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VA STATED Will Tavares is the dream summer fling?he’s fun, affectionate,
kind?but just when Ollie thinks he’s found his Happily Ever After,
PR A summer vacation ends and Will stops texting Ollie back. Now Ollie is

one prince short of his fairytale ending, and to complicate the fairytale
further, a family emergency sees Ollie uprooted and enrolled at a

new school across the country. Which he minds a little less when he
realizes it's the same school Will goes to...except Ollie finds that the
sweet, comfortably queer guy he knew from summer isn’t the same
one attending Collinswood High. This Will is a class clown,
closeted?and, to be honest, a bit of a jerk.

Ollie has no intention of pining after a guy who clearly isn’t ready for
a relationship, especially since this new, bro-y jock version of Will
seems to go from hot to cold every other week. But then Will starts
“coincidentally” popping up in every area of Ollie’s life, from music
class to the lunch table, and Ollie finds his resolve weakening. The
last time he gave Will his heart, Will handed it back to him trampled
and battered. Ollie would have to be an idiot to trust him with it again.

Right? Right.
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It was late afternoon, on the very last Wednesday of August, when | realized Disney
had been lying to me for quite some time about Happily Ever Afters.

Because, you see, | was four days into mine, and my prince was nowhere to be found.
Gone. Vanished.

“I"ll definitely never forget you,” he'd said.

“1 don’t think I’ ve ever been this happy,” he’'d said.

“Please don’t lose contact. | need to see you again one day,” he'd said.

So why was | here, ditting at the kitchen counter and banging my head against a
metaphorical wall, weighing up the pros and cons of sendingyet anothermessage to
him?

Like, okay. Yes, if | sent another it’d be three in arow.Y esthat was semi-stalker level.
But | could rationalize this. The first message he'd ignored was in response to his
own text on Saturday night. He'd said good night, and I'd saidgood night. End of
conversation. He wasn't required to respond. So | could barely even count that.

Then the second message I’ d sent didn’t exactlydemanda reply.

Sunday, 11:59 AM



Totally failed at sneaking home. Mom killed me. #worthit. Please don’t judge me for
using a hashtag. I’ m too cool to abide by your mundane social expectations.

Read Sunday, 2:13 PM

| mean, he could’ ve glanced at that on his drive home and smiled, and not realized he
was meant to text back, right? There wasn't strictly a question there, so it was
possible. Or maybe he'd seen it, gotten halfway through a reply, and been distracted
by something.

Like ahouse fire. Or an alien abduction.

For four days.

Redlly, if you thought about it, | had to message him again. In a cool, casual, not
desperate kinda way obviously. But with a question this time. So if he saw it and
didn’t reply, then I’ d knowfor surehe was ignoring me.

Okay. | could do this. Thiswasn't abig deal. It was just a guy texting another guy. A
guy who knew all my biggest secrets, had spent the better part of seven weeks
making out with me, and hadSeen. Me. Naked™.

A guy who'd convinced me hereally, really liked me.

A guy who’ dbetterhave been abducted by goddamn aliens.

So maybe a little bit of clinginess from me was justified. As long as it didn’tcome
acrossas clingy, of course.

Simple. Okay. Go.



Hey Will! Soll

Nope. Backspace. Too planned looking.

Dude, you’d never guess what |

What Iwhat? There was no way to complete that sentence.

So, I’'m assuming you’ ve probably been abducted by aliens, but on the off chance you
haven’'t been

“Ollie. Do you have a second?’

| jumped so hard | almost pressed Send. And let’s be honest, if I’d done that, | might
as well have thrown myself in the lake. | tried not to seem too flustered as Mom sat
on the wooden stool next to me. For good measure, | backspaced the message-in-
progress. Just in case. “Uh, sure. What's up?’

Uh-oh. She had thatlookon her face.
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My first thought was that it'd happened. Aunt Linda had passed away. | held my
breath. Asin literally. Like if | was caught breathing it'd make it true, and our family
would fall right off its precarious perch on the edge of acliff called cancer.

That was the reason we'd come to North Carolina in the first place, after al, when
Aunt Linda's health took a turn for the worse and she'd needed some time away, to
chill out and see family and actually enjoy herself for once. Obviously, my family
wanted to see her, so we met her here at the lake, the farthest she could safely go for a
holiday. It was the biggest trip I'd taken from California in years, so I'd been more
than up for it. 1I'd been appointed the unofficial, unpaid, uncomplaining—but only
becausethey’re so damn cute—nanny to her kids, and we'd rented side-by-side lake
houses. Things had been good. Great, even. Best summer of my life|I’d have said.

But now it was almost over, and it couldn’t be ending like this. Itcouldn’ tbe.

“Well, sweetie...” Mom started.

Dead. Dead. Dead.

“Aunt Lindais—"

Dead.

“—well, you know, she’s not doing great. Y ou’ ve been such a help over the summer,
but before that Uncle Roy was run thin trying to care for the kids and Linda, and they

can't afford child care with the hospital bills. Not to mention all the extra things they
could use a hand with at the moment. She's my sister. | want to make sure I'm here



for her.”

Wait. So Aunt Lindahadn’tpassed away? The relief hit me so hard | amost missed
Mom’s next words, too dizzy with happiness to focus.

“Your father and | have decided to put the house up for rent for a while. Maybe for a
year or so. We have a place we can stay in Collinswood. Only a few streets away
from Roy and Linda, actually. We'll go back to San Jose next week to grab our stuff
and say good-bye to everyone for now. You'll be back here in time to start the school
year.”

Wait, what? What, what, and what, exactly?

“Stay... here? Move here, you mean? To North Carolina?’

But we were supposed to be going home next week. How could wecome back?

Mom shrugged. Her blue, deep-set eyes had heavy bags underneath them, and her
lightweight black cardigan was inside out. The tag, poking meekly out of the side
seam,rustled as she dropped her arms by her sides. “Ollie, we don’t have a choice.”

“But... do you... could | stay at home, and you guys can stay here?” Hey, the more |
thought about it, the more sense it made. Just because | had fun playing babysitter for
the summer didn’t mean | wanted to drop everything and make it a permanent role.
“Yeah, actually, that could work. | can take care of the house, and | can drive myself
around. | can pay the bills myself. I'll pick up a few extra shifts at the store. | can
come up later, if it looks like you'll be here for a while, but... | mean, Mom, the
band. And the guys. | can’t...”

Mom rested her elbows on the counter and buried her forehead in her palms. “Ollie.
Please. Don't make this any more difficult.”



| slumped back, staring at my phone. What was | supposed to say here? It's not that |
was a brat or anything, but this was a lot to take in. My mind raced as it tried to
process the enormity of it al. Senior year without any of my friends? At a totally
unfamiliar school, with teachers who didn’t know me, right when grades actually
started to matter? I’ d have to quit my job, and my band, and I’ d miss homecoming...

Then | peeked back at Mom, and | only had to take one look at the expression on her
face to realize this was non-negotiable. Reluctantly, | shoved all the reasons why this
would ruin everything to the back of my mind. I’d come to terms with it all later. In
my room. After finding an appropriately melancholy playlist on Spotify.

But—but—but,a part of me piped up.It's not all melancholy. Now you live in the
same state as Will. Seeing him again might actually be plausible now.

My stomach flipped at the thought. You had silver linings,and you had platinum
linings. This lining was firmly of the platinum variety. “Okay. Well, it’s... sudden.
But okay. We'll make it work.”

Mom brightened, and pulled me into a hug. “That was easier than | expected.”

My voice came out muffled against her chest. “I reserve the right to complain
constantly moving forward. I’d sound like a monster if | said no and you know it. Not

that | had a choice, did |?

As Mom let me go, she gave a brief laugh. “No, God no, but | appreciate the
cooperation all the same.”

“At least you're honest.” | forced a smile, and Mom hopped off the stool to start
lunch preparations.

“Wewillmake it work, | promise,” she said as she clattered around in the crisper to



retrieve some tomatoes and |ettuce. “ Sometimes we have to make sacrifices for the
people we love, right? It might not be ideal, but we may aswell do it with agrin.”

| nodded absentmindedly and went back to my phone. At least the first problem was
solved. Thistotally counted as a good enough reason to send multiple text messages.

Now he' d have to reply, right?

Wednesday, 6:05 PM

Hey. So. Funny story. I'm moving to NC for a while. I'm going to be living in
Collinswood. Any chance that’s near you?
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Unread

| was joking about the aliens thing, but it was starting to seem like the only plausible
explanation. Who doesn’'t touch their phone for twelve days?No onethat’s who.
Serioudly. Since | sent that text, I'd:

Packed.

L eft the lake house.

Flown home.

Packed up myentire house.

Said good-bye to all my friends.

Consumed three milkshakes of pure misery. One with Ryan, one with Hayley, and
one more with Ryan because he had a late-night craving after already officially
saying good-bye to me.

Flown to freaking Collinswood, A.K.A. Podunk Nowhere.

Unpacked myentirehouse.

Cried in secret twice.

Cried alittle bit in front of my parents once.



Made a blood vow with myself to stop freaking crying.

Taken atour of Podunk Nowhere and cried on the inside a bit when | realized all my
shopping was going to have to be online from here on oui.

WatchedFrozenthree times. Twice, with my cousins in the room. Once, on my own
because it was aready in the DVD player and | couldn’t be bothered to changeit.

And in al that time, not one message from Will? Screw that. | was officially over it.

Not so over it that | didn't want to vent, though. And tonight was my chance. After
severa failed attempts, Ryan, Hayley, and | had finally found atime we were all free
to Skype. I'd intended to take the call in my room, but Mom decided at the last
minute that she needed me in the kitchen to peel the cucumbers for the salad. So |
multitasked, with the laptop on the dining room table and a cutting board beside it.

Mom and Dad were cooking a special dinner to celebrate the grand opening of our
new kitchen. Trouble was, our special meals were usually takeout, since we neverhad
people over for dinner and therefore had no one to impress but ourselves. And pad
thai from the restaurant down the street had historically impressed al three of us
without fail in San Jose.

By the time Dad cracked (no pun intended) and pulled up a Gordon Ramsay tutorial
on YouTube to copy from, tensions were running high. To make things worse,
joining us in the kitchen were my very bored and crabby cousins, Cristaand Dylan.

Basically, the house was chaos, and adding a Skype call into it all didn’t help.

“It’s dlittle loudon your end,” Ryan said, making a face into the camera. On the bed
beside him, Hayley burst into giggles.



“Right, sorry. Just try to ignoreit,” | said. | had to speak on an angle in order to peel
the cucumbers.

Ryan said something in response, but he was drowned out by Crista’s whining.

“Aunt Catherine? Aunt Catherine? Aunt Catherine?’ She followed Mom around the
kitchen, holding onto her bowl of apple slices and cheddar cheese, while Mom
pretended she couldn’t hear.

“Sorry, what?’ | asked the screen.

Ryan and Hayley gave me matching amused looks. “I said, have you unpacked yet?’
Ryan yelled.

| opened my mouth to reply, but ended up with an apple dlice shoved
unceremoniously in my face. “Don’t like theskin,” Dylan said in afirm voice, waving
the apple around.

“It'salittle late for that, buddy,” | said. “Just eat around it.”

“Theskin.”

“1I"m busy right now, I’m peeling something else. I’ d getcucumber juice all over your
apple. Go get Aunt Catherine to help you.”
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“Aunt Catherine” gave me awarning look, and | ducked behind my laptop.

Hayley’ s face had taken over the screen, so close | could aimost count her pale blond
eyelashes. “So, we wanted to tell you in person, but we' ve been asked to play at
Nathaniel’s!”

My mouth dropped open. “Wait,really?’ Nathaniel’s was the dream when it came to
underage gigs. Sure, it wasn'texactlyour audience, but the people who went there
tended to be pretty open-minded when it came to music. If anything, we'd be likely to
end up with a bunch of new fans who'd never heard of us.

WEell, not “we,” | guessed. They. They would end up with new fans.

“Ollie, Ollie, Dylan wants you to cut the skin off his apple,” Crista said, appearing at
my side out of thin air.

“I heard him. I’m just trying to talk to my friends right now.”

“Your hands are free, aren’t they?”” Mom asked from across the kitchen. “Can’t you
grab afresh knife?’

“Beright back,” | said to Ryan and Hayley, but Hayley held up a hand.

“No, look, we can barely hear you. Go hold the fort. We have to practice, anyway.
WEe'll tell you more when we can talk properly.”

But | hadn’t even had a chance to tell them about Will. Or Collinswood. Or how Aunt



Lindawas. “Oh. Oh, okay. Sure. We'll Skype soon, then, | guess?’

“Y eah, when we're all free. Soon.”

| wrapped up the call, then dutifully removed the offending apple peel, to Dylan’'s
delight.

Over by the stove, Mom hovered behind Dad, helpfully critiquing his cooking
choices. “There's some more room in the skillet,” she pointed out, leaning against the
counter. “Why don’t you put it al in? 1t'll speed things up.”

“Gordon saysif | put too much meat in the pan it’ [l cook unevenly.”

“Well, God forbid you disobey Gordon.”

“Woe betide the fool that tries, Catherine.”

Outside, a car engine rumbled up the driveway. Crista and Dylan perked up as one,
and, abandoning their snacks, sprinted to the front door, with me following after
them.“Mama's here, Mama's here, Mama' s here.”

Aunt Linda had barely walked through the door when she was barreled over by two
pint-sized missiles. “Ooff! Oh my gosh, | was only gone for a few hours.” She
laughed, pulling them in for a hug.

Tonight, she looked weaker than usual. She'd lost her thick black hair a while ago,
and while | was used to seeing her bald, tonight she still wore the paisley scarf she
wrapped around her head when she went out. Weirdly, the scarf reminded me how
much things had changed more than the hair loss did. Maybe it was because Linda
had been so anti-headwear for longer than I’d been alive. | couldn’t even picture her
in asun hat, or beanie, or anything.



“They’'re attention-starved,” | said. “We' ve been neglecting them.”

“l know, that’s why | leave them here. It makes me look better by comparison, and
they’ reso much more grateful to have me,” she said, poking the kids playfully in their
stomachs as she spoke. They shrieked with laughter.

“How wasit?” Mom asked as we entered the kitchen.

“Oh, you know. It's a hospital. Glad it exists, but awaysgladder to be leaving it.”
Aunt Linda lifted her handbag and nodded toward the living room. “Just let me put
my things down, I’ll be two seconds.”

