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88	days	before

Parker
Puke.
My	life	is	puke.
Literally.
I’m	staring	at	a	bunch	of	puke	that	used	to	be	one	chocolate	French	silk	pie,

one	blueberry	muffin,	and	two	peanut	butter	cookies,	all	from	Perkins.
“Parker!”
My	sister,	Danielle,	bangs	on	the	bathroom	door.	One	fourteen-year-old	sister,

one	seventeen-year-old	brother,	and	one	“cooperatively-shared”	bathroom.
“I’m	almost	done,”	I	call	out	as	casually	as	possible.
Danielle,	grumbling,	goes	away.
I	have	to	flush	twice	to	get	rid	of	all	the	puke.
I	 carefully	 check	my	 reflection	 in	 the	mirror.	My	eyes	 are	 red	and	watery.	 I

meticulously	 wash	 my	 hands	 and	 face	 in	 the	 sink,	 brush	 and	 floss	 my	 teeth
twice,	and	gargle	four	times	with	extra-strength,	cinnamon-flavored	mouthwash.
Then	 I	 shove	 three	wintergreen	breath	mints	 into	my	mouth.	My	pockets	hold
the	world’s	record	for	wintergreen	breath	mints.
My	sister,	still	grumbling,	comes	back.



“You’re	worse	than	a	girl.	It’s	time	to	come	out	and	face	your	public	now.”
I	check	my	 reflection	again.	The	eyes	are	blue-green;	 the	hair’s	 the	color	of

“orange-blossom	honey,”	says	Mom,	“like	they	make	in	Vermont.”
It	all	fits	the	name	Mom	and	Dad	gave	me—except	for	the	dead	giveaway	of

Rabinowitz	being	my	last	name.
I	open	the	bathroom	door.
“At	last,”	Danielle	sighs.	“Time	to	make	hearts	break!”
I	ignore	this	comment,	shoot	past	her,	duck	into	my	room,	and	sweep	my	car

keys	off	my	desk.
It	happened	today	because	I’d	hardly	eaten	anything.
I	tried,	but	I	just	couldn’t	resist.
When	I	saw	the	Perkins,	I	jammed	on	my	brakes	so	hard	the	UPS	truck	behind

me	nearly	ended	up	in	my	back	seat.
I	hated	myself	for	it.
But	everything’s	okay	now.
I	undid	the	damage.
I	flushed	it	all	away.

Danielle
My	big	brother’s
a	breaker-of-hearts.

It’s	his	talent
and	hobby.

Ask	any	girl
at	Livingstone	High	School.

Sometimes	I	wonder,
if	that’s	it
or	if	it’s
something	else
completely.



I	also	wonder	if
the	reason	people
like	me
is	because	it’s
the	quickest	way
to	get	to	him.

Parker
I	 go	 downstairs.	 The	 house	 is	 dark	 and	 quiet,	 not	 a	 single	 Jerusalem	 of	Gold
sculpture	or	painting	of	the	Dome	of	the	Rock	out	of	place.	Mom	and	Dad	are	at
the	Jewish	National	Fund’s	Tree	of	Life	Gala.
I	walk	to	our	four-car	garage	and	get	into	my	black	Audi.	My	parents	don’t	do

Mercedes	 because	 of	 that	 lingering	 Jewish	 stand	 against	 the	 Nazis,	 but	 they
make	an	exception	for	Audi.
I	 drive	 the	 few	miles	 to	 Foxy’s	 house.	 I	 guess	 he’s	 been	 watching	 for	 me,

because	as	soon	as	I	pull	into	his	driveway,	he	pops	out	of	the	front	door.
“Yo,”	he	grunts,	sliding	into	the	front	seat,	the	whiff	of	his	cologne	making	my

nostrils	flare.	I	crack	my	window	even	though	it’s	February	outside,	pull	off	the
driveway,	and	head	to	the	party.
Jarod	Fox	and	I	have	been	friends	since	we	shared	a	bar	mitzvah	date	when	we

were	 thirteen.	We’re	 the	same	height	 (six	 foot	one),	our	 families	belong	 to	 the
same	synagogue	(Temple	Shalom),	and	we	take	the	same	classes	at	school	(AP
Physics,	AP	Chemistry,	AP	Biology,	AP	Spanish,	AP	Calculus,	AP	Statistics).
Foxy	 plays	 trumpet	 in	 Jazz	 Ensemble,	 and	 is	 student	 representative	 to	 the

