cheery voice. I almost forgot she used to be a cheerleader back in high school, but as soon as she opens her mouth I can’t help but remember.

 
 
 
 
 “For who?” I say stiffly.

 
 
 
 
 She pulls back. “For you. And for Alex. He misses having his family around.”

 
 
 
 
 “I bet.”

 
 
 
 
 She clears her throat and looks a little uneasy. “Umm . . . okay, well, I brought you guys some Chinese food for lunch. I hope you’re hungry.” 

 
 
 
 
 “We’re Mexican,” I tell her. “Why didn’t you get Mexican food?” 

 
 
 
 
 Brittany’s perfectly shaped eyebrows furrow. “That was a joke, right?”

 
 
 
 
 “Not really.”

 
 
 
 
 She turns toward the kitchen. “Alex, want to help me out here?”

 
 
 
 
 Alex appears with paper plates and plastic utensils in his hands. “Carlos, what’s your problem?”

 
 
 
 
 I shrug. “No problem. I was just askin’ your girlfriend why she didn’t get Mexican food. She’s the one who got all defensive.”

 
 
 
 
 “Have some manners and say ‘thank you’ instead of makin’ her feel like crap.”

 
 
 
 
 It’s crystal clear whose side my brother is on. At one time Alex said he joined the Latino Blood to protect our family, so Luis and I didn’t have to join. But I can see now that family means crap to him.

 
 
 
 
 Brittany holds her hands up. “I don’t want you two getting in a fight because of me.” She pushes her purse farther on her shoulder and sighs. “I think I better go and let you two get reacquainted.”

 
 
 
 
 “Don’t go,” Alex says.

 
 
 
 
 Dios mío, I think my brother lost his balls somewhere between here and Mexico. Or maybe Brittany has them zipped inside that fancy purse. “Alex, let her go if she wants.” It’s time to break the leash she’s got him on.
 

 
 
 
 
 “It’s okay. Really,” she says, then kisses my brother. “Enjoy the lunch. I’ll see you tomorrow. Bye, Carlos.”

 
 
 
 
 “Uh-huh.” As soon as she’s gone, I grab the brown bag off the kitchen counter and bring it to the table. I read the labels on each container. Chicken chow mein . . . beef chow fun . . . pu-pu platter. “Pu-pu platter?”

 
 
 
 
 “It’s a bunch of appetizers,” Alex explains.

 
 
 
 
 I’m not goin’ near anything with the word “pu-pu” in it. I’m annoyed that my brother even knows what a pu-pu platter is. I leave that container alone as I scoop myself a plateful of the identifiable Chinese food and start chowing down. “Aren’t you gonna eat?” I ask Alex. 

 
 
 
 
 He’s looking at me as if I’m some stranger.

 
 
 
 
 “¿Qué pasa?” I ask.
 

 
 
 
 
 “Brittany’s not goin’ anywhere, you know.”

 
 
 
 
 “That’s the problem. Can’t you see it?”

 
 
 
 
 “No. What I see is my seventeen-year-old brother actin’ like he’s five. It’s time to grow up, mocoso.”
 

 
 
 
 
 “So I can be as borin’ as shit like you? No thanks.”

 
 
 
 
 Alex grabs his keys.

 
 
 
 
 “Where you goin’?”

 
 
 
 
 “To apologize to my girlfriend, then head to work. Make yourself at home,” he says, tossing me a key to the apartment. “And stay out of trouble.”

 
 
 
 
 “As long as you’re talkin’ to Brittany,” I say as I bite off the end of an egg roll, “why don’t you ask her for your huevos back.”
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 2 

 
 
 
 
 Kiara 

 
 
 
 
 “Kiara, I can’t believe he text-dumped you,” my best friend, Tuck, says, reading the three sentences on my cell phone screen as he sits at the desk in my room. “It’s nt wrkg out. Sry. Don’t h8 me.” He tosses the phone back to me. “The least he could have done is spell it out. Don’t h8 me? The guy’s a joke. Of course you’re gonna hate him.”
 

 
 
 
 
 I lie back on my bed and stare at the ceiling, remembering the first time Michael and I kissed. It was at the outdoor summer concert in Niwot behind the ice cream vendor. “I liked him.”

 
 
 
 
 “Yeah, well I never did. Don’t trust someone you meet in the waiting room at your therapist’s office.”

 
 
 
 
 I flip onto my stomach and sit up on my elbows. “It was speech therapy. And he just drove his brother for sessions.”
 

 
 
 
 
 Tuck, who has never liked a guy I’ve dated, pulls out a pink skull-and-crossbones notebook from my desk drawer. He shakes his index finger at me. “Never trust a guy who tells you he loves you on the second date. Happened to me once. It was a total joke.”

 
 
 
 
 “Why? Don’t you believe in love at first sight?”

 
 
 
 
 “No. I believe in lust at first sight. And attraction. But not love. Michael told you he loved you just so he could get into your pants.”
 

 
 
 
 
 “How do you know?”

 
 
 
 
 “I’m a guy, that’s how I know.” Tuck frowns. “You didn’t do it with him, did you?”
 