“1 hope you' re hungry,” Mom said to her retreating back.

Aunt Linda' s voice was bright and cheerful as she replied. “To be honest, Cathy, |
don’t remember what hunger feelslike.”

Mom rolled her eyes, then caught sight of me slumping back down at the dining room
table. “How’ s the salad coming along?’

“Oh, fine.” | reached for the peeler again.

“Sorry we interrupted your call.”

| nodded, not trusting myself to reply without getting all emotional again. I'd just
really wanted to talk to Ryan and Hayley. So much had been uprooted. | just wanted
something that felt normal.

Mom pushed down on my hand to get me to let go of the peeler. “Ollie, you need to

relax. You'll have plenty of opportunities to talk with your friends. Everything will
be fine. | want you to practice some mindfulness.”
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“No, Mom—"

“Yes, Ollie. With me.” Experience told me I’d best play along. Fighting would take
longer than giving in at this point. “Now, | want you to picture all the things you're
grateful for. This lovely big house that costs an eighth of the rent of the one in San
Jose. How's that for a start? Big houses, and clean air, and having your parents
around to cook you a nutritious meal ... are you experiencing the gratitude?’

“Oh, totally.”

“Oliver, | don’'t want any of your sarcasm. Picture yourfingertips. How do they feel?
How does the wood feel underneath them? Ollie?’

“Mom, honestly | fedl alittle claustrophobic right now.”

She took her hands off my shoulders with a sheepish grimace. “ Sorry. But work with
me here, Ollie. Y ou need to be relaaaaxed, and caaaallmm.”

See, Mom has some ideas about the world. She's not super religious. Just more, |
guess... spiritual? Basically, she believes in a Great, Ethereal Being out there in the
universe that gives us whatever we want as long as we pretend that we're totally
happy and satisfied and positive. If we're angry about something, though, it gives us
more of it. A Great, Ethereal, petty-as-fuck Being, casually chilling out in the
universe.

Which could ve abducted Will, now that | thought about it.



Not that | cared about Will anymore, right?

Well, if | kept saying that, maybe the Great, Ethereal Being would make it so.

It took me so long to assemble a decent first-impression outfit for my introduction to
Collinswood High that | practically sprinted downstairs, intending to dive straight
into the car. My plans were thwarted, though, when | found both my parents in the
kitchen, determined to put together breakfast for me. And, to my dismay, they
wouldn’t take “no time” for an answer.

They’d decided on scrambled eggs. Which sounds simple, and fast. And it probably
is, when you don’'t go through three failed batches. By the time they managed to
produce an edible meal between them, the floor wadlittered with meal detritus in the
form of eggshells, burnt toast, salt, pepper, and errant smudges of butter. It was
apocalypse by breakfast.

| inhaled the eggs as quickly as | could, dripping butter down the front of my jacket in
the process.Fantastic.| debated changing, and ended up abandoning it altogether. |
sprinted to the car, nearly tripping over my own feet.

First day, the very first day, and | was going to besolate.

| made my way to school with all the speed of a ninety-year-old on their way to bingo
night. Not my fault, | might add. | just happened to hit every single red light. Straight
flush. How lucky can aguy get?

Luckier than even that, it would seem. | was apparently the very last person to get to
school, because every single parking space was occupied. Swearing, | turned down

the blaring music and crawled around the Collinswood High parking lot.

No spots.



Still no spots.

And yet, somehow, still no empty spaces even after five full minutes of scanning.
Thiswas simply joyous.

Finally, | found a place, right at the edge of the lot. It was under one of those trees
that drop sappy, sticky blossoms over everything in the vicinity. Silver lining: shade.
Not-so-silver lining: I’ d be spending the weekend with a hose and rag in my driveway
in exchange for the privilege of parking here. Did | accept the trade-off? Well, put it
this way: | was late enough by then I'd have parked on top of a portal to hell if it
meant | could stop circling this damn lot.

| ripped my keys out from the ignition and launched myself out of the car. Except |
vastly overestimated my skills of dexterity. In other words, | may have faled to
properly unhook my left arm from the seat belt beforeleaping out the door.
Whichmayhave resulted in me being yanked backward with enough of ajolt to throw
me into the car’s side, and then to my knees like a human pinball. God almighty, this
morning was some sort of sick joke.

In the brief seconds | spent slumped on the concrete, one arm dangling above my
head in a seat belt sling, | had an epiphany. Everything happened for a reason, and
somehow, something out there had been looking out for me after all. That’ swhy | was
running so late. So, when | made a spectacular idiot out of myself, I'd have precisely
zero witnesses.

While | was in the process of practicing mindful gratitude and disentangling myself
from the seat belt | realized | was, unfortunately, mistaken. The Great, Ethereal Being
of the universe hated me after all. Because a girl stood two spots over, clutching her
books and staring at me.

She was pretty, in apolished, “it’ s the first day of school and | want to impress’ way,



dressed in a blazer, skinny jeans, and high-heeled boots. Her dark brown skin was
totally pimple-and blemish-free, her lips wore a swipe of clear lip gloss, and her curls
sat fluffy and voluminous on her shoulders.

Well, this was mortifying.

“1,” | called out to her, “am fine. Just to clarify.”

The girl shifted her rather large pile of books to lock her own car. “That’s a relief,”
she said. “I was concerned for aminute.”

“No need.” | straightened and grabbed my backpack off of the passenger seat. Semi-
smooth recovery.

“That’s okay then.” The girl shot me a quick smile, then turned her attention back to
her car. | figured the conversation was over, and started the awkward journey past
her.As | got closer, though, | realized why she was staring at her car. Her clicker
thingy wasn’'t working.

Obviousdly, | couldn’t afford to be any later on my first day. But it so happened | was
quite the expert in the operation of clicker thingies. So | couldn’t very well justify
walking past without helping, right? Not least of all because it might further anger the
Great, Ethereal Being of the universe.



Page 6

Source Creation Date: June 26, 2025, 4:45 am

“Canl giveit ashot? | asked as| reached the girl.

She hesitated. Which was fair, given what she’ d seen of my competence levels so far.
| straightened and tried to twist my face into an “I’ve totally got this” expression. It
must have worked, because she shrugged and passed me her keys. “Go for the gold.”

Stepping around to the front of the car, | brandished the clicker and pressed as hard as
possible. For good measure, | focused on gratitude and positive thinking, with a dash
of mindfulness thrown in. To my great relief, the headlights flashed, and the car
locked.

Asfar as| was concerned, that was me mostly redeemed in the eyes of this morning’'s
only witness. Score one for Ollie. Ethereal Being: three billion. The gap was closing.

The girl raised her eyebrows, impressed. “ Thank you.”

| went to pass the clicker back to her, but her hands were kind of busy with the stack
of ten or so books balanced in the crook of her arm.

“Um, do you need a hand with all that?' | asked as we hurried on. The redbrick
school building loomed in the distance, all menacing and intimidating. It was three
stories high, with practicallyacresof freshly trimmed grass between the parking lot
and the entrance, cut through the middle by a steep pathway lined with flagpole after
flagpole. Why was Collinswood High so enormous? Collinswood wasa teensy little
pond, and it had no business boasting a school building that could house an ocean’s
worth of fish.



The girl laughed. Ouch. Shut down, much? “You wanna carry my books to class?’
she asked. “What isthis, the fifties?’

“Not all your books,” | said. “Just maybe one or two of the light ones.” | pointed to
the two paperbacks on top. “Y ou could probably manage the rest without me.”

“1 think | can manageallof them without you, thanks all the same.”

If it had come from someone else | might’ ve been offended by that, but this girl had a
way of half-smiling that made me feel like | was in on a joke with her. | decided |
liked her. | hooked her key chain through one finger and held it up. “Guess I' [l walk
these to your class, then?’

“Actualy, that'd be really great.” She offered me a brilliant grin, which | caught and
threw back to her. Up this close, she smelled like sugary flowers. “So, guessing
you're new,” she continued. “That, or you're a serioudy tall freshman.”

“Nope. A regular-sized senior. I'm Ollie. | just moved here from California, | guess.
Kind of. Possibly temporarily, possibly for awhile. Depends on some family stuff.”

WEell, gee, are you sure that was awkward enough, Ollie? If you try really hard, you
could sound evenweirder. Don't settle for halfway, here.

The girl didn’t seem to notice the word-vomit. “I figured you weren’t from around
here. Y our accent and all. Anyway, I'm Juliette. Where's your homeroom? | can take
you, if you want.”

Hey,lwasn't the one with an accent. In fact, Juliette had even more of a Southern
drawl than most of the otherpeople I’d met so far. If | had to guess, I'd say Juliette
had originated from farther south. So, it seemed someone else wasn't from uh-ree-
ound hay-err. I’d have to ask another time, though: Juliette had reminded me how late



| was. | racked my brain to access the memory of my homeroom teacher. It had
blurred together with the twenty other names I’d tried to memorize. “Um, I’'m with
Ms. Hurstenwild, | think.”

“Oh, snap, you' re with us! That makes things easy. Follow me Ollie-oop.”

“Ollie-oop?’

“Ollie-oop. Alley-oop. Rall with it, "kay? It sounds cute.”

“For a three-year-old, maybe,” | protested, but Juliette didn't seem to hear me.
Convenient. She picked up her pace and powered up the path, through the glass
dliding doors, and down several empty hallways. | hurried after her, cheeks flushing.
Great. Everyone was aready in class.

She stopped short somewhere in the maze of classrooms and nodded toward a door.
Right. She had no hands.

As expected, a sea of unfamiliar heads turned as | walked in. Awesome. To my relief,
Juliette stepped in front of me. “Hey, Ms. H. Sorry I'm late. Ollie was lost, so |
stopped to help him.”

Way to throw me under the bus, Juliette. Ms. Hurstenwild, a middle-aged woman
with an underbite and a neck that was too thick for the high collar of her shirt, didn’t
seem pissed though. “I’'ll give you a pass today, Juliette, but you'll have to get
creative for meto fal for that for the next hundred and eighty mornings.”

Juliette headed straight to an empty desk. How did she know which was hers? How
would | know where | was meant to go? “I wouldn’t dream of it, Ms. H,” she said.
“I'll only blame it on Ollie for two weeks, max.”



Ms. Hurstenwild turned to me. Self-conscious, | crossed my arms over my chest. Was
| supposed to introduce myself here? Was | supposed to insist that Juliette did not
represent me?

“Good morning, Oliver. Glad to see you found your way here.”

Oh. That wasn't so bad. | managed a smile. | managed to breathe. | even managed to
ignore the rest of the students staring at me. For afew seconds, anyway.

Ms. Hurstenwild gestured to the back of the classroom. “You can take that seat.
We're going over some housekeeping things to kick off the term.”

| scanned the faces at first, then, overwhelmed, | settled for staring at the floor. It
wasn't that | was hugely shy or anything. | just... | mean, come on. No one relishes
feeling like a zoo animal, right?

Luckily, I made it to my desk without anyone throwing popcorn at me, which was a
great success as far as | was concerned. Ms. Hurstenwild started talking about hall
passes and library access, and | probably should’'ve been paying attention, but my
gaze kept wandering around the class. There were thirty or so students. On the
surface, they weren't any different from the kids back home. Only your usual
distribution of pretty to plain, self-assured to awkward, skinny jeans to boot cut to
miniskirts. But while the class might not be any different from the ones back home, |
could be. Different, that is. | was a blank slate now. Anything could happen from here
on out. Any of these people might become my best friends or worst enemies by the
end of the year. | was totally in charge of my destiny. Whatever move | made today
might make or break the year.
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But no pressure, right? As long as | didn't get tangledin any more seat belts, and
tamed my use of the English language, | should be okay.

“Should” being the key word.

Suddenly, | realized Ms. Hurstenwild had stopped speaking, and people were
moving. | froze—was it first period already? There hadn’'t been a bell? But before |
could react, Juliette had plopped her butt on the front of my desk. She had two girls
with her. One was tall and curvy, with thick eyelashes straight out of a Covergirl
advertisement, and cool brown skin. She was decked out head to toe in brand-name
workout gear, from her wool sweater to her three-quarter yoga pants. The other girl,
in aslightcontrast, wore a pale lavender, frilly dress, that shouldn’t have worked with
her equally pale skin but somehow did, paired with a leather jacket and Converse.
That, plus the heavy eyeliner and slumped posture, made her the spitting image of
half of my friends back home. Unfortunately, she was the only one of the girls who
looked less than impressed to see me.

“Ollie-oop, thisis Niamh and Lara,” Juliette said, pointing to the L’Oréal model and
the punk-looking chick respectively.Neev?People had weird names in North
Carolina. “Guys, Ollie moved here from California. Apparently he could move back
at any time, at the drop of a hat.”

Goddamnit, my face was flushing. All right. My turn to speak. Maybe | should take
this opportunity to prove my firm grasp on my first language. “Hi. Y eah, we spent the
summer here, and my parents figured hey, why bother going home, let's hang out
here dl year.”



Niamh looked puzzled. “Really? That seems like an... unusual thing to do.”

He shoots, he misses. “Um... yeah, no, it was... it was a, uh... ajoke... we didn’t
really... um... my aunt’s sick, so we're staying here for awhileto help out.”

All three girls stared at me. | stared back at them. Then an enormous black hole
opened up in the floor and | happily let it suck me into the depths of the earth.

Lara puffed out her cheeks. “That's a downer.” Juliette not-so-subtly elbowed her,
and Lara made a show of nursing her rib cage. “Jesus, Jule, the hell was that for?”

“S0o you spent the summer in town?’ Juliette asked, raising her voice over Lara’s,
clearly trying to smooth over the awkwardness.

“Not right here, no. We were at the lake. Thisis my first time in Collinswood since |
was alittle kid.”

“Oh cool,” Niamh jumped in. “| spent aweek over there, too. We probably walked by
each other a dozen times without even realizing. How funny.”

“Niamh likes to spend as much time there as she can,” Juliette said. “She's
completely convinced she'll end up in atorrid summer romance one year.”

“Closest | got was Grandpa's lawn-bowling buddy,” Niamh said, fiddling with her
necklace, a ssimple rose-gold chain with a rose pendant dangling at the end. A rose-
gold rose. “But he was more into me than | was into him, unfortunately. | don’t mind
an older man, but | draw the line at sixty.”

I’d seen Niamh’'s necklace before—on Juliette, | realized, looking between them.
Yup, identical. On a hunch, | glanced at Lara. A rose glittered at the base of her
throat, too, catching the fluorescent light.