Livingstone	School	Board,	vice	president	of	our	temple	youth	group,	treasurer	of
Key	 Club,	 and	managing	 editor	 of	The	Cellar	 (the	 school	 literary	 magazine).
He’s	 in	 Livingstone	 Chorale,	 Big	 Brothers/Big	 Sisters,	 and	 Make-A-Wish
Foundation.
We’re	different	in	one	way.	Foxy	has	had	girlfriends.
And	the	other	thing.
Foxy	starts	messing	around	with	 the	controls	 in	 the	car,	which	 I	can’t	 stand,



but	I	let	him	do	it	anyway.
“Dude,	 when	 are	 you	 gonna	 let	 me	 drive	 this	 baby?”	 he	 asks,	 without

expecting	 a	 reply,	 because	 he	 continues,	 “I’m	 asking	 out	 Tina	 Taylor	 the	 hot
shiksa	tonight.”
“Mazel	 tov,”	 I	 mutter;	 “congratulations”	 in	 Hebrew.	 Shiksa	 means	 “non-

Jewish	girl”	in	Yiddish.
“Now	that	Spaz’s	committed,”	Foxy	goes	on.
I	frown.	“I	know.”
Pete	Spazzarini	 isn’t	 Jewish.	He’s	 vice	president	 of	National	Honor	Society,

vice	 president	 of	 Key	 Club,	 vice	 president	 of	 Student	 Council,	 and	 on	 the
forensics	team.	He’s	in	Big	Brothers/Big	Sisters,	Make-A-Wish	Foundation,	and
Model	UN,	and	he	doesn’t	have	a	problem	with	being	called	Spaz.
How	are	Spaz	and	I	different?	He	likes	building	his	college	resume.
We	arrive	at	the	party.	It’s	at	the	end	of	a	dirt	road,	more	a	compound	than	a

house,	with	outbuildings	and	sheds.	I	guess	it’s	an	old	farm	of	some	kind,	one	of
the	last	remaining	pieces	of	open	space	in	New	Jersey.	The	actual	party	seems	to
be	in	a	barn.
I	park	on	the	front	lawn	between	two	trees,	and	Foxy	and	I	nonchalantly	make

our	way	 to	 the	barn.	Once	 inside,	we	stand	around	 trying	 to	 look	cool,	mostly
wondering	what	we	should	be	doing.	I	slide	three	more	wintergreen	breath	mints
into	my	mouth.	It	takes	a	lot	of	energy	to	look	cool.
Spaz	suddenly	materializes	with	Amber	Weinstein,	one	of	the	hottest	girls	 in

school,	who’s	clinging	to	his	left	arm	as	if	her	life	depends	on	it.
“Ready	to	hoe	down?”	he	asks.
“Yee-hah,”	Foxy	replies	dully.
“I’d	pay	real	money	to	see	you	dance,	Parker,”	Spaz	says.
I	wish	 I	 could	 think	 of	 something	 brilliant	 to	 say	 in	 response	 to	 him	 in	 the

three	seconds	I	have	before	he	and	Amber	walk	away,	but	all	I	can	manage	is	a
grunt.
Spaz	and	Amber	go	off	to	a	hay-strewn	area	that’s	doubling	as	a	dance	floor.

They	start	kissing,	Amber	enveloping	Spaz’s	mouth	with	such	passion	I	feel	like
I	should	look	away.
“That	girl	thinks	the	sun	rises	and	sets	in	his	pants,”	Foxy	observes.