 
 
 
 
 “No,” I say, shaking my head to emphasize my answer. We fooled around, but I didn’t want to take it to the next level. I just, I don’t know . . . I wasn’t ready.

 
 
 
 
 I haven’t seen or talked to Michael since school started two weeks ago. Sure, we texted a few times, but he always said he was busy and would call when he got a minute. He’s a senior in Longmont twenty minutes away and I go to school in Boulder, so I just thought he was busy with school stuff. But now I know the reason we haven’t talked wasn’t because he was busy. It was because he wanted to break up.

 
 
 
 
 Was it because of another girl?

 
 
 
 
 Was it because I wasn’t pretty enough?

 
 
 
 
 Was it because I wouldn’t have sex with him?

 
 
 
 
 It can’t be because I stutter. I’ve been working on my speech all summer and haven’t stuttered once since June. Every week I went to speech therapy, every day I practice speaking in front of a mirror, every minute I’m conscious of the words that come out of my mouth. Before now I always had to worry when I spoke, waiting for that confused look people got and then that “Oh, I understand— she’s got a problem” revelation. Then came the look of pity. And then the “she must be stupid” assumption. Or, in the case of some of the girls in my school, my stuttering was the source of amusement.
 

 
 
 
 
 But I don’t stutter anymore.

 
 
 
 
 Tuck knows this is the year I’m determined to show my confident side— the side I’ve never shown the kids at school. I’ve been shy and introverted my first three years of high school, because I’ve had an intense fear of people making fun of me stuttering. From now on instead of Kiara Westford being remembered for being shy, they’re going to remember me as the one who wasn’t afraid to speak up.

 
 
 
 
 I didn’t count on Michael breaking up with me. I thought we’d go to Homecoming together, and prom . . .

 
 
 
 
 “Stop thinking about Michael,” Tuck orders.

 
 
 
 
 “He was cute.”

 
 
 
 
 “So is a hairy ferret, but I wouldn’t want to date one. You could do better than him. Don’t sell yourself short.”

 
 
 
 
 “Look at me,” I tell him. “Face reality, Tuck. I’m no Madison Stone.”

 
 
 
 
 “Thank God for that. I hate Madison Stone.”

 
 
 
 
 Madison raises the term “mean girls” to an entirely new level. The girl is good at everything she tries and could be easily crowned the most popular girl in school. Every girl wants to be friends with her so they can hang with the cool crowd. Madison Stone creates the cool crowd. “Everyone likes her.”
 

 
 
 
 
 “That’s because they’re afraid of her. Secretly everyone hates her.” Tuck starts scribbling words in my notebook, then hands it to me. “Here,” he says, then tosses me a pen.

 
 
 
 
 I stare at the page. RULES OF ATTRACTION is written on top, and a big line is drawn down the center of the page.

 
 
 
 
 “What is this?”

 
 
 
 
 “In the left column write down all the great things about you.”

 
 
 
 
 Is he kidding? “No.”

 
 
 
 
 “Come on, start writing. Consider this a self-help exercise, and a way for you to realize that girls like Madison Stone aren’t even attractive. Finish the sentence I, Kiara Westford, am great because . . .”
 

 
 
 
 
 I know Tuck isn’t going to let up, so I write something stupid and hand it back to him.

 
 
 
 
 He reads my words and cringes. “I, Kiara, am great because . . . I know how to throw a football, change the oil in my car, and hike a fourteener. Ugh, guys don’t care about this stuff.” He grabs the pen from me, sits on the edge of my bed, and starts writing furiously. “Let’s get the basics down. You’ve got to measure attractiveness in three parts to get the full result.”
 

 
 
 
 
 “Who made up those rules?”

 
 
 
 
 “Me. These are Tuck Reese’s Rules of Attraction. First, we start with personality. You’re smart, funny, and sarcastic,” he says, listing each one in the notebook.

 
 
 
 
 “I’m not sure all of those are good things.”

 
 
 
 
 “Trust me, they are. But wait, I’m not done. You’re also a loyal friend, you love a challenge more than most guys I know, and you’re a great sister to Brandon.” He looks up when he’s done writing. “The second part is your skills. You know about fixing cars, you’re athletic, and you know when to shut up.”

 
 
 
 
 “That last one isn’t a skill.”

 
 
 
 
 “Honey, trust me. It’s a skill.”

 
 
 
 
 “You forgot my special spinach and walnut salad.” I can’t cook, but that salad is an all-time favorite.

 
 
 
 
 “You do make a killer salad,” he says, adding that to the list. “Okay, on to the last part— physical traits.” Tuck looks me up and down, assessing me.

 
 
 
 
 I moan, wondering when this humiliation will end. “I feel like I’m a cow about to be auctioned.”

 
 
 
 
 “Yeah, yeah, whatever. You’ve got flawless skin and a perky nose to match your tits. If I wasn’t gay I might be tempted to—”

 
 
 
 
 “Eww.” I slap his hand away from the paper. “Tuck, can you please not say or write that word?”

 
 
 
 
 He shakes his long hair out of his eyes. “What, tits?”
 