Juliette tapped Niamh’'s arm good-naturedly. “That’s what | keep telling you. If you
want adventure, you're gonna have to go a little farther than the lake, don’t you
think? Scandal ous summer romances aren’t athing in North Carolina.”

| played my poker face. As far as | was concerned, |I'dnailed it. That is, until Lara
narrowed her eyes at me, leaned her elbows on my desk, and said, “Or not? Ollie?’

| blinked. “HmmM?”’
But it was too late to play innocent. Lara gave me an evil smile and pointed right at
me. “1 saw that look! What didyouget up to over the break? I’'m assuming she was

younger than sixty.”

The flush from before would’ ve been but a soft glow compared to the way | must
look now. “Um... |, uh...”

Juliette jumped on board now. “Hedid, oh myGod.Niamh, | stand corrected.”

Niamh pouted. “ Some people get al the luck.”

A nervous laugh burst out of my throat like a shaken soda can fizzing over. “lsn’t it
time for class?’

“Nope,” said Juliette. “Didn’t you hear Ms. H? She's giving us five minutes to catch
up on summer goss. So, please, goss.”

Lara grabbed an empty chair from a nearby desk and sat in it back to front, lavender
frills bouncing every which way. “Y eah, regale us with al the R-rated details, would

you? God knows the rest of us don’t have much to report from over the summer.”

“You don't?" Juliette asked her. “ That’s disappointing.”



Larawaved ahand in her face. “We're not talking about me right now.”

On the one hand, | barely knew these girls, so should | really be sharing so much with
them so early? On the other hand, they seemed interested, and I’d barely had the
chance to talk about it with my friends back home in the big moving rush. If | didn’t
tell someone soon, the words were going to overflow right out of my pores.

| swallowed. “Well... maybe| did, | guess...”

Three heads turned back to me, and the stage personswiveled the spotlight right on
my face. Juliette circled ahand in midair. “Y eesss?’
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“1 did meet someone,” | said. “And... yeah, some things did happen. Um...”
“Someone? Guy or girl or...?" Juliette interrupted.

Well. So much for tiptoeing around pronouns. I'd known I’ d have to “come out” here
sooner or later, if you could call it coming out when I'd been out for years. But I'd
areadygonethrough all that awkwardness back home. | kind of felt like I'd paid my
dues, you know? Also, notably, Collinswood, North Carolina, was possibly
atadhigher difficulty level on the coming-out spectrum than San Jose. I'd hoped it'd
happen more organically, like people would kind of figure it out, and we'd all just
know and act like it was normal, because itwasnormal for me, and we could skip off
into the sunset with zero interrogations.

And yet.

“Guy,” | said finally. Weirdly, it was hard to make my mouth form the word. After all
these years being comfortable and confident in myself back home, | felt fourteen
again. And | didnotappreciate it.

Juliette nodded like she' d expected it. Niamh raised her eyebrows and tilted her head,
as though she’'d spotted a rare bird or something. Lara blinked, and made a lemon-
sucking face. Well fine. Screw her. | didn't particularly care about her approval
anyway, so.

After adight pause that came close to uncomfortable, Niamh and Juliette spoke up at
the same time.



“What' s his name?’

“Do you have a picture?’

| hesitated, then figured why not? | flicked through his Instagram—for such a hot
guy, his pictures sure didn't do him justice—until | found a photo that was
acceptable. Iheld the phone out to Juliette, and Lara leaned over to peek. | wished she
wouldn’'t, but | couldn’'t exactly ask her to keep her nose out of it, could 1? “His
name' sWill,” | said.

Juliette and Lara made identical taken-aback expressions. “I know,” | said. “He's out
of my league, right?’

“Don’'t knock yourself,” Niamh chided, holding her hand out to see. Juliette passed it
to her silently. Niamh checked the photo, then turned it back around to Juliette.
“Wait, Will—"

“He's dl right,” Lara interrupted, holding up a hand, all traces of lemon lips
vanished. “And have you told Prince Charming you’ re staying south?’

Good question. “Uh... well... he hasn’'t posted anything in awhile, so I’'m not sure he
saw,” | faltered. No need to go into the painful details of how many texts he'd left
unanswered. “The move happened pretty quickly.”

“Oh? So he doesn’'t know you're here?’ Lara asked.

| had no idea what her angle was, but it was clear from her tone—and Juliette’s
sideways glance at her—that she wasn't asking out of empathy. Probably to rub in
that 1’d been rejected. Which was the case, let’ s be honest. Who disappears off social
media with no warning for two solid weeks? He'd probably blocked me from seeing
his new posts. What happens at the lake stays at the lake, right?



“Well... no,” | said. So much for hiding the “he’s ignoring me” thing. “I mean, there
could be a good reason he's gone quiet. He didn’'t really seem like a player, you
know? He was really sweet. And | actually... kind of... don't know where he lives,
exactly. He told me once, but I’ ve forgotten.”

Juliette and Niamh exchanged glances with Lara, then they offered me weak smiles.
“Who knows?’ Juliette said. “He could totally have a reason.”

She wasn't convincing. Eurgh, was itthatobvious? And here I’d been holding out
some hope it wasn't personal. But of course it was. A guy like that wouldn’t go for
someone like me in real life. | guess | was probably just the best option he had
available at the time.

After watching my face as | got more and more dejected, Larajumped in and changed
the topic. Which was nice of her. Maybe I'd judged her too quickly. “Anyway, Ollie,
has anyone told you about the party at Rachel’ s tonight?’

“1 don’t even know who Rachel is, so, nope.”

“It’ s our back-to-school-bash thing. Y ou should come with us,” Juliette said, clapping
once. “We're getting ready at my place after dinner. Can you get there around
seven?’

| thought about it. On a Tuesday? | got that it was the first day of school, butreally?
It'"d take a lot of bribery on my part to get permission. Assuming no one needed me
for babysitting. | could deal with that if it came up, though. | knew what happened if
you turned down your first invitation at a new school: you never got a second one. I'd
seen it happen a few times to kids back home. If | could help it, it wouldn’t happen to
me. “Y eah, sure. Text me your address.”

With that, we hastily exchanged numbers. Then the bell was ringing, and Juliette was



dragging me by the wrist to my first class. It seemed | was adopted into the rose-
necklace group. Provisiondly at least. I’d far from nailed my first impression, but
apparently it hadn’t been atotal falil.

Good. This was good. Homeroom: achievement unlocked. The hardest part was over.
It'"d be all downhill from here. | could fedl it.

| buried my toes in the sand while the kids played in the shallows. It was one of those
days where it was so warm the horizon seemed wavy and distorted. The sky was a
darker, richer blue than usual, contrasting starkly against the fir-covered hills across
the lake.

A shadow to my right told me | wasn't alone. Not that | was strictly alone to begin
with—there were at least forty others scattered around, bobbing in the water,
lounging on beach towels, perched at picnic benches. But none of them noticed me.

Will sat down beside me, staring out at the lake as he did. Today he wore dark denim
shorts and a crisp white V-neck that made his warm skin seem even deeper. “ Those

kids yours?’ he asked, without glancing at me. He was being cute. | kind of loved it.

“Nope. Never seen them in my life,” | joked.
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“Oh. Excellent. Shall we go somewhere a bit more private, then?’

| bumped my shoulder against his, grinning. “Wish | could. I'm on duty 'til at |east
two or three, though.”

He kicked off his shoes and settled in. “Good thing I’ ve cleared my calendar for the
day.”

| brightened. “Yeah? Don’'t you have that buffet tonight?’

“Technicaly, | do. But | thought about it, and realized I’ d rather hang with you. Hope
you don’t mind me imposing.”

There they were again. The familiar butterflies. They spent a lot of time fluttering
around lately. “Wdll, it'sabit of an inconvenience.”

“You'll forgive mefor it eventually.”

Cristanoticed him first, and she sprinted out of the water, with Dylan toddling closely
behind her. “Will! Will, you missed me before, | did a handstand.”

“A handstand? Now I’ m impressed. Do you think you could do it again?’

| may have dlipped into the dinner conversation that | was super late for school after
they forced me to stop for breakfast. Just to amp up the likelihood I'd get a yes and
escape the house tonight. | know, | know, | shouldn’t have been guilting my parents
when they had tried to do something nice for me, but | was desperate. It worked like a



charm, too. After graciously forgiving them, | brought up the party in a casual tone,
and the next thing | knew they’d said yes—with the caveat that Mom had to drop me
off and pick me up. It was afamily rule for any event that might have alcohol around
somewhere, in case | made Bad Choices.

| ended up at Juliette’'s at seven-thirty. There was something about this town.
Everyone seemed to live in semi-mansions. At least, compared to my suburb back
home.It was like no one here had ever heard of a single-storey house.

Juliette’s mom steered me straight upstairs.

“1 am so sorry you had to see the house like this. Usually we have it much neater, but
Juliette thought she would wait until we got home from work to ask if she could have
friends over.”

I’d seen messier hotel rooms ready for check-in. | tried hard to locate the “mess’ on
my way upstairs, like a real-life game of Where's Waldo? One of the trimmed
pillows on the couch looked like it was a bit crooked. That might have been it.

Juliette’s room, on the other hand, was what you could call messy. Could probably
call it trashed, even. The floor—at least, | think there was a floor, it was hard to
tell—was covered in no fewer than three layers of clothing. Juliette was wandering
around her room in a bra and a denim skirt, digging through the floordrobe.
Presumably for a shirt. She didn’t seem bothered when she noticed me walk in,
either. Whatwasit with girls and boundaries when it came to guys they knew were
gay? | mean, Jesus, I’d just met her, and now | knew she had a mole sitting right
under her left bra cup. Was | the only one who thought that was kind of weird?
Really?

Niamh and Lara sat crossed-legged on the king-sized bed. On the bedside table a
half-empty bottle of soda stood beside a Minnie Mouse lamp. Lara was still in her



outfit from school, but Niamh had changed into a black romper. Significantly more
glamorous than the workout gear she’d worn all day. Both girls looked up as | came
in; then, with arelieved sigh, Niamh fished a vodka bottle out from beneath Juliette’ s
pillow. | guessed they’ d thought | was Juliette’s mom.

Niamh patted the bed next to her with one hand, refilling her drink with the other.
“Ollie-oop! You madeit.”

Guess that nickname was sticking. Joy.

Juliette clapped her hands, retrieved a metallic silver shirt from the chaos, and turned
to me. “Hey you. I'll grab you aglass. Y ou can share our vodka.”

“Or drink it straight,” Lara added, swirling her soda around the glass. “Y ou might
need a stiff drink before tonight.”

What was that supposed to mean? | considered calling her out on it, but | decided to
play nice for a while longer. No use making enemies in the only group | had right

now. “Actualy, I'm okay for now, thanks.”

Lararolled her eyes back so only the whites were visible. “Let me guess. You don’'t
drink?’

“Not often,” | said airily. And by that, | meant “never.” Back in San Jose, my friends
were mostly straight edge. It was coolernotto drink in our circle. | couldn’t think of a
way to say that without sounding like a pretentious douche bag, though, so | left it.

Lararaised her glass. “Then let tonight be one of the special occasions.”

| smiled with my lips. “No, thank you.”



Niamh looked between us nervously. Lara blinked at me, then took a deep gulp of her
own drink. “Whatever, dude. Chill. Take it you, uh, don't smoke, either? What are
your views on swearing and premarital sex, pray tell?”

| was saved from responding by Juliette, who shook her head, hopped over the
nearest clothing pile, and sprayed perfume al over herself like it was deodorant. If
her scent goal for the night was to turn into a walking asthma hazard, she was nailing
it. “No smoking tonight,unfortunately,” she said. “Mom’s been catching on, open
windows or not.”

Niamh threw herself back on the bed and kicked her legs in the air in a kind of yoga-
protest. | watched her, then glanced back to Lara in time to catch her gesturing to me
while pulling an “ishefor real?’ face at Juliette.

Lara didn't realize | noticed her. Juliette did, though. She chewed the inside of her
lip, but didn’t try to defend me. Which was fair, | guessed. She’d only just met me.
Why should she go into battle on my behalf? Still. It didn’t do wonders for my
comfort levels. 1I'd better start practicing mindfulness real fast, or | might do
something rash, like fake salmonella poisoning and bail. But then I'd have wasted all
that emotional blackmail on my parents, and ruined my chances at fitting in with a
group. Even if it was a group that was maybe a little too edgy for me. It was better
than being alone.

| spent a solid twenty or so seconds thinking over all of the above. And by that, |
mean | spent a solid twenty or so seconds sitting in silence, staring ahead mindfully.
My brain had officially gone on strike. | think I might have been panicking.
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Finally, atopic came to me. “Did you do that on purpose? Rose-gold roses?’

Juliette unclasped her chain and held it out to examineit. “Huh. | didn’t even think of
that. Rose gold.”

“Double the rose power,” Niamh said. “ Even better.”

“What do they stand for?’ | asked.

“Female strength,” Juliette said. “It was the symbol of Venus.”
“Not love?’ | asked.

“Who needs love when you can have passion?’ Larasaid. She brought the chain up
over her jaw and clenched the metal between her teeth.

“I like them,” | said.

“Too bad they don't sell them anymore,” Lara said. “Limited edition, you know?
That'swhy we don’t let new girlsinto the group. It’d ruin the theme.”

Before | spent too long floundering for a response, Juliette jumped in. “Hey, finish
your drinks now anyway, guys. We should probably head over soon.”

The house was an anthill. Everyone at the party seemed to know each
other—everywhere | looked was arm-clapping, and lip-reading from across the room,
and people putting silent hexes on each other with angry, narrowed eyes. The



temperature soared by at least twenty degrees as soon as we walked into the living
room, and the air smelled like warm beer and Axe body spray.

Lara had to shout to make herself heard over the music. “I’m gonna go scout.”

With that she was off. To scout for guys, | guessed? Or alcohol? Juliette hesitated,
then held a finger up in a “one second” gesture. “I’'m going with her. We won't be
long.”

And then there were two. Niamh and | glanced a each other, basking in the
awkwardness. How did you start a conversation again? | was about to settle forso,
you like stuffawhen she saved me the severe embarrassment by speaking first. “I
know we're only at the start of the year, but what are your plans for after school? Got
any collegesin mind?’