I	wonder	what	 it	would	 be	 like	 to	 be	with	 a	 girl	who	 liked	me	 as	much	 as
Amber	likes	Spaz.
The	real	me.
“Wanna	dance?”	It’s	Julianne	Jennings,	a	shiksa	and	vision	of	hotness.
“I	don’t	dance,”	I	answer.
Julianne	takes	my	hand	and	leads	me	to	a	set	of	rickety	stairs.	I	have	no	idea

where	we’re	 going.	We	 climb	 to	 a	 loft	 of	 some	 kind.	A	 hay	 loft,	 I	 guess.	 It’s
pretty	dark	up	here,	and	lots	of	other	couples	have	the	same	idea.
This	 is	 our	 routine.	 Julianne	 and	 I	 have	 hooked	 up	 at	 every	 party	 since	 our

senior	year	started	last	September.
Julianne	finds	a	free	spot	literally	in	 the	hay,	pulls	me	down,	and	soon	we’re

making	out	 furiously.	 I	don’t	want	 to	stop,	and	we	don’t	come	up	for	air	 for	a
long	time.	But,	when	we	do,	Julianne	isn’t	happy.
“When	are	you	gonna	actually	ask	me	out,	Parker?”
I	can	feel	her	 long	eyelashes	against	my	face.	I	can	also	hear	 the	hurt	 in	her

voice.	I	think	of	Amber	and	Spaz—the	way	she	kissed	him,	clung	to	his	arm.	I
want	that.
“Is	it	because	of	your	family?”	she	asks.
It	would	be	easy	to	use	this	as	an	excuse.	“No	…	It’s	just	…	”	I	start	to	say.
Julianne	sits	up	and	picks	hay	out	of	her	hair.	“I	give	up,”	she	sighs.
I	watch	her	leave.	I	feel	sick.
But	there’s	nothing	left	inside	me	to	throw	up.

Danielle
They	call	Parker
“McDreamy.”
Like	the	brain	surgeon	on	that	hospital	show.

He’s	been	hearing
since	first	grade
that	he	“doesn’t	look	Jewish.”

Whatever	that’s	supposed	to	mean.



Parker	doesn’t	watch	that	show
or	any	TV	at	all.

He’s	got	three	hours	of
extracurricular	activities
and	three	hours	of
homework
every	night.

I	know	he	wants	to	get	into
Princeton.

Because	that’s	where	Dad	went.

And	Harvard	and	Yale	are	too	Jewish.

Parker
People	think	I’m	cool,	but	I’m	really	not.	I	just	pretend,	so	they’ll	like	me.
Julianne	is	in	this	category.	She	thinks	I’m	the	coolest	guy	around.
I	get	up	and	look	for	her,	but	the	place	has	gotten	a	lot	more	crowded.	I	can’t

find	her	anywhere.
The	 sick	 feeling	 inside	me	gets	worse	until	 it	 feels	 like	panic.	And,	 all	 of	 a

sudden,	I’m	thinking	about	chocolate	French	silk	pie.
I	walk	out	of	the	barn,	trudge	across	the	front	lawn,	and	make	my	way	to	the

house.	The	front	door’s	locked,	but	the	sliding	doors	in	the	back	are	open.	I	slip
through	the	doors,	find	my	way	to	the	kitchen,	and	rummage	around	as	quietly	as
possible.	I	seem	to	be	 the	only	one	here.	There’s	got	 to	be	people	upstairs,	but
the	first	floor’s	dark	and	empty.	I	don’t	see	or	hear	anyone.
I	open	a	walk-in	pantry	and	hit	pay	dirt.	There	isn’t	a	pie,	but	there	are	cereal

boxes	and	bags	of	potato	chips	and	jars	of	peanut	butter.
I	devour	an	entire	jar	of	peanut	butter,	a	whole	box	of	cereal,	a	bag	of	potato

chips,	and	four	glasses	of	milk.
I’m	stealing	this	food.	I	can’t	believe	I’m	stealing	this	food.
I	 focus	 on	 the	 food,	 only	 the	 food,	 eating	 the	 food	 as	 fast	 as	 possible,	 not



Julianne	storming	off,	not	stealing,	not	anything	except	eating	the	food.
But	it	doesn’t	last.
I	know	what	I	need	to	do.	The	mere	thought	disgusts	me,	but	it’s	better	than

the	alternative.
Vomiting	is	vile,	but	for	all	its	revolting	effects,	it’s	all	that	stands	between	me

and	regaining	control.
I	 find	a	bathroom,	gag	myself	with	my	 finger,	 and	hurl	 into	 the	 toilet	bowl.