 
 
 
 
 “Ugh. Yes, that one. Just say boobs or breasts, please. The ‘t’ word just sounds so . . . vulgar.”

 
 
 
 
 Tuck snorts and rolls his eyes. “Okay, perky . . . breasts.” He laughs, totally amused. “I’m sorry, Kiara, that just sounds like something you’re gonna barbeque for lunch or order off a menu.” He pretends my notebook is a menu as he recites in a fake English accent, “Yes, waiter, I’d like the barbequed perky breasts with a side of coleslaw.”
 

 
 
 
 
 I throw Mojo, my big blue teddy bear, at Tuck’s head. “Just call ’em privates and move on.”

 
 
 
 
 Mojo bounces right off him and lands on the floor. My best friend doesn’t miss a beat. “Perky tits, scratch. Perky breasts, scratch.” He makes a big deal of crossing both those out. “Replace with . . . perky privates,” he says, writing each word down as he says it. “Long legs, and long eyelashes.” He eyes my hands and wrinkles his nose. “No offense, but you could use a manicure.”

 
 
 
 
 “Is that it?” I ask.

 
 
 
 
 “I don’t know. Can you think of anything else?”

 
 
 
 
 I shake my head.

 
 
 
 
 “Okay, so now that we know how fabulous you are, we need to make a list of what kind of guy you want. We’ll write this on the right side of the page. Let’s start with personality. You want a guy who is . . . fill in the blank.”

 
 
 
 
 “I want a guy who’s confident. Really confident.”

 
 
 
 
 “Good,” he says, writing it down.

 
 
 
 
 “I want a guy who’s nice to me.”

 
 
 
 
 Tuck continues writing. “Nice guy.”

 
 
 
 
 “I’d like a guy who’s smart,” I add.

 
 
 
 
 “Street smarts or book smarts?”

 
 
 
 
 “Both?” I question, not knowing if it’s the right or wrong answer. 

 
 
 
 
 He pats me on the head like I’m a little kid. “Good. Let’s move on to skills.” He shushes me, stopping me from contributing. Fine by me. “I’ll write this part down for you. You want a guy who has the same skills as you have, and then some. Someone who likes sports, someone who can at least appreciate your interest in fixing up that stupid old car of yours, and—”

 
 
 
 
 “Shoot.” I jump off my bed. “I almost forgot. I need to go into town and pick up something from the auto-body shop.”

 
 
 
 
 “Please don’t tell me it’s fuzzy dice to hang on your rearview mirror.” 

 
 
 
 
 “It’s not fuzzy dice. It’s a radio. A vintage one.”

 
 
 
 
 “Oh, goodie! A vintage one, to match your vintage car!” Tuck says sarcastically, then claps a bunch of times in fake excitement.

 
 
 
 
 I roll my eyes at him. “Wanna come with?”

 
 
 
 
 “No.” He closes my notebook and shoves it back in my desk. “The last thing I want to do is hang around and listen to you talk about cars with people who actually care.”

 
 
 
 
 After I drop off Tuck at his house, it takes me fifteen minutes to get to McConnell’s Auto Body. I pull my car into the shop and find Alex, one of the mechanics, bent over the engine of a VW Beetle. Alex was one of my dad’s students. Last year, after a study session, my dad found out that Alex works on cars. He told Alex about the 1972 Monte Carlo I’ve been restoring, and Alex has been helping me get parts for it ever since.

 
 
 
 
 “Hey, Kiara.” He wipes his hands on a shop cloth, and asks me to wait while he gets my radio. “Here it is,” he says, opening the box. He pulls out the radio and removes it from the bubble wrap. Wires are sticking out of the back like spindly legs, but it’s just perfect. I know I shouldn’t be so excited about a radio, but the dash wouldn’t be complete without it. The one that came with my car never worked and the front plastic was cracked, so Alex has been looking online to find me an authentic replacement.

 
 
 
 
 “I didn’t get a chance to test it, though,” he says as he wiggles each wire to make sure the connections are solid. “I had to pick up my brother at the airport, so I couldn’t come in early.”

 
 
 
 
 “Is he visiting from Mexico?” I ask.

 
 
 
 
 “He’s not visitin’. He’ll be a senior at Flatiron startin’ tomorrow,” he says as he fills out an invoice. “You go there, right?”

 
 
 
 
 I nod.

 
 
 
 
 He puts the radio back in the box. “Do you need help installin’ it?” 

 
 
 
 
 I didn’t think so before I saw it up close, but now I’m not so sure. “Maybe,” I tell him. “Last time I soldered wires, I messed them up.”

 
 
 
 
 “Then don’t pay for it now,” he says. “If you’ve got time tomorrow after school, stop by and I’ll put it in. That’ll give me time to test the thing.” 

 
 
 
 
 “Thanks, Alex.”

 
 
 
 
 He looks up from the invoice and taps his pen on the counter. “I know this is gonna sound loco, but can you help show my brother around school? He doesn’t know anyone.”
 

 
 
 
 
 “We have a peer outreach program at school,” I say, proud that I can help. “I can meet you in the principal’s office in the morning and sign up to be his peer guide.” The old Kiara would have been too shy and would never have offered, but not the new Kiara.