A group of guys pushed past me to get to the front door, and we moved to the wall to
get out of the way. “Notreally. I’'m not even sure if | want to go to college. | was
hoping to figure that out sometime this year. How about you?”’

Niamh brightened. Something told me she’d had this answer ready for some time.
“Actualy, college is my backup. Ideally, I'll move to New York and get into
modeling.”

“Oh, seriously?’

“Yup. There's an agent up there who's pretty interested in some of my pictures, so
I’m hoping to build my portfolio abit and go for it.”

“That’s awesome. Y ou could have areal shot, too. You're crazy pretty.”

Niamh glowed, and shrugged. “Well, obviously we don’'t have to beat around the



bush, I’ d be doing plus-sized modeling.”

“1"m not beating around any bushes. Y ouarecrazy pretty.”

“Thank you.”

“You have the thickest eyelashes I’ ve ever seen. Like, are they false?’

Niamh laughed. “Nope!”

“If | wasagirl | would want to look like you. Y ourhair.”

“Oh... you're laying it on a bit thick, now.” Niamh grinned, but it was an
uncomfortable one.

“Yeah, no, sorry. That'sfair. I, uh... I'll stop.”

I’d been doing well for a second there, too. A part of me suddenly understood why
people drank at parties. It wasn't to have fun. It was to forget how much of an idiot
they made of themselves.

Niamh shifted, and then shook her head. “Come on, let's go find the girls. Lara's
probably getting into trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?’ | asked, following after her asshe stalked into the backyard,
which was as crowded as the house.
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At least the music was muted out here, and there was fresh air.
“Oh, you know. Just trouble. Teasing boys, mostly.”
We sgqueezed past four or five groups, then | caught sight of Juliette’ s hair through the
crowd. Lara was next to her, talking to a group of guys in black-and-white |etterman

jackets standing in front of awooden panel fence.

Then one of the letterman guys caught my eye. A letterman guy with dark hair in a
deep side part, afreckled nose, and high cheekbones. A letterman guy | knew.

The world fell silent.
It washim.

Will.

WillWill.

My Will.

We stared at each other in dumb shock. It was hard to tell which of us was the deer,
and which was the headlight.

He spoke first. Which was excellent, because | wasn't sure if | should be thrilled or
accusatory. “Holy shit, Ollie! What are youdoinghere?’ He looked dumbfounded, but
it was a happy kind of dumbfounded. That’s all it took for all my doubts to disappear.



Ofcoursehe wasn't ignoring me. This was Will we were talking about.

“What areyoudoing here?’ | asked, before realizing that at least this was supposed to
be his state. It was significantly weirder for me to be here than him. “You didn’t say
you lived in Collinswood. Y ou said it was something else, starting with M, right? Or
L?

“Napier. | livein Napier. It's twenty minutes out of Collinswood,” Will said. “I go to
school here. Ollie,why aren’t you in California? You' re so ridiculous!”

He was grinning. Beaming, really. A cheekbone-shattering kind of smile. A viral-
epidemic kind of smile. Infectious-as-hell. All of the misery from the last couple of
weeks, every bit of it, was gone. Likeit'd never been there.

“My parents thought they’d move us over to help out with Aunt Linda. She lives
here. In Collinswood.”

“Y ou never mentioned that.”

“Didn’t 1? Well, she does. So do | now, | guess.”

“Oh my God, Ollie-oop, how awesome isthat?’ Lara cut in, her voice way too perky
to be sincere. Will and | looked at her as one. I'd forgotten she was there until that
moment. |I'd forgottenanyoneother than Will was there. “What are the odds? Will,
Ollie wastelling usall abouthis summer this morning.”

Will’s smile dropped, and so did my stomach. He wasn’t out to his parents. God only
knew that meant he probably wasn't out here, either. Or at least, he hadn’t been. Until
I’d opened my mouth. | didn't know these girls from Abraham Lincoln. For all |
knew, they’ d already made a group chat for half the grade about Will and me. Uh-oh.



One of the letterman guys sidled up beside Will. He was half a foot taller than Will,
with deep brown skin and the kind of jawline people write Tumblr posts about. “By
the way, Lara,” he said, apparently continuing a conversation that had been underway
when | got here, “how come you didn’'t sit with me in Biology? | saved you a seat and
everything.”

Lara softened. So shecouldbe sweet. “You did? | was so tired this morning, |
sleepwalked into class.”

| tuned the conversation out and stole a glance at Will. His mouth hung slightly open,
and his stare was fixed on a spot in the distance. “Will, seriously. | had noideathey’d
know you. It didn’t even occur to me, |I—"

He held up a hand. “It's cool. Whatever. Just, uh... just keep your voice down,
okay?’

“Yeah, of course. So... where have you been, anyway? When | didn’t hear from you,
| figured you were... | dunno...”

Will’s face was still blank. “I was busy. Sorry. Anyway, good to see you. I'll catch
you around.”

And he turned his back on me to talk to someone else. Just like that. Something deep
inside me snagged, like a loose thread catching. | stared at the back of his head with
my mouth hanging open. He didnotjust do that. | was imagining this right now. | had
to be.

Juliette and Niamh had watched the whole thing. Juliette twisted her mouth, shot
Will’s back a dirty glare, then led me away by my elbow with Niamh, leaving Lara
behind with Matt. “God, he can be areal dick,” Juliette said, as quietly as she could,
given the music volume. “Ignore him, please. The basketball guys are al a little



funny when they’ re around each other.”

“A little funny,” | echoed. Every step we took away from them felt like that thread
inside of me was unraveling more and more. Like my soul was unspooling.

Time to make an excuse to get out of here,now.

| think the girls might’ve been talking to me, but it was hard to say. The crowd was
blurring, and everyone was moving in slow motion. A few people bumped into me as
we moved through the living room, or maybe | bumped into them. Who knows if they
apologized? Who even knows if | did?
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Around the time we got to the refreshments table, I'd convinced myself this was a
dream after all, and dug my fingernails hard into my palm to prove it. Unfortunately,
the only thing it proved was that | was. a) awake, andb) still at the damn party. Abort
mission.Now.Screw the repercussions.

“Come on, I'm sure it’s notthatbad for you,” Juliette was saying to Niamh, holding
out aladle. “It’ s just some punch.”

“I’m trying to cut down on carbs. Hence, vodka shots.”

“Vodka has carbs. It’ ssupercarbed-up.”

Niamh scoffed. “It’s definitely not.”

“It's got potatoesin it. What are potatoes made of ? Carbs, Niamh.”

| cleared my throat, hovering like an awkward stalker behind them.

“V odka doesn’ thavepotatoesin it,” Niamh shot back, “it—"

“Hey, I'll be back, okay?’ | cut her off.

The only acknowledgment | got was a vague nod from both of them. Guess that was
my pass. | broke off and wandered through the living room, pushing past body after

body after unfamiliar body.

| had the desperate urge to go outside and call Ryan, or Hayley, or anyone, redly.



Just to hear afamiliar voice. To drown out the fact that I’ d screwed up my first day at
school, and I'd outed Will, and that if he hadn’t wanted to shut me out after al,
hedefinitelydid now. And it was all my fault.

Out in the front yard, | sucked in a lungful of air and narrowly avoided passing out.
That might sound melodramatic, but | hadn’t realized how stifling the smoke and
body heat and beer fumes were until they contrasted with clean, crisp air. | trotted
down the steps and continued around the house until | found a spot where | could slot
myself between the shrubs and flower beds to lean against the cool brick wall.
Suddenly, | didn’t even want to call Ryan.| had to get out of here. | sent Mom a quick
S.0.S. text, and settled back against the wall to wait.

A familiar voice to my right made me start. Will. Ofcourseit was. | couldn’t have five
minutes reprieve from this absolute bad joke of a day, huh? He must be near the
front door, from the sound of hisvoice. | couldn’t let him see me here alone. No way.
If we were playing the “| don’t care about you” game, the best possible way for me to
lose was to be caught friendless and feeling sorry for myself. I’d rather dive into the
writhing sea of hormones back inside, thanks all the same.

His voice was getting closer. That left me with two options. One, find away to climb
inside the rosebush and pretend to be a rose. I'd been a bush in a school play once,
and, not to brag, but I’d been told | was a natural at it, so option one was solid. Two,
flee to the backyard.

| fled. | fled like abigot dodging the concept of equality.

Luckily, I acted quickly enough to escape undetected. | dove into the crowd in the
backyard until | couldn’t see anything but the bodies sandwiching me. | clutched onto
my phone as if it was a life raft, pinballing between random groups while | killed
time until Mom arrived. Then suddenly | spotted someone | knew making out with
some willowy redheaded girl. Not Will, thankfully. Someone with long, chestnut



brown curls, and a leather jacket, and alavender dress.

Lara

| froze, confused as all hell. Then | noticed what | hadn’t caught to begin with. Lara's
same-sex make-out session was taking place in the middle of a ring of students.
Mostly guys, if it needed to be spelled out. They were cheering, and fist-pumping,
and generally being gross about it. So,what, Lara was doing this for show? Maybe.
Except she looked like she was into it. Like,superinto it. Not that | was any expert on
kissing girls, but that was my layman’s opinion. Her hand was on the girl’s shoulder,
the other wrapped up in her hair, and she hadn’t peeked once. Also, I’d been staring
for asolid fifteen seconds now and she still hadn’t come up for air.

When they finally tore apart, the redhead burst out laughing, throwing her head back.
Lara laughed, too, but it was a smaller one, and she bent forward to hide her face. She
lifted her chin, watched the other girl for a moment with a pleased smile, then tossed
her hair and turned to her audience, asif to sayl kissed agirl, and you liked it.

Before she saw me, | blended back in with the crowd. It's fairly easy to disappear
when barely anyone knows you, it turns out. | walked aimlessly for a bit, dodging
spilled drinks and staggering groups, until | found myself in the front yard again. Will
was nowhere in sight. Neither was anyone else, for that matter. With a heavy sigh |
sat on the curb with my feet in the gutter and settled in for the wait for Mom'’ s rescue
chariot.

Way toutterlyfail, Ollie.

Slow clap. Encore. Et cetera.



Tuesday, 9:23 PM

Ollie? Where' d you go?

Tuesday, 9:37 PM

Areyou still here?

Tuesday, 9:51 PM

Areyou mad at us?

Tuesday, 9:56 PM
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Please reply. I'm sorry. Pick up?
Tuesday, 10:24 PM

Is this Juliette? | don’t have your number saved. I'm not mad. Sorry, | went home. |
think | have salmonella

Read Tuesday, 10:25 PM

Even though Juliette and | had sent a few back-and-forth texts on Tuesday night, |
still wasn’'t totally convinced everything was okay with me and the girls until | got
into homeroom on Wednesday. On time, | might add. Early, even. I'd barely sat
down at my desk when they swarmed. Anyone would think | was Harry Styles.

Juliette spoke first. “Ollie-oop! | didn't think you'd come in. What with the
salmonellaand all.”

WEell, from her sarcastic tone it almost sounded like she doubted the validity of my
food poisoning. “It was the mild kind of salmonella poisoning. Like, the two-hour-
long kind.”

Juliette and Niamh nodded like this was completely understandable. Lara watched me
like acat stalking afly.

“Okie doke,” Juliette said, scooting onto my desk again. “First up, the whole Will
thing... you can trust usto keep it a secret. He knows we wouldn’t tell anyone.”



| tossed up whether or not to insist they had the wrong idea about Will. Only problem
was | couldn’t really remember how much I’'d told them in the first place, and to be
honest, it was probably too late to backtrack now. So | nodded and glanced around to
make sure no one had overheard.

“Also,” said Niamh, “we found out why he disappeared off Instagram.”

“Did you speak to him?’ | asked quickly, half-horrified, half-eager.

The girls looked offended. “Please. Y ou're as subtle as a sledgehammer,” Larasaid.

“We have our ways,” Juliette added.

“Lara s close with his friend Matt,” Niamh said. “Maitt said that apparently Will got
his phone confiscated for coming home at four in the morning before his family
wassupposed to drive home. So, we figured that was probably right around the time
you stopped hearing from him, right?’

“Right.” Shit, did I look like I was thinking about Will naked? Because | was most
definitely thinking about Will naked. | couldn’t help it. That night brought back
memories. And | knew damn well why he didn't get home until amost dawn that
night.

“Apparently he was skinny-dipping with a bunch of girls from the lake houses,” Lara
added with a smirk. “Did you and Will spend much time with all of those girls?’

Like | said, | knew damn well what he was doing that night, and it wasn't a girl, that
was for sure. If Lara was trying to upset me it was working. So this was the story he
was telling everyone? | guess it shouldn’t have surprised me so much. It’s not like he
could say what had really happened. But shit. It hurt anyway. | wrung my hands,
furrowing my brow.



“Oh, sorry... did you not know?’ Lara asked, all fake concern.

| plastered a smile on my face and looked back up. “It's fine. How wasyournight? |
saw you with a girl before | left the party.”

It was petty, but hey. It's not like that was private. She'd done it with thirty-odd
people practically munching popcorn in the front row.

Niamh snorted, and Juliette grinned, nudging Lara. “Did you get too drunk again, by
any chance, Miss Lara?’

Lara held my gaze. | could read her expression fluently: “challenge accepted.” Uh-oh.
“Maaaayybbeeee,” Lara said to Juliette.

“Lara kisses girls sometimes when she's drunk,” Niamh said. “And weknowit’s
because the guy she likes gets off on it, but she won’t admit which guy it is.”

“My bet’son Maitt,” Juliette said.

Lara scoffed. “Please,peasants. Also, | don't kiss ‘girls plural. Just Renee. We have a
symbiotic relationship.”

Juliette shook her head. “Yeah, well, | hope you've at least disclosed which guy
you're trying to impress to her. It'd be awkward if you both had the same conquest in
mind, don’t you think?’

“Ask me no question, I'll tell you no lie” Lara said, glancing at me as Ms.
Hurstenwild gestured for everyone to take their seats. | raised my eyebrow at her.

Ever so briefly, she looked rattled. Then she turned away from me without aword.

| had afeeling | knew what she was trying to achieve by kissing Renee.



And | had afeeling | knew why it was such a secret.
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Guess the secret was ours, for now.