Everything	comes	up	in	a	hot,	disgusting	rush.
I’m	 ashamed	 of	myself,	 but	when	 you	 think	 about	 it,	 there	 aren’t	 any	 other

choices.
I	won’t	be	fat.	I	won’t	be	a	failure.
My	mouth	is	sore.	I	can’t	go	back	out	there	without	brushing	my	teeth.	I	start

rummaging	 like	crazy,	 looking	for	someone’s	 toothbrush,	and	I	 find	one,	and	I
use	it.
My	throat	burns	and	I	feel	itchy	all	over.	But	I	accept	the	pain.	It’s	worth	it.
I’m	tough.	I	can	endure	this.
I	 hesitate	 just	 before	 opening	 the	 door.	 What	 if	 someone	 has	 noticed	 the

missing	food?	What	if	someone’s	waiting	to	use	the	bathroom?
I	promise	myself	I	will	never	do	it	again.

–––––

When	 I	 return	 to	 the	 party—after	 thoroughly	 dousing	myself	with	mouthwash
and	wintergreen	breath	mints—I	still	can’t	find	Julianne.
I	end	up	in	the	hay	loft	anyway,	for	the	second	time	that	night,	with	a	hot	girl,

whose	name	I	don’t	know,	from	the	Teen	Tzedakah	Project.



87	days	before

Danielle
Parker	and	I	have	Teen	Tzedakah	Project
on	Sunday	mornings	at	the	JCC
(that’s	Jewish	Community	Center).

Two	years	ago,
Dad	gave	a	 “major	gift”	 to	 the	Emergency	 Israel	Campaign	and	 they	 renamed
the	JCC	the	Rabinowitz	Family	Campus.

My	parents	are	machers,
“big	shots,”
people	with	connections.

Me	and	Rachel	Weiss	(that’s	my	best	friend)
are	on	postsecret.com
when	Parker	gets	in	from	his	party.

We	offer	him	mint	jellybeans
as	he	passes	by	in	the	hall.

“Fat	free,”	Rachel	says,
extending	a	handful	to	him.

Rachel	lives	and	dies	for	seeing	my	brother.
We’ve	been	best	friends	since	fourth	grade
even	though	she’s	so	the	typical	JAP
(that’s	Jewish	American	Princess)
without	even	trying.

Parker	stares	at	the	jellybeans	for	so	long

I	wonder	if	they	remind	him	of	something.

“Next	time,”	he	says,	smiling.



“Ohhhh,”	Rachel	murmurs.
Involuntarily,	of	course,
and	turns	pinker	than	bubble	gum	ice	cream.

I	roll	my	eyes.

Parker	doesn’t	even	have	to	try
at	pretty	much	anything
but	especially
at	getting	girls	to
fall	madly	in	love	with	him.

It	must	be	nice
to	have	that	kind	of	power.
Not	that	I	would	know
anything	about	it.

“How	was	your	party?”	I	ask	him
when	we’re	in	his	car	the	next	morning
on	our	way	to	the	JCC.

“Okay,”	he	answers	with	a	shrug.
“It	was	in	a	barn.”
I	want	to	know	more.
I	want	to	know	if	Julianne	Jennings	was	there.
Parker’s	been	her	crush	forever.

Parker	turns	on	the	radio
which	means	he	doesn’t	feel	like	talking.

Tzedakah	is	Hebrew	for	“charity.”
It’s	part	of	tikkun	olam,
“repairing	the	world,”
“making	the	world	a	better	place.”