 
 
 
 
 “I’ve got to warn you . . .”

 
 
 
 
 “About what?”

 
 
 
 
 “My brother can be tough to deal with.”

 
 
 
 
 My lips turn into a wide grin, because as Tuck pointed out . . . “I love a good challenge.”

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 3 

 
 
 
 
 Carlos 

 
 
 
 
 “I don’t need a peer guide.”

 
 
 
 
 Those are the first words out of my mouth as Mr. House, the Flatiron High School principal, introduces me to Kiara Westford.

 
 
 
 
 “We pride ourselves on our peer outreach programs,” Mr. House says to Alex. “They help ensure a smooth transition.”

 
 
 
 
 My brother nods. “No problem with me. I’m sold on the idea.”

 
 
 
 
 “I’m not,” I mumble. I don’t need a damn peer guide because (1) it’s obvious from the way Alex greeted Kiara a few minutes ago that he knows her, and (2) the girl is not hot; she has her hair up in a ponytail, is wearing leather hiking boots with three-quarter stretch pants with an Under Armour logo peeking out the bottom, and is covered from neck to knee by an oversized T-shirt with the word MOUNTAINEER written on it, and (3) I don’t need a babysitter, especially one that my brother arranged.

 
 
 
 
 Mr. House sits in his big, brown leather chair and hands Kiara a copy of my schedule. Great, so now the girl knows where I’m supposed to be every second of the day. If this situation weren’t so humiliatin’, it’d be hilarious.

 
 
 
 
 “This is a big school, Carlos,” House says as if I can’t figure out the map on my own. “Kiara is an exemplary student. She’ll show you to your locker and escort you to each class for your first week here.”

 
 
 
 
 “You ready?” the girl asks with a big grin. “The first-period late bell already rang.”

 
 
 
 
 Can I request another peer guide, one who isn’t so happy to be at school at seven thirty a.m.?

 
 
 
 
 Alex waves me off, and I’m tempted to flip him the finger but I’m not sure the principal would appreciate it.

 
 
 
 
 I follow the exemplary student out into the empty hallway and I think I’ve entered hell. Lockers line the hallways and signs are taped to the walls. One says YES WE KAHN!—VOTE FOR MEGAN KAHN FOR STUDENT PRESIDENT and another reads JASON TU—YOUR “GO-TU GUY” FOR STUDENT COUNCIL TREASURER! are displayed along with the rest of the signs from people who actually want to MAKE HEALTHIER STUDENT LUNCHES THE NORM!—VOTE FOR NORM REDDING.
 

 
 
 
 
 Healthier student lunches?

 
 
 
 
 Hell, back in Mexico you ate what you brought from home or whatever crap they put in front of you. There weren’t choices. Where I lived in Mexico you ate to survive, without worrying about counting calories or carbs. That’s not to say that some people don’t live like kings in Mexico. Like in America, there are definitely the rich areas in every one of the thirty-one Mexican states . . . but my family just didn’t live in any of ’em.

 
 
 
 
 I don’t belong at Flatiron High, and I sure as hell don’t want to follow this girl around all week. I wonder how much the exemplary student can take before she gives up and quits.
 

 
 
 
 
 She directs me to my locker and I shove my stuff inside. “My locker is two away from yours,” she announces, as if that’s actually a good thing. When I’m ready, she studies my schedule and walks down the hall at the same time. “Mr. Hennesey’s class is one flight up.”

 
 
 
 
 “¿Dónde está el servicio?” I ask her.
 

 
 
 
 
 “Huh? I don’t take Spanish. Je parle français— I speak French.”
 

 
 
 
 
 “Why? Do a lot of French people live in Colorado?”

 
 
 
 
 “No, but I want to do a semester abroad in France my sophomore year of college like my mom did.”

 
 
 
 
 My mom didn’t even finish high school. She got pregnant with Alex and married my dad.

 
 
 
 
 “You’re learnin’ a language that you’ll use for one semester? Sounds stupid to me.” I stop when we reach a door with a male stick figure painted on it. With my thumb, I point to the door. “Servicio is bathroom . . . I asked where the bathroom is.”
 

 
 
 
 
 “Oh.” She looks a little confused, as if not exactly knowing how to handle deviations from the schedule. “Well, I guess I’ll just wait out here for you.”

 
 
 
 
 Time to have a little fun by screwin’ with my peer guide. “Unless you want to come inside and show me around . . . I mean, I don’t know how far you wanna take this whole peer guide thing.”

 
 
 
 
 “Not that far.” She purses her lips like she just sucked on a sour lemon and shakes her head. “Go ahead. I’ll wait.”
 

 
 
 
 
 In the bathroom, I brace my hands on the sink and take a deep breath. All I can see in the mirror above the sink is a guy whose family thinks he’s a total fuckup.

 
 
 
 
 Maybe I should have told mi'amá the truth: that I got fired from the mill for protecting little fifteen-year-old Emilie Juarez from being harassed by one of the supervisors. It was bad enough she had to quit school and start working to help her family put food on their table. When our boss thought he could put his filthy hands on her just because he was el jefe, I went ballistic. Yeah, it cost me my job . . . but it was worth it and I’d do it again even if it had the same consequences. 
 