To my relief, | still hadn’t run into Will. | knew it'd happen eventually, inevitably,
but | wasn't ready for that encounter yet. It was overwhelming enough trying to
navigate my way from class to class. Which, | might add, had so far been distinctly
Will-less. So far, our timetables hadn’t crossed paths once, and | only had my English
and Music Appreciation virginities to go. As of right now, Will was nowhere to be
seen in English, and class was due to start any minute. And no way in hell would Will
be caught dead in Music Appreciation. He hadn’t even known the difference between
a piano and a keyboard last time we talked about music. Looked like | was about to
hit ahome run. No shared classes with Will Tavares.

Question is, was | thankful or disappointed?

Before | decided, the question became redundant. Theteacher, a man who was so
young he could’ ve been any of our slightly older brothers, had just gone to close the
door when a group of guys skidded through, ducking under his arm like a high-speed
game of limbo.

It was Will. Will, and a couple other guys | remembered him standing with last night.
He didn’'t seem to have noticed me yet. He and Matt had spotted a lone desk in the
back of the classroom, and they were in the process of racing each other to it, each
pulling the other back by their T-shirt to gain distance. God, he looked beautiful. He
looked confident. He looked like the kind of guy I'd never, ever, in amillion, jillion
yearsthink I'd have a chance with.

Matt beat Will to the desk by half a foot, and dove into the chair. Will grabbed his



arm and yanked it playfully, offering bribes to convince him to give it up.

“Will, sit down,” the teacher said wearily from the front of the classroom.

Will straightened and whirled around. “Hey, Mr. Theo, what’s up? | didn’t know we
were gonna have another year together. Sweet!”

Matt covered up alaugh with an obvious cough, and Will shoved him, smirking.

“1 was hoping you might have been kept back a year. | prayed for escape,” Mr. Theo
said. “But once again, the fates mock me. Take a seat.” He indicated a desk in the
second row, a few chairs to my right. It was too tight an angle for me to stare at the
back of Will’s head for long. How disappointing.

Will swung his backpack as he walked, the straps clacking against the metal desks
and chair legs. “Anyone would think you weren’'t happy to see me,” Will said in a
fake hurt voice, pressing his free hand to his chest.

“I’ve never been much of a masochist, Will.”

The classroom hummed with soft laughter, but it didn’t seem to be at Will’ s expense.
There was clearly some sort of inside joke here that | was missing. Which, to be fair,
effectively described 90 percent of my “new-kid” experience to date.

“It’s an acquired taste, but keep working at it and you might be surprised,” Will said,
and the class broke up again. He shot a cheeky smile to Mr. Theo, and glanced
around the room to bask in the spotlight. That’s when he noticed me. All at once, the
grin dlipped off his face like it'd been glued on with grease. He cut the bravado act
short and slumped into the chair, angling himself away from me while Mr. Theo held
up his hands for quiet.



Back in California, there was a guy in my class. Pierce, his name was. He was one
ofthoseguys. The ones who swagger instead of walking, and always have a smartass
remark stored for ammo, and photosynthesize attention. Pierce was popular.
Like,superpopular. My crowd didn’'t have anything to do with him and his friends.
Just in case insufferable smugness was contagious, | guess. Besides, we figured
Pierce wasn't going to achieve much of anything with hislife.

Somewhere up there, the Ethereal Being was smirking down at me from the sky with
a handful of popcorn, because Will was Pierce. I'd spent all summer with a guy who
was sweet, and thoughtful, and... and respectful. Only to find out he was the
antithesis in real life. A guy who ignored my texts, and shunned me in front of his
friends, and, apparently, had a bit of a superiority complex.

Because the lake wasn't redl life. It had felt like a movie, anyway. Everything was
suspiciously perfect. How many times had | thought Will seemed too perfect to exist?

WEell, joke was on me, in the end.

Hewas.

A week later, and | was still getting lost more often than the girl in
theL abyrinthmovie, except | didn't even have David Bowie in tights as a reward for
my efforts. | was on my way to third period—at least, Ithoughtl was on my way, but
it might very well turn out | was walking in the exact wrong direction—when |
noticed a sign on a bulletin board.BASSIST WANTED.

The words were accompanied by ablurry picture of a bass guitar with a Getty Images
watermark printed across the middle, the name Izzy, and a cell number. | forgot all
about my class and gave into a thrill of excitement. | usually played guitar, but | had a



solid handle on bass. To be quite frank, I'd learn to play the harp if it meant | could
get involved in a band again. Riffing with my bedroom wall didn’t really cut it for
inspiration, and my parents were as reluctant an audience as you could find.

| texted the number.

| play bass. In the right circumstances. What did you guys have in mind?

“You guys’ ended up being arainbow-haired girl called 1zzy, a round-faced guy in a
hoodie called Emerson, and a mostly-skinny dude with impeccable biceps named
Sayid. When | finally found room 13b (which turned out to be a basement, something
| felt I1zzy could’ ve mentioned in her text to save everyone's time since | had to
follow the distant hum of music to find it), they were already rehearsing a cover song
| vaguely recognized. The room looked like it was probably a classroom for music
students, with a grand piano in the corner, various instrument cases propped up
against the wall, and several amps older than | was. It was too bad my Music
Appreciation classes weren't held in here. | kind of loved it.

They were playing against the far wall. 1zzy was on drums, Sayid had the keyboard
and clean vocals, and Emerson took lead guitar and the screamed vocals. They could
definitely use more bass, but overall they did a solidly decent job at metalcore. | was
instantly impressed. This was worth sacrificing my lunch break for after all.

| didn’t have my own bass with me, because | didn’t go to school carrying it every
morning in case someone asked me to jump in on their impromptu musical number,
but Sayid grabbed one of the school ones for me. It was kind of cheap and out of
tune, but | was still able to knock out afew lines.

“Not bad,” 1zzy said, twirling a drumstick. “Can you improv?’ Without waiting for
me to reply, she hopped onto the drums and jumped straight into a beat. | matched
heras tightly as | could, making up the tune as | went along and ignoring the closely



watching eyes of Emerson and Sayid. Before long, | stopped noticing them anyway.
All | knew was the beat, and the bass under my fingers, and the perfect intermingling
of the two instruments. It'd only been a couple of months since I'd played with
others, but I’ d forgotten how awesome it was. Like blending your soul with someone
else's for three and a half minutes. For the first time since | stepped foot in this
school, | felt comfortable and calm. | could picture the tension pouring out of my
pores like a noxious gas.

Suddenly, Izzy stopped, got up from the drums, and waltzed over. “Can you do
Tuesdays and Thursdays after school? That's when we've been catching up so far.
Obviously, we'll have some gigs, too, so that’ll be a Friday or Saturday usually.”

| blinked and put the bass down. “Yeah, sure. | don't really have any standing
commitments, other than babysitting, but | can be flexible with that.”
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“Awesome. So, tomorrow? Three-thirty?’
“Wait, I’'min already?’ | asked.

Emerson clapped me on the shoulder, and Sayid grinned while unplugging his
keyboard. “Dude,” Sayid said, “we weren’t expecting anyone to respond. This kind of
music isn't exactly big in this school, in case you hadn’'t noticed. Welcome to
Absolution of the Chained. We could’ve been really big, had we al been born in a
town with better music taste.”

“Way to make us sound desperate, Sayid.” 1zzy scowled. “People like us fine. We
just usually have to tone down the screaming when we perform.”

“A.K.A., put a gag on me,” Emerson said. “I only get to have real fun when we're
playing around.”

“You’'ve got to know your audience, guys, like | keep telling you,” Sayid said.

The bell rang then. “Yeah, for sure,” | said. “ See you tomorrow. Let'sdo it.”

They broke out in grins. It was that easy. Sothat’show you got through a social
situation without repelling everyone within ten feet of you. Speak as little as possible,

and fill the silence in with music.

Note to self: carry bass around everywhere and break into impromptu solo whenever
anyone tries to force you into conversation.



Foolproof.

As soon as we were dismissed the next day, | headed toward the music room. | got
about halfway down the hallway when | ran into Juliette and Niamh. Or maybe they
ran into me. Juliette did seem quite enthusiastic when she saw me. That appeared
pretty normal for her, though.

“Ollie-oop,” she said, bounding over. If anyone could be called the human
personification of Tigger, Juliette was it. Which made me Piglet, | guess. “Want to
come hang with me and Lara? We're gonna grab some fries then hit the mall for a
bit.”

Astempting as anight with Larawas... “I can't, actually. I’ ve got band practice right
now in the music room.”

“Band?’

“Yeah. It's caled Absolution of the Damned. No, wait... Apocaypse of Chains, |
think. Can you have an Apocaypse of Chains? What would that involve, do you
think?’

But, weirdly enough, neither of them was keen on philosophizing about various
potential forms of the apocalypse. “Oh, do you mean Izzy’s band?’ Niamh asked, at
the same time Juliette jumped in with, “I didn’t know you played!”

“Mm, yeah. Guitar and bass. Do you?’

“Clarinet.”

“Slightly different genres, then,” | said.



“She's seriousdly great,” Niamh said, and Juliette waved her hands around like she
totally-didn’ t-but-secretly-totally-did agree.

“I’'m okay,” Juliette said. Which everyone knows is code forl was better when | was
an infant than Mozart was at his peak, but N.B.D.“More importantly,you play.l could
really use your help. | have to pick an audition piece for the Conservatory of Music,
and I’'m stuck between a couple of possibilities. Do you think you might give agirl a
hand sometime?’

| was about to say sure. Totally. | know little to nothing about classical music but 1'd
give it my best shot.

| wasaboutto say all of the above. But | ended up staring blankly down the hallway. |
probably should’ve been used to seeing him by now, but | wasn't. I'd seen him in
English several times—he was hard to miss, given that he had a smartass remark for
every few sentences the teacher spoke—as well as around the hallways and in the
cafeteria. And even though | definitely hated him, and he was nothing at all like the
guy I'd fallen for, seeing him made my chest tighten. Right now he was walking right
toward me, his group of basketball guys flanking their captain, Matt, like disciplesin
a sea of black and white. It was eighty degrees outside, for God' s sake. They always
wore those damn jackets, like if they took them off for a second the rest of us might
forget their place in the social hierarchy.

Which, to clarify, was. Above Everyone Else.

“Isthat ano?’ Juliette asked.

| scrambled to catch back up. Oh yeah. Clarinet. “No, no, I'll help for sure. Easy.
That's, uh... agreat, great idea. So great. Awesome.”

Niamh was giving me a hesitant look again, like the one she gave me when | over did



it with the compliments at the back-to-school party. “All righty guys, well, I’ve got to
run if I’m gonnamake it to Spin class, but I'll see you later.”

Sometimes being around Niamh exhausted me. This was the seventh time she’d gone
straight to the gym after school in as many days. Who knew when she had time for
homework.

Juliette folded her arms in the direction of the basketball guys as they disappeared
down the hallway. “Will troubles, huh? Have you spoken to him since the party?’

| pulled my best “Will, who's Will?" expression. Which was probably about as
convincing as Juliette’s “I’'m mediocre at clarinet” face. “Nah, but it's fine. What
happens over summer stays over summer, right? It's not like we're enemies. We
just...”
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Just what?

Juliette nodded, like I’d made total sense. “Yeah, got it. We hang out with the
basketball guys at lunch sometimes, you know. Mostly because of Lara and Maitt
being tight. We sat together yesterday. | forgot to tell you.”

My stomach spun and flipped and nailed a triple Salchow. So, if | hadn’t ditched to
meet 1zzy and the others, | would’ ve ended up sitting with Will? | wasn’t sure if the
idea was horrifying, or something I'd trade my guitar for. “Oh,” | said. “Great. That
issogreat.”

“I"ll hit you up about the audition thing, yeah? See you tomorrow. Have fun at
practice.”

She headed off down the hall. Well, at least | wasprepared now. Likely, in the near
future, I'd be stuck in close vicinity with Will. Will, who'd spent all day every day
with me this summer. Will, who now seemed to have developed an acute allergic
reaction to me. That was fine. This wasfine.l definitely had the tools in my vast and
nuanced social tool kit to deal with this without making it uncomfortable for
everyone.

Really, the only option | had right now was to stop liking him. Obvioudly, nothing
was going to happen, so cut that cord as quickly as possible. Step one: delete his
number from my phone.

There. Done. That was only 95 percent agony. It was getting easier by the day to
move on from him. With any luck, it wouldn’t take too long for him to feel like a scar



instead of an open wound.

| strutted the rest of the way to the music room wearing a self-satisfied smirk.Here
walks Ollie Di Fiore. Master of hisfeelings, expert detacher, only mostly devastated.

Nowtherewas something to put on my tombstone.

“You'retrying to play me,” Will said, darting forward to take the basketball from me.
“You can't be this bad.”

Said the vice-captain of the basketball team. | hoped he was more encouraging to his
team members on their off days.

| stepped back, trying to dribble the ball, but hitting the air instead as the ball lost its
height. “I swear I'm not,” | said. “These skills are al innate. Couldn’t fake them if |
tried.” Will lunged for the ball and | threw myself onto it, burying it under my body.
“It’ s still my turn. Time out!”

“You've lost your privileges.”

“You can't discriminate against me because | suck, Will.”

“l can do whatever | want, it's my house. Come here, come on.” Will clapped his
hands, and | got up, still clutching the ball. “All right, okay. We can revisit dribbling
later. Can you handle a pass?’

“Are you asking me if | can handle balls, Will?’ | grinned, and he darted forward to

wrench it from my grip. “Okay, okay,I’'m sorry! That was bad. I'll focus. Please,
explain how one passes a ball.”



Before Will could figure out if my deadpanning was serious, his father poked his
head around the side of the house. “Hey, you two. I’'m heading to the store. Any
requests for the grill tonight?’

Will took the distraction as an opportunity to reclaim the ball. Right out of my hands.
This guy’s parents had never taught him to play nice. “Mm, yeah, can we do
hamburgers, Dad?’ he asked.

“Sure thing. How "bout you, Ollie?’

Will shot me a sideways warning look. | knew what it meant. Don’t even think about
saying sausages. | amost did it, just to see his reaction. But | opted not to. Double
entendres were funny when we were alone, but it'd be significantly less funny if his
dad got suspicious and banned him from seeing me for the rest of the summer.
“Hamburgers sound great to me, Mr. Tavares.”

Mr. Tavares made a super-uncool clicking noise and gave us finger guns as he | eft.

| turned to Will, shaking my head with a grin. “You always expect the worst from

me.
“Because | know you.”

“Details, minor details.”

Will shrugged, glanced behind him, and threw the ball backward over his shoulders.
It went straight through the hoop. | couldn’'t stop myself from cheering, legitimately

impressed. “Holy shit! That was actually awesome.”