Mostly,	it	looks	good	on	college	applications.

Parker



They	have	bagels	with	four	kinds	of	cream	cheese	(lox,	veggie,	walnut-honey-
raisin,	and	olive-pimento)	for	us	 in	Room	B,	where	the	Teen	Tzedakah	Project
meets,	but	I	just	have	coffee,	black.
That	hot	girl	from	last	night	is	talking	to	Amber	Weinstein.
“The	UN	should	be	abolished,”	she	says,	tossing	her	long	black	hair.	“I	totally

refuse	to	do	Model	UN	no	matter	what	my	college	consultant	says.	I	don’t	need
it	for	the	University	of	Chicago	anyway.”
“That’s	not	an	Ivy,”	Amber	says.	“Isn’t	that	a	safety	school?”
“Well,	 it’s	not	HYP,	 if	 that’s	what	you	mean,”	 the	hot	girl	 says	huffily,	 then

walks	away,	still	tossing	her	hair.
Aaron	Rosenthal,	the	JCC’s	youth	coordinator,	tells	us	to	take	our	seats.	We	sit

down	around	the	big	table,	Foxy	and	I	at	our	usual	spot	at	the	far	end.	A	lot	of
people	 yawn	 discreetly.	 I	 wonder	 if	 Aaron	 thinks	 we’re	 hard	 partiers,	 always
tired	on	Sunday	mornings,	but	I’m	never	in	bed	before	1:00	a.m.	on	weeknights
either.
Aaron	 ignores	 the	 yawnings	 and	 tells	 us	 the	money	we’ve	 raised	 so	 far	 has

bought	textbooks	for	third	graders	in	Israel	at	a	school	for	Ethiopian	immigrants.
He	reads	us	a	 letter	 from	the	mayor	of	Ofakim,	our	sister	city,	 thanking	us	 for
our	generous	donation.
“We	 hope	 you	 will	 come	 and	 visit	 us	 in	 Ofakim,”	 he	 reads.	 “And	 see	 for

yourself	what	a	difference	you’ve	made.”
Not	 likely.	 And	 not	 because	 of	 Middle	 East	 violence.	 Because	 of	 the

importance	of	this	question:	“Will	it	get	me	into	college?”
Aaron	puts	down	 the	 letter	and	 leads	us	 in	a	discussion	about	 responsibility,

but	 that	 seems	 beside	 the	 point,	 and	 I	 don’t	 contribute	 anything.	 He	 ends	 the
meeting	with	 his	 usual	“Am	Yisrael	 chai!”	 That	means,	 “Long	 live	 people	 of
Israel!”	 or	 something	 like	 that.	 Chairs	 scrape,	 everyone	 gets	 up,	 some	 people
head	 back	 to	 the	 bagels.	 The	 hot	 girl	 pours	 herself	more	 coffee.	 She	 drinks	 it
black,	too.
Aaron	comes	over	to	me	and	says,	“Parker,	been	meaning	to	talk	to	you.	New

Jersey	 Jewish	Ledger	 is	 starting	 a	 teen	 section	 in	 the	 paper	 and	 they	want	 an
editor.	 Interested?”	 He	 pauses,	 then	 adds,	 “Your	 dad	 is	 actually	 funding	 this
project.”



I	can’t	say	no.	I	can’t	say	no	to	being	Parker	Rabinowitz.
Besides,	for	me,	the	important	questions	are	doubled:
Will	it	get	me	into	college?
Will	it	make	Dad	happy?