 
 
 
 
 A knock on the door brings me back to reality, and the fact that I have to be escorted to class by a girl who dresses like she’s goin’ mountain climbing. I can’t imagine a girl like Kiara ever needing a guy to fight for her, because if any guy threatened her she’d probably suffocate him with her oversized tee.

 
 
 
 
 The door creaks open the slightest bit. “You still in there?” Kiara’s voice echoes through the bathroom.

 
 
 
 
 “Yep.”

 
 
 
 
 “You almost done?”

 
 
 
 
 I roll my eyes. When I walk out of the bathroom a minute later and head toward the stairs, I notice my escort isn’t following. She’s standing in the empty hallway, that sour look still plastered on her face. “You didn’t even have to go,” she says, sounding annoyed. “You were stalling.”

 
 
 
 
 “You’re a genius,” I say flatly, then take the stairs up two at a time. 

 
 
 
 
 Score one for Carlos Fuentes.

 
 
 
 
 I hear her footsteps tapping on the floor behind me, trying to catch up. I walk down the second-floor hall, thinking of ways I can ditch her. 

 
 
 
 
 “Thanks for making me super late to class for no reason,” she says, hurrying up behind me.

 
 
 
 
 “Don’t blame me. Wasn’t my idea to have a babysitter. And, for the record, I can find my way around just fine on my own.”

 
 
 
 
 “Really?” she asks. “Because you just passed Mr. Hennesey’s room.” 

 
 
 
 
 Shit.

 
 
 
 
 One point for the exemplary student.
 

 
 
 
 
 Score is 1–1. Thing is, I don’t like ties. I like to win . . . by big margins.

 
 
 
 
 I can’t help but be annoyed at the flash of amusement in my peer guide’s eyes.

 
 
 
 
 I step closer to her, really close. “Have you ever cut class?” I ask her, mischief and flirting laced in my voice. I’m trying to throw her off so I have the upper hand again.

 
 
 
 
 “No,” she says slowly, looking nervous.

 
 
 
 
 Good. I lean in even closer. “We should try it together sometime,” I say softly, then open the classroom door.

 
 
 
 
 I hear her suck in a breath. Listen, I didn’t ask for a face and body girls find attractive. But thanks to the mixture of my parents’ DNA, I’ve got them, and I’m not ashamed to use ’em. Having a face Adonis would admire is one of the few advantages I’ve been given in life, and I use it to its fullest potential whether it’s for good or evil.

 
 
 
 
 Kiara quickly introduces me to Mr. Hennesey, then just as quickly she’s out the door. I hope my flirting has scared her off for good. If not, I might have to try harder next time. I sit in math class and scan the room. All of the kids here look like they come from upper-class homes. This school is nothing like Fairfield, the Chicago suburb I lived in before we moved to Mexico. At Fairfield High, we had rich kids and poor kids. Flatiron High is more like one of those expensive private high schools back in Chicago, where every kid wears designer labels and drives fancy cars.

 
 
 
 
 We used to make fun of those kids. Now I’m surrounded by them. 

 
 
 
 
 As soon as math is over, Kiara is waiting outside the classroom. I can’t believe it.

 
 
 
 
 “So how was it?” she asks over the noise of everyone else rushing to their next class.

 
 
 
 
 “You don’t want me to answer honestly, do you?”

 
 
 
 
 “Probably not. Come on, we only have five minutes.” She weaves her way through the students. I follow behind, watching her ponytail sway like a horse’s tail with every step she takes. “Alex warned me you were a rebel.”

 
 
 
 
 She ain’t seen nothin’ yet. “How do you know my brother?”

 
 
 
 
 “He was one of my dad’s students. And he helps me with the car I’m restoring.”

 
 
 
 
 This chica is unreal. Restoring a car? “What do you know about cars?”
 

 
 
 
 
 “More than you,” she says over her shoulder.

 
 
 
 
 I laugh. “Wanna bet?”

 
 
 
 
 “Maybe.” She stops in front of a classroom. “Here’s your bio class.” 

 
 
 
 
 A hot chick passes us and goes in the room. She’s wearing tight jeans and an even tighter shirt. “Whoa, who was that?”

 
 
 
 
 “Madison Stone,” Kiara mutters.

 
 
 
 
 “Introduce me to her.”

 
 
 
 
 “Why?”

 
 
 
 
 Because I know it’ll annoy the shit out of you. “Why not?”

 
 
 
 
 She clutches her books to her chest, almost as if they’re a shield of armor. “I can think of five reasons off the top of my head.”

 
 
 
 
 I shrug. “Okay. List ’em.”

 
 
 
 
 “There’s no time, the bell is about to ring. Do you think you can introduce yourself to Mrs. Shevelenko? I just remembered I forgot my French homework in my locker.”

 
 
 
 
 “You better hurry.” I look at my wrist, which doesn’t have a watch wrapped around it, but I don’t think she notices. “The bell is about to ring.”