“Wait, did it go in?’



“Straight in.”

“No shit? Total fluke.” He spun around, pumping hisfist.

“Check the modesty on this guy.”
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“My fingers aren’t big enough,” Crista complained, spreading her hand like a starfish
over the fret board.

| rolled back on my haunches to see for myself. On the one hand, she kind of had a
point. Her fingers were skinny and short, little spidery things. At best, she'd end up
with killer cramps after a few chord progressions. Then on the other hand (no pun
intended) I'd seen a four-year-old onEllennail Santana, so,really, she was years
behind already.

| couldn’'t quite bring myself to explain to my little cousin that her weak will was
bringing shame on the family, and that Ellen would never want her at this rate.
Instead, | grabbed the neck alongside her. “Here. Put one finger here on the fifth
string. Remember which one that is? Perfect. And then this one”—I grabbed her
middle finger and raised it—" up here on the sixth string. I’ll hold this one down here.
Remember which string thisis?’

“First.”

“Great job, right. Now, do you think you can give it astrum aswell?’

“That’stoo far, Ollie. You do it.”

“l doit,” Dylan interrupted. Up until now he’d been playing some pig-based game on
his iPad near his bed like a good twenty-first-century toddler. | should ve known he
was following aong with what Crista and | were doing on the guitar. If Crista was

doing it, Dylan wanted to do it, too. Luckily for the sanity of everyone in the family,
Crista didn’t mind indulging him. Once or twice, I'd actually caught her staring at



him while he dept with a dlightly deranged expression, while whispering, “Sleep
well, Anna,” to him. | assumed Crista was probablyFrozenrole-playing,so | didn’'t
ask. Well, that and because | was secretly terrified she’d come out with something
horrifying, like, “Anna was the girl who lived here a hundred years ago, and is
currently sleeping next to Dylan right now.”

All I'm saying is, I’ ve seen enough horror movies to have a healthy mistrust of kids.
“Pinch your hand like this and play it, Dyl,” Crista instructed. Dylan did as he was
told, and honestly it wasn't haf bad. Maybe | was putting myEllenhopes on the
wrong cousin, here.

“Awesome, guys. That’s what a G-seven sounds like.”

Crista’s grin was so big you'd think she’'d wrapped up a performance in a sold-out
amphitheater. “ Can you play the song again, please?’

“Which one?’

“The one that goes daa-da-daa-da-da-da.”

Unfortunately, Crista’'s singing abilities were questionable, so | remained lost. |
shrugged, while Dylan absentmindedly strummed the guitar. “I’ve, uh... forgotten

that one.”

Crista sighed, like | wasthebiggest idiot she'd ever met. Oh no, not her, too. “The one
with all the chords.”

Right, that one. Thatreallynarrowed it down.

“Because you showed me the C, and the A minor, and then | couldn’t do the G one,



and you said you' d show me that tonight.”

Suddenly it clicked. She wasn't talking about an actual song | knew, just a
progression I’d made up on the fly the other night while | was keeping an eye on the
kids in the tub. | grabbed the guitar and played what | could remember, narrating as |
went. “Soit’'sC... Aminor... F... and G-seven, like you guys just played.”

Crista jumped up and started spinning in circles, hertight curls splaying out behind
her. “It sounds like ‘Let It Go'!”

| mean, not really. No. “Oh yeah, | can see that.”

Why do we lie to children?

| kept playing the progression, and Crista pretended to fling off an imaginary glove,
with Dylan twirling around behind her now. Before Crista could burst into song, like
| was 90 percent sure she wanted to, Aunt Linda pushed open the door. | hadn’'t even
heard everyone come home. It was impossible to predict how long I’ d be babysitting
when Aunt Linda had appointments in oncology. Sometimes she and Uncle Roy
would be home in half an hour, sometimes I'd get a text with her credit card details
asking me to order Chinese for delivery. Hence, why I'd started leaving a guitar here.
Figured | might as well give myself something productive to do if my shift got
extended.

“Hey, munchkins,” she said as she scooped Dylan into a hug. “What are you still
doing up?’

“Well, funny story,” | said, letting Crista take over the guitar. “1 went to the bathroom
for one second, | swear,tenseconds at most. Then when | came out, a quarter of the
Nutellajar was magically gone.”



“Magically gone?’ Aunt Linda repeated, raising her eyebrows. Neither Dylan nor
Cristamet her eye.

“Magically,” | confirmed. “I know it had nothing to do with these two, because they
told me it didn't, and | know they’d never lie. Then, Aunt Linda, thefunniestthing,
after I'd cleaned al the Nutella off their faces and hands, they had all
thisenergy.Almost like they’ d had a whole heap of sugar.”

“How mysterious,” Aunt Linda said, putting Dylan back down. She seemed out of
breath, just from holdinghim for that long. “And I’'m sure the Nutella on their faces
was a coincidence, too?’

“Total coincidence.”

Aunt Linda shared a conspiratorial glance with me. | could tell she wasn't pissed, but
looking at her, | felt guilty for not trying harder to get the kids to slegp on time. Her
eyes were all puffy and red, and the wrinkles on her face seemed more obvious than

usual.

“Okay, guys, time for bed,” | said, getting up. “For real.”
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“It's okay, Ollie, I'll take it from here,” Aunt Linda said. “Roy’s ready to drive you
home. Y ou’ ve been here for too long already.”

“lI don’'t mind, really,” | said. “It’'ll take me five minutes. You haven't even taken
your jacket off yet.”

That was another thing. It was eighty degrees today. No one in their right minds
needed to wear a jacket in this kind of weather, but Aunt Linda always seemed to
need a jacket or coat these days. The sundresses she used to live in when | was little
were banished to the back of the closet.

Aunt Linda hesitated. She totally wanted to take me up on the offer. So | launched
into the bedtime routine, which was pretty familiar to me these days. “Hey, Crista,
finish getting into your jammies. Y ou’'re not sleeping in that shirt. Dyl, go grab your
chi chi.” His chi chi was some raggedy, woolly, bacteria-filledthinghe carried around
for comfort. | think it was supposed to resemble an animal, but mostly, it resembled
my nightmares. To each his own.

The kids did what they were told. Like | said, they were pretty much saints. Aunt
Linda told me once they weren't always so well behaved. They seemed to sense that

she needed a break.

Aunt Linda hovered, then cracked. “All right, well, Imight go put on some tea, then.
Thank you, Ollie. Y ou’ ve been such ahelp.”

“It's coal, really.”



She smiled and rested her head against the door frame. “I heard you playing. I’'m so
glad you kept it up. Y ou’ ve always been so talented.”

“Not redlly. | just likeit. But thanks.” Even as| said it, | knew | sounded like Juliette.

“Mama, Ollie taught me how to play ‘Let It Go' on guitar,” Crista piped up in a
muffled voice as she pulled her pajama shirt over her head.

Aunt Linda shot me a look that was haf sheer terror, half witch hunt. The face of
someone at peakFrozensaturation.

| didn’t, | swear,| mouthed, making chopping motions by my neck.

| was saved by Dylan returning with his chi chi, which he’'d apparently found in the
pantry, next to the Nutella jar. Aunt Linda retreated to the kitchen, and | worked
through the bedtime routine of checking under the bed for monsters (while
makingzerojokes about the chi chi being the real threat) and reading the same fifty-
word picture book approximately fifty times.

Dylan was out first. Crista had her eyes closed, and | thought | was ready to clock
out. I’d almost made it to the door, when, “Ollie?’

So close, and yet... “Yeah?

“When is Will going to come over again?’

Damn. Hearing his name was like being lightly shoved onto the edge of a cliff. If
you're ready for it, no harm done. If it catches you off guard, bam, over you go.
Suddenly, ridiculoudly, | wanted to spill my heart out. To someone who'd get it. Who
knew how close we'd been all summer.So | didn't feel like I’d imagined the whole
freaking thing. Even | knew that a seven-year-old didn’t make the ideal confidante for



romantic issues, though, so instead | shut it down. Right down. “Will was from the
lake, remember? He doesn't live here. We can’t see him anymore.”

“Oh.” Cristarolled onto her side. “Are you sad?’

| forced a smile. “Sometimes we only get to be friends for a little while. That’s why
you'’ ve always gotta make it count, right?’

“Right. ’Night, Ollie”

“ Night.”

He looked at me.

No, I’'m sure of it. There had definitely been times when I’ d thought Will was looking
at me, when actually it was at something behind me, or on top of me, or below me, or
through me, but this time it wassuper-certainly at me.Not adrill.

Sure, it only lasted a second, but still. He'd turned away when | saw him. Way too
suspicious for an accident. Plus, his table was on the opposite side of the cafeteria. If
he hadn’t been staring right at me, there's no way he would' ve even noticed me
glancing back.

Breathe. Breathe, Ollie. Y ou don't care about Will anymore, remember? Just because
it's finally occurred to him that you've been existing in his vicinity for the past
couple weeks does not erase his doucheyness. And it is most certainly not a marriage
proposal.

“Wow, Jules, I've heard chewing helps,” Lara said, her fork hovering halfway to her



mouth as she stared at Juliette.

Juliette shrugged, wide eyed and chipmunk cheeked. “Ree ung Awrry—"

“No, no, stop,” Niamh interrupted, holding a hand up. “ Swallow. Breathe. Proceed.”
Juliette complied. When she'd finished coming up for air, she continued. “Me and

Ollie are going to pick my audition song. We need as much time in the music room as
we can get.”
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I’d actually forgotten about that, but hey, sure, | was down. It'd be cool to—oh, hell
no, he did itagain.What was he looking at me for? Had someone said something? Was
| hot today? | glanced down at my outfit. | pretty much lived in these jeans, so it
wasn't them. The shirt made my arms seem bigger than they were, so it might be
that? Or—maybe it was my hair? Whatever I'd done with it, I'd just have to make
sure to exactly replicate it every day from here on out until | died. Easy.

“Comeon, Ollie,” Juliette said. “You’ ve barely eaten.”

| somehow snapped my attention back to our own table. “Sorry. | think I'm full,
anyway.”

Laraturned behind her. To see what I’ d been distracted by, | guess. When she flipped
back she had on her Disney villain smile. Which, in the short time I’d known her, had
never led to anything too fun. For me, anyway. “It's been so long since the guys sat
with us,” she said.

And there it was. Cue the trap. | shoved aforkful of potato salad into my mouthso I’'d
have an excuse not to fall into it.

Niamh did the honors for me. “Yeah, it really has. Do you think it's because of
Ollie?

Juliette side-eyed the hell out of her. Like the thought would’ ve never occurred to me
without Niamh pointing it out.

Lara’s laugh was a touch too loud. | braced myself. “No, oh, no way. Matt told me



why. It's because of Jess.”

Niamh and Juliette shared twin confused expressions. “ Jess Rigor?’ Juliette asked.

“Yeah. Apparently she was getting all jealous that Will was hanging with us, and
asked him to stop. Even though he was with the guys, too. Pretty girls are so easily
threatened, have you noticed?’

Potato salad. Potato salad. Don’'t take your eyes off the damn potato salad.

Lara must have been disappointed at my non-reaction, because she pushed harder.
“Did Will ever mention Jess to you, Ollie? She's his ex. They used to be joined at the
hip, didn’t they, Niamh?’

| cracked and resurfaced to join the conversation. Even Niamh seemed to have caught
on to what Lara was doing. At least, she looked pretty unimpressed. “I guess,” she
said. “Until she cheated on him. That was a while ago. I’'m surprised he still talks to

her.

“Oh, al the time,” Lara said. She crossed her legs underneath her to prop herself
higher.

“Well, I’ve never seen her,” Juliette said airily, standing up. “Anyway, come on,
Ollie. We'veredlly got to go if we're gonnado this.”

| scrambled to follow her. As| did, | checked Will’ s table one last time.

Will ripped his gaze away, pretending to be all absorbed in whatever Darnell was
saying. He burst out laughing, and a couple of the guys slapped him on his back and
arms. Whatever they were laughing about, it seemed to be with Will, not at Will.
Probably a super-hetero joke about his super-hetero past relationship with this Jess



girl. A vicious part of me wanted to ask the girls to point her out inthe crowd so |
could find flaws with her. Maybe she was duller than vanilla ice cream. Or, even
better, one of those people with an obnoxious laugh that makes you want to fill your
ear canals with gasoline and light it. Or she might be an earnest flat-earther. As long
as | could cheerfully hate her, I’ d take any of the above.

As the guys stopped laughing, Will’s eyes were aimed toward me again. We looked
away from each other at the same time. Him to turn back to his group. Me to the back
wall. Half because | didn't have anywhere else to look, half because | could still
check Will out in my peripheral at thisangle.

Suddenly, | desperately didn’t want to go off with Juliette. Why did he have to pick
today to remember | existed? Why couldn’t | sit in that seat for the next twelve hours,
counting how many times we locked eyes?

“l really don’'t know what’'s up with Lara” Juliette said as we dumped our trays.
“She’s doing that on purpose. Don’t think me and Niamh haven’t noticed.”

“1 don’t think she likes me very much,” | admitted.

Juliette made a show of shaking her head, all wide-eyed horror. “No, of course she
does! It’s not that at all.”

She didn’t offer any adternative explanations. | didn’t push it, though. Even two
weeks in, these girls were my best options for friends. Actually, that wasn't fair. |
really, genuinely liked Juliette and Niamh. It was just Lara. | got aong with the
others in Absolution of the Chained okay, but they didn't hang out together, so |
didn’t have an easy in. Basically, if | wanted to keep the peace with the two people |
could call proper friends in this school, | had to put up with Miss Malice Personified.
Small sacrifices, right?



In the music room, Juliette set herself up on a chair,with about three novels worth of
music stacked on the sheet stand. “All right, so, these are the four pieces | have to
choose from. | think | have it down to two final ones, but I'd really,reallyappreciate
your feedback. See, | have to balance it between the ones | perform better and the
ones that are technically harder. Ithinkit’s better to be awesome at an easier song than
less awesome at atricky song, but... what do you think?’

| sat on the piano bench and played a couple of notes. “Can you judt, like, get realy
awesome at a complex song?’

| got a scrunched-up piece of sheet music lobbed at me for that one. Apparently not.