Danielle
Parker	drives	me,	Rachel,	and	Foxy	home.
Rachel’s	so	excited	she’s	actually
bouncing	up	and	down	in	her	seat.
After	all,	she’s	in	an	Audi	with	two	seniors.
Two	hot	seniors.
“Wanna	stop	at	Starbucks?”
she	asks	hopefully.
Nobody	from	school	can	see	us	here	in	Parker’s	car.
But	if	we	were	at	Starbucks
with	Parker	Rabinowitz	and	Jarod	Fox	…
Now	that’s	a	coup.
Parker	meets	Rachel’s	eyes	in	the	rear-view	mirror
and	she	lets	out	a	little	gasp,
breathless,	I	guess,	at	his	attention.
I	know	he’ll	say	no.
He’s	still	got	temple	youth	group,	Torah	enrichment,
Make-A-Wish	Foundation,
and	peer	leadership	today.
“Sorry,	Rachel,	maybe	another	time.”
He	grins.
She	melts.
“I	wonder	if	we’ll	hear	anything	this	week,”	Foxy	says.
This	is	all	seniors	talk	about.
Who	applied	where,	who	got	in	where,
who	didn’t	get	into	their	first-choice	school



and	has	to	go	to	a	state	school.
Foxy	won’t	say	which	schools	he	applied	to.
Nobody	reveals	that.
But	I	know	Parker’s	are	HYP.
Harvard,	Yale,	Princeton.
It’s	bad	now	that	both	Harvard	and	Princeton
dropped	their	early	decision	programs.
“I	know	a	kid	with	a	formula,”	Foxy	says
in	a	voice	barely	above	a	whisper.
Parker	looks	up	sharply,
first	at	Foxy,	then	at	me.
Livingstone	 High	 School	 eliminated	 class	 rankings	 a	 year	 ago,	 but	 it’s	 still
highly	valuable	information.

Knowing	how	to	get	it
is	like	knowing	who	to	get	drugs	from.

86	days	before

Parker
According	to	the	information	Foxy	gets	from	some	math-club	geek,	I’m	number
one	in	our	class.	Which	is	great.



But	Amber	Weinstein,	of	all	people,	is	a	too-close	second.	Which	is	not	great.
Not	to	mention	hard	to	believe.
“Because	Amber	can’t	‘act	smart,’”	Danielle	says.	“Because	she’s	a	babe.”
I	snort.	“It’s	the	twenty-first	century,	Danielle.”
“Of	all	people,	you	should	understand,	Parker.”
“Why?”
Danielle	fixes	me	with	a	hard	stare.	“Because	it’s	okay	for	guys	to	be	smart,

just	like	it’s	okay	for	guys	to	be	slutty.”
“And	that’s	the	way	it	should	be,”	I	say	lightly.
Danielle	rolls	her	eyes.
I	gaze	down	at	the	scribbled	note	Foxy	passed	along	to	me.
“All	I	need	are	a	couple	of	B’s	on	my	quizzes	in	AP	Calculus	and	I’m	toast,”	I

mutter.	I	get	a	tickle	in	my	throat.
Amber	Weinstein	should	focus	less	on	being	smart	and	more	on	being	a	babe.
Or,	at	the	very	least,	stop	going	out	with	Spaz.
It	 looks	 like	 Danielle	 wants	 to	 say	 more,	 but	 it’s	 almost	 time	 for	 dinner.

Besides,	I’ve	wasted	enough	time	today,	first	with	Foxy,	now	with	Danielle.	I’ve
got	a	paper	due	tomorrow	in	AP	Spanish,	plus	a	lecture	tonight	at	the	synagogue
on	“Emotional	Parenting.”
And	since	I’m	a	youth	representative,	I	can’t	not	go.	Just	like	I	can’t	drop	any

activity,	even	the	ones	I	hate,	because	I	need	them	for	college.

–––––

At	age	eleven,	I	set	my	sights	on	Princeton.
I	was	reading	by	the	time	I	started	kindergarten.	I’ve	been	a	straight-A	student

since	first	grade.	I’ve	had	a	college	consultant	since	I	was	a	freshman.
It’s	 a	competitive	world	and	 I	want	 to	do	 something	with	my	 life.	 I	want	 to

feed	 the	 hungry,	 and	 house	 the	 homeless,	 and	 stop	 global	 warming,	 and
eliminate	poverty	and	AIDS	and	war.
I	want	to	succeed.	I	want	to	make	Dad	happy.
Mom	 makes	 one	 of	 my	 favorites	 for	 dinner,	 chicken	 enchiladas,	 and	 it’s

absolute	torture	for	me	not	to	eat	as	many	as	I	want.	I	know	I	can	get	rid	of	them
later,	but	I	have	to	watch	it.	I	don’t	want	to	get	caught.