 
 
 
 
 “I’ll just meet you here after class.” She runs down the hall.

 
 
 
 
 In class, I wait for Shevelenko to look up from her desk and acknowledge me. She’s on her laptop, sending what looks like personal e-mail.

 
 
 
 
 I clear my throat to get her attention. She glances at me, then changes programs. “Choose any seat. I’ll call attendance in a minute.” 

 
 
 
 
 “I’m new,” I tell her. She should have figured that one out on her own because I haven’t been in her class the past two weeks, but whatever.

 
 
 
 
 “Are you that exchange student from Mexico?”

 
 
 
 
 Not really. It’s called transfer student, but I don’t think this woman cares about the details. “Yeah.”
 

 
 
 
 
 I can’t help but notice the beads of sweat on her peach-fuzz mustache. I’m pretty certain there are, you know, people who can take care of that. My aunt Consuelo had the same problem until my mom got ahold of her and some hot wax and put them in the same room together.

 
 
 
 
 “You speak Spanish or English at home?” Shevelenko asks.

 
 
 
 
 I’m not even sure that’s a legal question, but whatever. “Both.”

 
 
 
 
 She cranes her neck and scans the rest of the class. “Ramiro, come here.”

 
 
 
 
 This Latino kid walks up to her desk. The guy is a taller version of Alex’s best friend, Paco. When they were seniors in high school, Alex and Paco got shot, and our entire lives turned upside down. Paco died. I don’t know if any of us will ever fully get over what happened. Right after my brother got out of the hospital, we moved to Mexico to stay with family. Since the shooting, nothing’s been the same.

 
 
 
 
 “Ramiro, this is . . .” Shevelenko looks up at me. “What’s your name?”

 
 
 
 
 “Carlos.”

 
 
 
 
 She eyes the Ramiro kid. “He’s Mexican, you’re Mexican. Make sure you two Spanish speakers pair up.”

 
 
 
 
 I follow Ramiro back to one of the lab tables. “Is she for real?” I ask. 

 
 
 
 
 “Pretty much. Last year I heard Heavy Shevy called this guy Ivan ‘The Russian’ for six months before she learned his name.”

 
 
 
 
 “Heavy Shevy?” I question.

 
 
 
 
 “Don’t look at me,” Ramiro says. “I didn’t make it up. She’s had that nickname for at least twenty years.”

 
 
 
 
 The class bell rings, but everybody is still talking. Heavy Shevy is back on her computer, still busy with her e-mail.

 
 
 
 
 “Me llamo Ramiro, but it’s too beaner so everyone calls me Ram.” 
 

 
 
 
 
 My name’s beaner, too, but I don’t feel the need to dis my heritage and change my name to Carl to fit in. One look at me and you know I’m Latino, so why pretend to be somethin’ else? I’ve always accused Alex of wanting to be white because he refuses to be called by his given name, Alejandro.

 
 
 
 
 “Me llamo Carlos. You can call me Carlos.”
 

 
 
 
 
 Now that I’m paying more attention to him, I notice that Ram’s wearing some golf shirt with a designer logo. He might have family in Mexico, but I bet su familia doesn’t live anywhere near mine.
 

 
 
 
 
 “So what’s there to do for fun here?” I ask him.

 
 
 
 
 “The question is what’s there not to do,” Ram says. “Hang out at Pearl Street Mall, go to the movies, hike, snowboard, raft, mountain climb, party with chicks from Niwot and Longmont.”
 

 
 
 
 
 None of those things are my idea of fun, except for the partying part.

 
 
 
 
 Across the table from us is that hot girl Madison. Along with her tight clothes, she’s got long, streaked blond hair, a big smile, and even bigger chichis that actually rival Brittany’s. Not that I’m lookin’ at my brother’s girlfriend, but they’re kinda hard to miss.
 

 
 
 
 
 Madison leans across the table. “I hear you’re the new guy,” she says. “I’m Madison. And you are . . .”

 
 
 
 
 “Carlos,” Ram blurts out before I can say anythin’.

 
 
 
 
 “I’m sure he can introduce himself, Ram,” she hisses, then tucks her hair behind her ear, showing off diamond earrings that might actually blind someone if the sun hit ’em at the right angle. She leans toward me and bites her bottom lip. “You’re the new guy from Meh-hee-co?”
 

 
 
 
 
 It’s always irritating when the white kids try to sound like they’re Mexican. I wonder what else she’s heard about me. “Sí,” I say.
 

 
 
 
 
 She flashes me a sexy smile and leans closer. “Estás muy caliente.” I think she just called me hot. That’s not the way we say it in Meh-hee-co, but I get the idea. “I could use a good Spanish tutor. My last one turned out to be a total loser.”
 

 
 
 
 
 Ram clears his throat. “¡Qué tipa! If you haven’t guessed, I was her last tutor.”
 

 
 
 
 
 I’m still watching Madison. She’s definitely got it goin’ on, and obviously has no problem flaunting her assets. While honey-skinned, exotic Mexican chicas are my usual type, I suspect no guy can resist Madison. And she knows it.
 