One by one, Juliette played the pieces. | was no expert judge of the clarinet, but she
was obviously good. Really good. She tripped up once or twice during the first song,
but after that she was pretty much flawless. Either that one was the “tricky” piece, or
she’'d had nerves. | wasn't sure how much help I'd be, because they all sounded the
sameto me.

| was starting to imagine how the clarinet would sound covering Nightwish or
something—epic, probably—when she started on her last song. And, finally,
something sounded different. From the expression on her face, it was obvious this
was her favorite. Something about the piece made me think of crying, and emptiness,
and death. Frankly, it was awful. | spent half the song staring at the wall, thinking
about Aunt Linda, and how sunken her cheeks were looking, and what would happen
if she didn't make it. Then | thought about my friends back home, and how they
probably barely missed me, and they’d have al these memories together that |
wouldn’t be a part of. All | wanted to do suddenly was go home, climb into bed, and
sleep until everything was all better.

The second Juliette stopped, | said, “Play that one.” That might sound weird, but even
iIf that song made me feel horrible, it made mefeel.And that was the point with music,



wasn't it?

“Really? Why that one?’ But she looked pleased. Clearly I'd told her what she
wanted to hear.
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“1 could tell you meant it.”
“l did. But it’s not as hard as the second one.”

“Doesn’'t matter. Anyone can play a note. Talent’s what you do with the notes. Don't
you think?’

Juliette rested her clarinet between her knees and flushed. “Y ou think I’ m talented?”
“Nah. You suck. | was being nice.”

She laughed, then gave me that little half-smile of hers. “I’m so glad | met you, Ollie-
oop. You know, you’ re not this funny around the others. Have you noticed?’

WEell, that was because every sentence | spoke around Lara was like pulling the
trigger in a game of bitchy Russian roulette. Kind of puts a damper on attempts at
humor. “I’m not great in groups,” | said. “I’'m socially awkward.”

“You'renotsocially awkward.” Said the girl who insisted Lara didn’'t dislike me.
Super credible. “But you should try to relax more. Don't be afraid to talk with us,
okay? We love having you around.”

Love.That was a strong word. But it perked me up, anyway. | shuffled around to face
the piano. It was easier to speak to an instrument, even one | couldn’t really play

beyond the basics. “Maybe if we ate lunch in here I’ d be more relaxed.”

Juliette started packing up her clarinet. “Oh my God, Iknow.There’ s something about



music, don’t you think? It makes everything feel so much easier, and nicer.”
| played a C chord on the piano and nodded. “All my friendships were based on
music back home. We all listenedto similar stuff, we all played together... It doesn’t

seem to be as big here.”

“1 guess it depends what groups you hang around with. Y ou’re right, though. You're
the first person I’ ve been able to talk about playing with.”

“It'san honor.” | grinned.

“My parents don’t take it seriously. Apparently | get everything from my grandpa. It
skipped a generation.”

“Their loss, | guess.”

“Try my loss. | mean, they’re not horrible about it. They sprang for private lessons.
As a hobby, though, not a career.”

“S0, what do they think about this audition?”’

“They don’t. Think. They don’t know about it.”

| gaped. “You rebel!”

“Easier to say sorry than ask permission, Ollie-oop. Needs do as needs must.”

“Y ou can guote as many clichéd sayings at me as you want, but I’ m still impressed.”

| couldn’t imagine going behind my parents’ backs with something that big. The most
rebellious thing I'd ever done to date had been sneaking out to see Will his last night



at the lake, and | could blame that on irrational hormones.

I’ d beenpumped fullof those irrational hormones. Like Romeo and Juliet, but a teensy
bit less stupid.

| grabbed my phone as Juliette gathered her music, and only then noticed | had a new
text. The tone must have been drowned out by the clarinet. | unlocked it, expecting it
to be Ryan or Hayley through some weird, telepathic connection, telling me they
missed me or something.

But it was way weirder than that.

It was Will. | recognized the last few digits.

Monday, 12:18 PM

Can wetalk?

Shit.

Shit shit shit shit oh God shit fuck crap. | was not prepared for this, oh Jesus.



Page 21

Source Creation Date: June 26, 2025, 4:45 am

My first instinct was to text him back, begging him to meet me right this second.

The next was to delete this message thread so | wouldn’t be tempted to ever reply. |
actually got halfway through doing that, then chickened out. | wasn't quitethatstrong.
Alas and alack and whatever.

| went with door number three. Don’t reply, for now. I'd wait until | came up with the
perfect response. If experience was anything to go by, the perfect response was never
the first one that came to mind. Let him think | was busy. | was, after al. Busy
putting together a life here. A life that didn’t need to revolve around Will “Who?”
Tavares.

As soon as | made that decision, a rush of power coursed through me. Finally, after
all these weeks, | had the opportunity to be the one ignoringhim.l could get used to
being on this side of the power balance.

| didn’t reply throughout the rest of the school day. Played it totally coal, if | do say
so myself. | was 90 percent sure it was because of all Mom’s mindfulness training.
When | realized that, | did some visualization. Of Will checking his phone every five
minutes with his heart in his throat, like I'd been doing the whole last couple weeks
of summer. And that felt so good, it wassureto manifest. It turned out | got most of
my positive energy from the thought of karmic schadenfreude.

At home, Crista and Dylan were over. Aunt Linda had taken a “bad turn” during the
day, according to Mom, and was back in the hospital overnight. The kids seemed
pretty down—and so did the adults, to be perfectly honest—so we decided to go out
for cheeseburgers. It was one of those places with entertainers wearing creepy,



anthropomorphic costumes of chipmunks, ducks, and bears that have crazy eyes like
they’ve taken a strong hit of something. The animals, | mean, not the entertainers.
Although,theireyes were hidden, so it was hard to make that call either way, | guess.

Anyway, Crista and Dylan loved it, and spent more time following around one of the
chipmunks than they did eating. It seemed ridiculous to me that they could be so
scared of things like the dark, or trees rustling outside, and not the slightest bit
terrified of the chipmunk costumes. Those wide, staring eyes and creepily stretched-
out, half-open mouths... Nothing has ever said “I eat children” more than the face of
Chipmunk Charlie, put it that way.

Even though | was till ignoring Will, | kept opening the message thread, like
something would' ve somehow changed since | looked at it thirty seconds before. A
part of me wondered if Will had noticed the seen receipt. If he was maybe even
obsessing over it alittle, internally rationalizing why | hadn’t replied.

Can wetak?

Talk about what, Will? About how you’ve ignored me since... well, sincethat night?
Or about your reaction at the party? Or do you want to discuss why you were
basically Jesus at the lake and are now in the running to be the Antichrist? Because as
interesting as those conversation topics all sound, I'd rather invite Chipmunk Charlie
intomy room to watch me sleep every night than hear you explain how little | mean to
youl.

Every time | took my phone out, my parents started talking in low voices, like |
would somehow miss what they were saying from the other side of the rounded
booth. | was distracted, but notthatdistracted. They were talking about Aunt Linda.
The topic of the times, these days. | picked up enough snippets to get afeel for it.Not
responding to treatment... Changing medication... Demand some better pain meds...
Says she doesn’'t want to be foggy, but...



My phone buzzed in my hand, and | jumped afull mile. Then | saw who was calling,
and my parents conversation was officially tuned out.

Will. Will was caling me. Will was out there somewhere, right now, caling me.
Thinking about me. Wanting me to pick up.

Maybe Mom was onto something with this “manifesting” theory after al.

| amost answered it, too. Almost. But there was that tingling power again. And
honestly, it was more than that. The more I'd been thinking about his message, the
more | suspected that he wanted to beg me not to out him. Or to tell me the summer
meant nothing, and he’'d see me around. Goddamnit, | didn't want to hear him say
that. It’d cheapen the whole thing. As if the second | heard him discount it, it'd erase
all that happiness. With everything going on with Aunt Linda, and being away from
my friends, and having to deal with Lara, those memories were all | had. | needed
them for alittle longer.

So | watched my phonein silence until the call ended.

Sorry, Will.

Too busy.

Just like you’ ve been.

He ambushed me.

| was running more than ten minutes late the next morning. 1'd finished up at my
locker, mentally rehearsing my excuse to Ms. Hurstenwild, when | got that creepy,



ominous feeling. The one that saysthere’'s someone, possibly-slash-probably a serial
killer, right behind you.l turned around to find Will al up in my personal space,
staring me down like he was a freaking matador or something.

“Didn’'t get my text, | guess?’ he said in this airy way, like he couldn’t really care.
Which would be believable if he wasn't in the process of cornering me in an empty
hallway about it.

| was rattled, but | did my best not to make it obvious. “Pot, kettle,” | said, even
airier. So airy it was approaching helium. Okay, maybe it was obvious after all.

He shoved one hand into the pocket of his chinos and stuck one finger of the other in
his mouth to chew a cuticle. | got d§avu seeing that. It's what he did whenever |
caughthim off guard in the summer. Cuticle nibbling, faraway look, shifting his
weight. He was so familiar. | knew him. Probably better than someone had any
busi ness knowing someone they’ d only met a few months ago.

He removed his finger from his mouth. Here we go. Considered, thoughtful response
time. “You'reright. I'm atotal hypocrite.”

Again. Not what I’ d expected. And there I’d been bracing myself for a gentle lecture
about how he didn’t owe me anything, or how I’d been reading into the summer too
much. It was a surprisingly mature response for someone who'd spent a solid two
weeks refusing to look me in the eye.

It made me relax alittle. “Yup. Do | get an explanation, or...?’

“That’swhat | wanted to talk about.”

“Well, I'm here. So, let’stalk, | guess.”
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We faced each other down. Will’s finger had wandered into his mouth again.
Procrastinator. Ms. Hurstenwild was going to genuinely murder me.

| closed my locker and started walking backward. “Look, Will, if you don’'t have
anything to—"

At that moment, two things happened.

A little farther down the hall, a door opened, and a student stepped halfway out of the
classroom. Only the back of the head was visible—the student had paused to speak to
the teacher on the way out—but the close-trimmed Afro and black-and-white
letterman jacket looked alot like it belonged to Will’ s friend Matt.

Lo and behold, | was right on the money with that one. With a small yelp, Will
lunged forward, opened a nearby door, and shoved me into the room.

Before | could get my bearings, Will had joined me and slammed the door closed,
plunging us into darkness.| tried to back away and stepped right into what felt like a
mop bucket. Or at least, itwasa mop bucket, | figured from the crunch of snapping
plastic. | shot a hand out to steady myself and smacked straight into a shelf of some
sort. A bunch of unidentified items clattered onto the concrete floor—and onto my
feet. | swore in pain as a particularly heavy bottle all but shattered my toes.
Motherfucker.

“Jesus Christ, Ollie, hold still,” Will’ s voice hissed through the darkness.

“What are youdoing? Is this an assault? Should | scream?”



“I didn’t want Matt to see us.”

“Ah. Getting rid of witnesses. So itisan assault?’

“Comeon, Ollie, be serious.”

| kind of was, to be honest. “And why does it matter if Matt sees us?’

Even though | couldn’t see a thing, my third eye clearly made out some cuticle-
chewing action. “Do you have to ask?’

And what the hell was that supposed to mean? “Uh, given that | did ask... yes?’

A long pause. Long pauses are never good. One day, | would write a thesis on the
history of long pauses, and the hurt feelings that followed them 200 percent of the
time. Thiswagjustlike the time in tenth grade, when | shaved one side of my head and
asked Ryan how it looked at school the next day. Except this long pause was lasting
longer, and oh God, this was going to realy stab, wasn't it? Fuck long pauses.
Motion to ban them from social interactions, please.

“Well... you know...”

Nope. But | was about to, wasn't 1?

“Like... most of the school has figured out you're gay.”

“Oh. Interesting. | haven't met most of the school, so don’t know how they managed
that.”

“Yeah, but...”



| knew what he was getting at. It was fine. Whatever. It's not like it was a state secret
or anything. And hey, if people guessed, it saved me having to have a discussion
about my sexual preferences with people who didn’'t even know if | preferred ham or
peanut butter on my sandwiches. For reference, the answer was, “both,
simultaneously.”

“And so what?’ | asked. “So what if they know I'm gay? Why, exactly, does that
mean you can’'t be seen with me? Am | contagious? Because | guess that'd explain a
lot.” As far as explanations went, that’d win an award for creativity.Sorry, | stopped
texting you because my precise strain of “gay” was only temporary. Kind of like
salmonella.

Will’s sigh was particularly loud and scathing in the small space. Claustrophobia
does that. “The guys are being dicks about it. It's like a running joke. They keep
trying to ‘set each other up’ with you at lunch.”

WEell. I'd like to say that after years of being out and coming to terms with myself,
and homophobia, and the rest of it al, that I’d be able to brush that one off. But it
hurt. 1t always hurt a little, at least, to know people were talking about you in a less
than flattering way. Being so new at the school, though, and people already having an
opinion about me? AndWillbeing involved in it? Had he even tried to defend me? Or
had he laughed along with them?

“Uh-huh.” My tone was flat.

“I don’tjoinin,” he added quickly.

But do you stop them?

Suddenly, | laughed. It spilled like blood from a fresh wound. Out and out and out.



“What’ s so funny?’

“We'rein acloset.”
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“1 told you, | didn’t want—"

“You dragged meinto a closetto have this conversation. Did you do this on purpose,
or what? Unbelievable.”

“l don't...” Will started, then it must’ ve clicked. “Redlly, Ollie? Super mature.”
“I"'mimmature? You're too afraid to be seentalkingto me. Are we done?’ It was
funny. All this time, I’d been through so many emotions. Hurt. Betrayal. Sadness.
Acceptance. Maybe a bit—okay, maybe a ot—of longing. But | hadn’t been angry. At
least, | hadn’t realized | was so angry. Here | was, however, bubbling right up and
over. Pissed off asall hell.

“We haven't even started. Can you give me a chance to explain?’

A chance? We' d been talking for at least five minutes now.

“... Ollie?

“Yes,|I'm listening, whatever. Go.”

“l wasn't ignoring you, | swear. My parents caught me coming home that night and
went nuts. They confiscated my phone, | wasn't allowed to touch my laptop, nothing.

For three weeks. It was ridiculous.”

Yeah, yeah, | knew al this. | considered pointing out that he’'d told people he was
with girls that night, but | couldn’t even be bothered going down that road with him.



It'"d only conflate things. “It’s cool. Really. I’'m more concerned with how you acted
a the party. What was that? The conversation with your friend must have
beenreallyriveting for you to forget | was there so quickly.”