“How’s	calculus?”	Dad	asks.
I	 take	my	time	in	answering	this	question,	because	I’m	not	sure	how	much	I

can	fudge	it.
“It’s	getting	pretty	hard,”	I	say,	reaching	for	my	water	glass.	I’ve	been	really

thirsty	lately.
“Anything	worth	 doing	 is	 hard,”	 he	 says,	 smiling,	 but	 it’s	 not	 one	 of	 those

smiles	 that	 makes	 you	 want	 to	 smile	 back.	 “Nothing’s	 easy,	 Parker.	 And
anything	less	than	success	is	failure.”
I	say	nothing	in	response.	What	can	I	say?	I’ve	been	hearing	this	all	my	life.
“Parker	works	so	hard,”	Danielle	pipes	in.
I	turn	to	her	in	both	shock	and	admiration.	Danielle’s	braver	than	I’ll	ever	be.
Dad	smiles	again.	 “He	should	work	hard.	 If	he	wants	 to	make	something	of

himself.	It’s	tough	out	there.”
“Please	 pass	 the	 guacamole,	 Parker,”	Mom	 says	 pleasantly,	 and	 if	 I	weren’t

feeling	so	miserable	I	might’ve	laughed.
None	of	us	 talk	 for	 several	minutes.	Mom,	 in	her	 role	as	Passive	Bystander,

fills	the	silence	with	news	from	Sisterhood’s	Paid-Up	Membership	Dinner	about
who’s	 getting	 divorced,	 whose	 kid	 got	 accepted	 to	 medical	 school,	 who’s
moving	to	Boca.
I	pick	at	my	food,	keep	my	head	down,	and	try	to	make	myself	invisible.
Later	that	evening,	before	the	lecture	at	the	synagogue	and	instead	of	writing

my	AP	 Spanish	 paper,	 I	 sneak	 away	 to	 the	 twenty-four-hour	 drive-through	 at
McDonald’s,	order	two	Big	Mac	meals,	sit	at	the	furthest	end	of	the	parking	lot,
and	wolf	down	everything	in	less	than	seven	minutes.
Then	I	go	home	and	hurl	it	into	the	toilet	bowl.

Danielle
How	Mom	and	Dad
can	sit	in	this	auditorium
and	listen	to	“Emotional	Parenting”
without	feeling	like



it’s	directed	specifically	at	them
makes	no	sense	to	me	at	all.

“Wanting	our	kids	to	be	educated	is	a	Jewish	value,”	the	speaker	says.
“From	 their	 toddler	 years	we	 instill	 in	 them	 that	 the	 defining	moment	 of	 their
lives	will	be	the	college	admissions	process,	that	success	equals	admittance	to
a	top-tier	college.”

He	pauses	and	looks	around	the	room	slowly.
Everyone	suddenly	sits	up	straighter.
“The	Jewish	community	needs	to	redefine	success.
It	isn’t	getting	into	the	best	schools.
It	isn’t	making	a	lot	of	money.”

Parker	started	seeing	his	college	consultant
when	he	was	a	freshman,
but	Mom	and	Dad	haven’t	talked	to	me	about	it	yet.

Sometimes	I	want	them	to
drive	me	hard	too,
as	hard	as	they	drive	Parker.
Why	am	I	not	worth	that	kind	of	attention?
What	does	Parker	have	that	I	don’t	have?

But,	most	of	the	time,	I’m	glad	they	act
as	if	I	don’t	exist,
because	I	don’t	think	Parker’s	life
is	a	whole	lot	of	fun.

Or	is	it?

I	keep	looking	over	at	my	brother
to	see	his	reaction
to	the	speaker’s	words.