 
 
 
 
 When a girl calls her over to the next table, I turn to Ram. “Did’ja tutor her, or date her?” I ask him.

 
 
 
 
 “Both. Sometimes simultaneously. We broke up a month ago. Take my advice and stay away. She bites.”

 
 
 
 
 “Literally?” I ask, grinning.

 
 
 
 
 “Honestly, you don’t want to get close enough to her to find out the answer to that question. Just know that toward the end of our relationship, I became the student and she became the tutor. And I’m not talkin’ ’bout Spanish.”

 
 
 
 
 “Está sabrosa. I’ll take my chances.”
 

 
 
 
 
 “Then go for it, man,” Ram says with a shrug, just as Heavy Shevy gets up and starts to teach. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

 
 
 
 
 I don’t plan on bein’ anyone’s boyfriend, but I wouldn’t mind bringin’ a couple of girls from Flatiron High back to Alex’s place just to prove I’m the complete opposite of him. I glance back at Madison and she smiles like there’s a promise of something more. Yeah, she’d definitely be perfect to bring home to Alex. She’s like Brittany, but without the halo over her head.

 
 
 
 
 After suffering through my morning classes, I’m definitely ready for lunch. When the bell rings, I’m glad Kiara’s not outside waiting for me like she said she would. I head to my locker to get the lunch I packed from Alex’s fridge.

 
 
 
 
 Maybe my peer guide quit. That’s cool with me, except it takes me ten minutes to find the cafeteria. When I walk into the lunchroom, I’m ready to sit by myself at one of the round tables until I see Ram waving me over.

 
 
 
 
 “Thanks for ditching me,” a voice says from behind me.

 
 
 
 
 I glance back at my peer guide. “I thought you quit.”

 
 
 
 
 She shakes her head as if that’s the most ridiculous thing she’s ever heard. “Of course I didn’t quit. I just couldn’t get out of class early.”

 
 
 
 
 “That’s too bad,” I say, pretending to be sympathetic. “I would have waited if I knew . . .”

 
 
 
 
 “Yeah, right.” She nods at Ram’s table. “Go sit with Ram. I saw him waving you over.”

 
 
 
 
 I give her a shocked look. “Are you actually givin’ me permission to sit with him?”

 
 
 
 
 “You can sit with me,” she says, as if that’s an option I’d jump at. 

 
 
 
 
 “No, thanks.”

 
 
 
 
 “That’s what I thought.”

 
 
 
 
 While Kiara stands in the hot-lunch line, I walk over to Ram’s table. I straddle the back of a chair as Ram introduces me to his friends, all white dudes that look like clones of one another. They’re talking about girls and sports and their fantasy football teams. I doubt any of them would survive one day at the sugar mill back in Mexico. Some of my friends made less than fifteen dollars a day. These guys’ watches probably cost more than some of my friends’ yearly salaries.

 
 
 
 
 Madison appears at our table when Ram goes back to the cafeteria line. “Hey, guys,” she says. “My parents are going out of town this weekend. I’m having a party on Friday night if y’all want to come. Just don’t tell Ram about it.”

 
 
 
 
 Madison reaches into her purse and pulls out a tube of lip gloss. She dips the wand in a bunch of times, then puckers up and places it on her lips. Just when I think she’s done, her lips form a perfect O and she swirls the wand around and around. I check to see if anyone else is following the erotic lip-gloss show. Sure enough, two of Ram’s friends have stopped talking and are totally focused on Madison and her special talent. Ram comes back and is totally focused on eating his slice of pepperoni pizza.
 

 
 
 
 
 The smack of Madison’s lips brings my attention back to her. “Carlos, let me write down my info for you,” she says, then pulls out a pen and grabs my arm. She starts writing her phone number and address on my forearm above my tats as if she’s an artist. When she’s done, she waves by wiggling her fingers, then walks away to sit with her friends.

 
 
 
 
 I take a bite of my sandwich and scan the cafeteria, searching for Kiara, the anti-Madison. She’s sitting with a guy with shaggy blond hair that falls in his face. The dude is about my height, my build. Is he her boyfriend? If he is, I feel sorry for him. Kiara is the kind of girl who would expect her boyfriend to be submissive and kiss her ass.

 
 
 
 
 My body and mind aren’t wired to be submissive, and you’ll find me dead before you find me kissin’ anyone’s ass.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 4 

 
 
 
 
 Kiara 

 
 
 
 
 “So how was being a peer guide?” my mom asks me at the dinner table. “I know you were looking forward to it this morning.”

 
 
 
 
 “Not the best,” I answer as I hand my little brother a third napkin because he’s got spaghetti sauce all over his face.

 
 
 
 
 I think back to the end of eighth period, when I showed up to Carlos’s class only to find he’d already left for the day. “Carlos ditched me twice.”

 
 
 
 
 Dad, a psychologist who thinks people are specimens to be analyzed, furrows his brows as he scoops up a second helping of green beans. “Ditch you? Why would he do that?”

 
 
 
 
 Um . . . “Because he thinks he’s too cool to be escorted around school.”

 
 
 
 
 My mom pats my hand. “Ditching your peer guide is not cool at all, but be patient with him. He’s been displaced. It’s not easy.”