But	his	expression	is
emotionless
like	a	mask
like	it	was	at	dinner.



85	days	before

Parker
Track	is	one	of	the	extracurricular	activities	I	hate.
I’ve	been	pushing	myself	harder	lately	and	things	have	started	to	hurt.	Still,	I

tell	myself	I	can	take	it.	Besides,	if	I	can’t	hand	Dad	calc	on	a	silver	platter,	at
least	I	can	deliver	track.
We’re	doing	laps	outdoors	 today	even	though	the	wind	is	bitter	cold	and	my

nose	is	manufacturing	nonstop	snot	icicles.	Coach	has	his	obnoxious	whistle	in
one	hand	and	his	trusty	stopwatch	in	the	other.	He	barks	at	us	like	one	of	those
Marine	drill	sergeants	in	the	movies.	I	just	ran	a	200	meter,	but	Coach	gives	me
barely	enough	time	to	catch	my	breath	before	making	me	do	another	one.
I	haven’t	eaten	much	today.	No	breakfast	or	lunch,	just	a	Red	Delicious	apple

right	before	practice.
When	I	pass	the	bleachers,	a	girl	waves	at	me.
I	squint	into	the	sunlight.	It’s	Julianne.
Julianne!
I	smile,	then	frown,	then	smile	again.
Is	she	here	to	see	me?
What	if	I	do	something	lame?
I	wave	back	and	do	a	half-lap	past	her.	I	feel	dizzy.	But	this	time	it’s	different.

This	time	I	see	explosions	dancing	in	front	of	my	eyes.
Am	I	going	to	pass	out?
No.	Not	now.	Not	with	Julianne	here.
I	slow	down,	try	to	breathe	more	deeply,	but	it’s	too	late.
The	explosions	get	brighter	and	bigger.	Then	everything	goes	pitch	black.
I	crumple	 to	 the	squishy	red	track,	right	on	top	of	a	brightly	painted	number

five.
Coach	hurries	to	me,	Julianne	rushes	over,	the	whole	team	arrives.



I	can’t	look	at	anyone.
I	am	a	failure.

–––––

“Are	you	sure	you’re	okay?”	Julianne	asks.
“I’m	fine.”
We’re	leaning	against	my	car	in	the	school	parking	lot.
Coach	called	practice	over	and	sent	everybody	home.	Then	he	pulled	me	aside

and	made	me	lie	down	while	he	gave	me	a	lecture	on	taking	care	of	my	“temple”
and	being	a	responsible	athlete.
“I	didn’t	mean	to	…	distract	you,	Parker,”	Julianne	says.	“I	just	…	I	wanted	to

say	hi.”
“You	didn’t	distract	me,”	I	say.
I	reach	out	without	meaning	to,	and	Julianne	responds	immediately,	stepping

into	my	arms.	The	next	thing	I	know,	we’re	kissing	urgently.	Julianne	pulls	back
but	stays	in	my	embrace,	looking	up	at	me,	waiting.
“Parker?”	she	prompts.
“Julianne,	I	…	I	…	I’m	sorry.”
Spaz	and	Foxy	can	have	girlfriends	because	they’ve	got	nothing	to	hide.
Julianne	blinks	furiously,	then	squirms	out	of	my	arms,	sniffling.
I	 floor	 it	 to	 Dunkin’	 Donuts	 and	 inhale	 a	 dozen	 doughnuts,	 then	 get	 rid	 of

everything,	poof,	down	the	drain,	bye-bye.

84	days	before



Danielle
The	bathroom’s
been	smelling	funny	lately.
I’m	not	sure	what	it	is.

Why	do	Parker	and	I
have	to	share	a	bathroom
in	such	a	big	house?

Because	Mom	says	we
need	to	learn	to	live
“cooperatively.”

Whatever	that’s	supposed	to	mean.

83	days	before

It	makes	sense,	I	guess,	when	you	say	it.
It’s	totally	different	when	you	have	to	live	it.
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