 
 
 
 
 “Your mom’s right. Don’t be too judgmental, Kiara,” my dad says. “He’s probably just trying to find out where he fits in. Alex stopped in my office after class and we had a long talk. Poor kid. He’s just twenty himself, and now he’s responsible for a seventeen-year-old.”

 
 
 
 
 “Why don’t you invite Carlos over tomorrow after school?” Mom suggests.

 
 
 
 
 Dad points his fork at her. “That’s a great idea.”

 
 
 
 
 I’m sure the last thing Carlos wants to do is come to my house. He’s made it perfectly clear he’s just tolerating me this week because he has to. Once my peer guide job is done on Friday, he’s probably going to have a party to celebrate. “I don’t know.”

 
 
 
 
 “Do it,” Mom says, ignoring my hesitation. “I’ll make cookies from this new orange-marmalade recipe Joanie gave me.”

 
 
 
 
 I’m not sure Carlos will appreciate orange-marmalade cookies, but . . . “I’ll ask him. But don’t be surprised if he says no.”

 
 
 
 
 “Don’t be surprised if he says yes,” Dad says, always the optimist. 

 
 
 
 
 The next morning, as I’m escorting Carlos to class between third and fourth period, I finally gather up enough nerve to ask, “Do you want to come over after school?”

 
 
 
 
 His eyebrows go up. “You askin’ me out?”

 
 
 
 
 I grit my teeth. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

 
 
 
 
 “Good, ’cause you’re not my type. I like my women sexy and stupid.”

 
 
 
 
 “You’re not my type, either,” I snap back. “I like my guys smart and funny.”

 
 
 
 
 “I’m funny.”

 
 
 
 
 I shrug. “Maybe I’m just too smart to get your jokes.”

 
 
 
 
 “Then why do you want me to come over?”

 
 
 
 
 “My mom . . . made cookies.” I cringe after the words leave my mouth. Who invites a guy over for cookies? Maybe my brother does, but he’s in kindergarten. “It’s not like it’ll be a date or anything,” I blurt out in case he thinks I’m secretly trying to hit on him. “Just . . . cookies.”
 

 
 
 
 
 I wish I could rewind this entire conversation, but there’s no going back now.

 
 
 
 
 We reach the door to his classroom, and he still hasn’t answered.

 
 
 
 
 “I’ll think about it,” he says, then leaves me out in the hall by myself.

 
 
 
 
 He’ll think about it? As if coming over to my house would be doing me a huge favor instead of the other way around?

 
 
 
 
 At our lockers at the end of the day, when I hope he’s forgotten I even asked him over, he leans his weight on one foot and stuffs his hands in his front pockets. “What kind of cookies?”

 
 
 
 
 Out of all the questions in the world, why did he have to ask that one?

 
 
 
 
 “Orange,” I say. “Orange marmalade.”

 
 
 
 
 He leans closer, as if I didn’t say it loud enough or clear enough. “Orange what?”

 
 
 
 
 “Marmalade.”

 
 
 
 
 “Huh?”

 
 
 
 
 “Marmalade.”

 
 
 
 
 I’m sorry, but there’s just no cool way to say the word “marmalade,” and all those m’s so close together make me sound goofy. At least I didn’t stutter.
 

 
 
 
 
 He nods. I can tell he’s trying to keep a straight face, but he can’t. He bursts out laughing. “Can you say it one more time?”

 
 
 
 
 “So you can make fun of me?”

 
 
 
 
 “Sí. It’s become the only thing I look forward to in life. Just so happens you’re an easy target.”
 

 
 
 
 
 I slam my locker door shut. “Consider yourself officially uninvited.” I walk away, but then remember that I’ve left all my homework in my locker and have to open it again. I quickly grab the three books I need, shove them in my backpack, and head out.

 
 
 
 
 “If they were double-chocolate chip, I would have come,” he calls after me, then laughs.

 
 
 
 
 Tuck is waiting for me in the senior parking lot. “What took you so long?”

 
 
 
 
 “I was arguing with Carlos.”

 
 
 
 
 “Again? Listen, Kiara, it’s only Tuesday. You’ve got three more days with him. Why don’t you quit being his peer guide and be done with the misery.”

 
 
 
 
 “Because that’s just what he wants,” I say as we get in my car and I drive out of the lot. “I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of one-upping me all the time. He’s so obnoxious.”

 
 
 
 
 “There’s got to be something you can do to make him eat his words.”

 
 
 
 
 Tuck’s words spark the perfect idea. “That’s it! Tuck, you’re a genius,” I say excitedly. I make a sharp U-turn.

 
 
 
 
 “Where are we going?” Tuck asks, then points behind us. “Your house is that way.”

 
 
 
 
 “First we’re stopping at the grocery store and McGuckin’s Hardware. I need the ingredients for double-chocolate chip cookies.”

 
 
 
 
 “Since when do you bake,” Tuck asks. “And why double-chocolate chip cookies?”

 
 
 
 
 I flash him a mischievous smile. “I’m going to use them to make Carlos eat his words.”
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