My eyes had started adjusting to the darkness. There he was. Leaning against the
door, one hand draped across hisstomach, the finger of the other in his mouth. He was
looking right at me, at least. Suddenly, | was self-conscious. How did | look today?
Had | put enough effort in getting ready this morning? Had | checked my teeth before
| left the house?

“You told the girls about me. | freaked out, okay?’
“I’'m sorry. Redlly, |—"

“1 know you are! I'm not mad. | know you didn’'t do it on purpose. Y ou had no idea.
But that doesn’t mean it’s al fine, you know? | mean, what if they tell someone?’

“They haven't yet.”
“Yet. If my parents found out... Ollie...”

| didn’t reply. Because what could | say to that? My whole face flushed with shame,
the anger temporarily forgotten. It was all my fault he’'d been put in this situation.
Whether | meant to or not. Why hadn't | kept my damn mouth shut? | hadn’t
evenknownthose girls and I'd spilled out my life story. Or at least my summer story.
Which was more torrid than the rest of my life combined, to be fair.

Will hugged himself with both arms and stared at the ground. “1 wasn’'t good enough
to get a basketball scholarship, so I’'m relying on them to support me. | can't fuck
anything up this year, or I'm done.”



And afuckup would include... right.

“l see”

“l didn’t know what to do. | mean, Jesus, it’s not like | expected you to be here. It's
so ridiculous.”

That was another thing with Will. Everything was “ridiculous,” from minor
anomalies to life-altering events. | had to fight a smile hearing that word again. Even
if it did kind of apply in this situation.

“1 was scared, okay? What | did over the summer... like, whatwedid, isn’t something
| would’ ve done with anyone from around here. | thought it was safe.”

Right. So he’ d been counting on never having to see me again. Bam. Ouch.

“Then it’s like, oh, hey, Ollieis right fucking there, and now some peopleknow, and
for a second | thought that was it. Like well, here we go, now everyone's about to
find out everything.” He paused to let me speak. When | didn’t, he went on. I had to
see you, though. | haven't thought about anything else since the party. | was just
scared. | mean, you' rehere.”

He touched my arm. Even though it made me shiver, and my blood heat up by several
degrees, and my stomach kick up, | yanked away. The anger was well and truly back,
and it wasn’t having any of my body’ s romance bullshit.

Will blinked at me, hurt. “I’m so glad to see you,” he tried.
“Yeah, | cantell,” | said, gesturing at the walls. So glad to see me he couldn’t even be

seen speaking to me. So glad he' d taken two weeks to text me after getting his phone
back. Clearly he wasrapturous.



“l haveto get to class,” | said, trying to push past him.

He blocked me. “Wait.”
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“1 have claustrophobia.”
“You donot.”

“As romantic as | find chatting around dustpans and rags, Will, | think I'm going to
have to decline. Let me know if you ever want to talk somewhere with oxygen, but
until then, good luck with college.”

“Don’'t be mad at me.”

“I"'m not mad.” The lie was so blatant that Will scoffed at me. | didn’t care. “We're
|ate. Come on.”

“No.”

“Fine. Suit yourself.” | squeezed past him and opened the door. Sweet air and light.
Will hesitated. Like he expected me to go back in and join him for a bit longer. To do
what? Have another somewhat heartbreaking conversation? Kiss him? In a
goddamnit-1-can’ t-believe-I' m-even-saying-thiscloset? No way.

When he didn’t follow, | gave him a sweet smile, and shut the door on him. Right in
his face. | stared at the door, surprised at my own gall. | didn’t know | had that much
sass dwelling under the surface. | felt a little guilty, but mostly | was impressed with

myself.

With atiny laugh that sounded suspiciously like a sob—except it couldn’t be, because



I’d promised not to cry anymore—I turned on my heel and hurried to class without
turning back to see if Will had let himself out.

I’d won that round. The spiteful side of me was polishing a trophy with a smug grin.

So why was the rest of me so hollow?

“Who are these guys again?’

Will’s cheek was barely an inch from mine. We lay side by side on my bed, sharing
headphones. It was one of those rare afternoons where I’d managed to score the
house to myself. Our fingertips were spidering around each other’s, our hands resting
on my thigh.

| bumped my phoneto light it up for him. “Letlive. Good, right?’

“Surprisingly, yes.”

“Surprising because you’ re a music snob?’

Will smiled, and touched his temple to mine. “Shut up.” His tone was all warm and
tender. The way a guy talks to someone he really likes. | knew that tone. It was the
first time 1I'd heard him use it. A part of me died with happiness. Straight-up curled
into a ball and died. “I guess whenever | hear the word ‘punk,” | think, like, Blink-
182 or Fall Out Boy.”

“Both solid bands. Y ou’ d better not be knocking them.”

“I| amahit.”



“We can agree to disagree.”

“They’reabit more... simple than this.”

“1 guess. They’re pop punk junk food.”

Will laughed. “I love that. That’s perfect. Pop punk junk food.”

Rejuvenated, | started flicking through my albums. “If you like them, you should
check out these guys. They have this thing they do with harmonies that’s just argh,
and the drummer, God, | could listen to a whole album of just his solos. Hold on, I’ll
find them—what?’

Will was staring at me with a funny little smile. “Nothing. It's cute how passionate
you get about music. | fedl like you could convince Bach all he was missing was
some heavy bass guitar.”

“l really like music, | guess. So sue me.”

“Yeah, well, | really like you. So sue me.”

Tuesday, 4.02 PM



Page 25

Source Creation Date: June 26, 2025, 4:45 am

I’m sorry.

| didn't speak to Will again after that morning in the closet. He did try to text me,
once, later that day, but | forced myself to ignore it. | knew myself, and | wasn’t
much of a“let’'s stay friends’ kind of person. If | didn’t cut Will off cold-turkey, I'd
end up pining over him, all hopelessly devoted, and hurt, and unrequited. Well, like,
more than | was currently.

| did spend quite a chunk of the week replaying my reaction in my head. Depending
on my mood, | interpreted the memory differently. Sometimes | internally
congratulated myself for having the strength to storm out and slam that door. All I'd
needed was a Destiny’s Child songplaying as an overture, and it would' ve been the
greatest “screw you” since Rhett Butler inGone with the Wind.

Then other times, | convinced myself Will still had feelings for me, and that I'd
ruined a beautiful future—culminating in marriage and three adopted children—with
afive-second tantrum. Those times were way less fun.

One night, in the middle of one of these fits of despair, | asked Mom if she had any
huge regrets from when she was a teenager. She apparently thought the appropriate
response to that question was to break out into an off-key rendition of “Let It Be” by
the Beatles. Word for word. From beginning to end. A performance | was expected to
watch in full. I made amental note never to ask Mom for relationship advice again.

At school, | was settling into a rhythm. Juliette and | often escaped to the music room
during lunch. With band practice on Tuesdays and Thursdays, the music room was
fast becoming my favorite place in the school. Everything about it, from the cheesy



inspirational posters lining the walls, to the collection of crappy-quality guitars and
vialins, to the microphones and amplifiers stored in the nook at the far end of the
room, was familiar. Comforting. Music was music, whether in California or North
Carolina

Thursdays, | had Music Appreciation right before lunch. When the bell chimed, |
packed up my stuff and wandered to my locker, al dreamy and happy. | was too busy
dwelling in my own little world of melodies and advanced beats to notice anything
different when | first made it into the cafeteria. But you can bet | sure as hell noticed
when | got to the lunch table and found Will sitting in my seat.

Sitting in my damn seat like a smug, seat-stealing, little...

Oh, no, wait, the other guys were there, too. They’'d dragged over extra seats and
crammed around the perimeter of the table, shoulder to shoulder to fit everyone in.
My first thought was that Will had made them come here so he could talk to me. My
second thought was, holy shit, you are the poster child for narcissism, Oliver Di
Fiore. Not everything revolves around you, get all the way up and over yourself.
Juliette had said some of the basketball guys sat with us from time to time. Well, here
was one of those times. No stress. Be cool.

Please, for the love of God, be cool.

Then, oh yeah, silly me, | remembered | hated these guys for making homophobic
jokes with me as a punch line. So, basically, fuck every single one of them.

“Ollie-oop, | saved you a seat.” Juliette waved me down and gestured to the empty
seat next to her. Just in case | thought she was referring to one of the taken seats, |

guess.

As soon as Juliette said my name, Will’s head cocked to the side, and he glanced up



in a not-very-subtle way. Without looking at him, | breezed past and Tetrisd my
lunch tray into atight gap between Juliette’ s and Niamh's,

Matt sat directly across from me, with Will on his left side. On Matt’'s other side,
Darnell, one of Will’s other friends, was leaning his elbows on the table to speak to
Niamh. Darnell wasn’t a short guy by any means, but compared to his friends, he was
practically a pixie. He had warm, medium-brown skin with a smattering of freckles
over a wide nose, and tilted eyebrows that gave him a permanently concerned, kind
sort of look. From the way he had zeroed in on Niamh, you could tell he' d forgotten
anyone else was sitting at the table. “... You basically don't eat a thing for almost
two days,” he was saying. “Last year | raised two hundred bucks. It’s not that hard.”

Niamh tossed her hair and simpered in a very un-Niamh-like way. | was used to the
Niamh that mostly looked pleasant, and a little vacant. This was Niamh on a mission.
A mission involving a hot guy. “It kind of sounds like that fasting diet you see all
over Instagram. Doesn’'t it mess with practice, though?”

“Nah,” the guy said.

“Yes,”Matt spoke over him. “He was useless the whole week after the famine last
year.”

That earned him a hard glare from Niamh’'s Prince Charming. The message was
clear:you are actively cock-blocking me, and have precisely one second to stop
that.“It’ s for charity, man.”

“Yeah, well, if you could help the poor when wedon'thave a game against
Williamstown, that’ d besweet.”

Will stayed quiet, watching the exchange. He kept glancing up at me, like a pigeon
that feels mostly safe, but aso wants to check that it isn’'t about to be ambushed. Is



that what he thought? That I'd do something to out him in front of his friends?
Although to be fair, he’d made it pretty clear that acting like | knew him at all would
doom him forever. Because he might catch the gay, after al. He probably hadn’t even
told the guys we' d ever met. Aaaand this was supposed to bemyPrince Charming. |
kind of felt like Niamh had gotten the better deal here.

Niamh swirled her mashed potatoes with a fork. She'd spent more time playing with
her food than eating it. Did she not want to eat in front of the guys? Or had she lost
interest?“l think it' sreally selfless,” she said. “I might have to try it one year.”

“You could time it with acasting,” Lara suggested through a mouthful of bread.

Niamh frowned. Juliette and the guys seemed to miss it, but | knew too well what it
was like to be on the receiving end of Lara's jabs. Time it with a casting so Niamh
could lose abit of weight. That's what she meant. Even if she said it innocently. This
was the first time I’d noticed Lara directing her nastiness at someone other than me.
Shemusthave woken up on the wrong side of the bed. Or maybe she didn't like the
attention Matt was giving Niamh right now.

The conversation went on around me. | didn’t join in. It wasn’t super unusual for me
to be quiet at lunch, and there was no way | felt comfortable enough to speak up
withthisaudience. The weird thing was that Will didn’t speak, either. This was the
first time 1'd really seen him around the basketball guys up close, so | had no way of
knowing if that was out of character for him or not at first. Then Matt asked him
twice why he was so spaced out and | had my answer.

We both did redlly terrible jobs of sneaking glances at each other. | caught him
almost as many times as he caught me. As for those butterflies in my stomach, | was
going to have to get myself some DDT pretty soon, because this was getting old. It
didn’t matter if | could see the crazy-soft skin beneath his neck in that shirt, or that
his lashes looked thicker than normal, or that the crook of his arm was distractingly



beautiful. He was a dick. So he had to be dead to me. Book the damn funeral ,please.
Finaly, the guys left to grab seconds, or dessert, or both. The moment they were
gone, | camed down. | hadn't practiced nearly enough mindfulness today,
apparently,because I’ d been alittlehighly strung for afew minutes there.

A brief pause hung in the air, then Juliette and Lara turned on Niamh like hyenas.

“Oh my God, Darnelllikesyou,” Juliette said.

Niamh blinked. “No way.”

“Niamh, come on,” Lara said, tapping her lunch tray for emphasis. “The pheromones

were so thick | could taste them seasoning my sandwich. Don't play dumb. Ollie,
Darnell was drooling, yes or no?’
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Wow. Lara speaking to me like | was a fellow human being for once. Maybe | was
growing on her. “I’m gonna go with ahard yes,” | said apologetically to Niamh.

“Guys, don't. We're friends.”

“What's the problem?’ Lara asked. “He’'s hot as a soldering iron. If you don’t want
him, I'll take him.”

“You've aready got Matt, let Niamh have aturn,” Juliette said.

Lara smirked. “I may have Maitt, but Matt doesn't have me. Although now you
mention it, he and Darnell do have a bit of a spark. Think they’d be up for a
meénageatrois?’

“Darnell might, if Niamh was the trois.”

Niamh moaned and tipped her head back. “They’ll be back soon. Don't let them hear

you.
“Right, we need a plan of attack,” Juliette said.

Lara sniffed. “No,nowe do not. We donotchase men. Men come to us, and we deign
to pay them attention if we so choose.”

“Um, Lara, these aren’t men. These are boys. Different species, remember?’

“Same same, just smaller muscles.”



“And brains.”

| mean, | was sitting right here.

Niamh slammed her hands on the table, making the rest of us jump. “Stop. Don't try
to set me and Darnell up. | don’t want to get tied down here, okay? | can’t afford to
get serious with anyoneif I’'m moving to New Y ork.”

“Who said anything about getting serious?’ Lara asked with a wicked smile. “And
besides. You can't put al your eggs in one basket. If New York doesn’'t work out,

you'll regret not keeping Darnell on your little line here.”

Niamh's face went hard. | was pretty sure | knew why. She was remembering Lara's
comment about fasting from earlier. “ And why wouldn’t New Y ork work out?’

Juliette cleared her throat. | was with her. Could we make an excuse to escape before
al hell broke loose? | tried to run through a list of possible reasons, but my mind

inconveniently blanked.

“Not saying it won't. It's competitive, though, you know? The standards are high.
Even perfect girls struggle to get casted.”

“Not that you' re not perfect,” Juliette jumped in hastily.

Lara shrugged. “Niamh’s gorgeous. Obvioudly. But it isn't aways enough, isit?’

“What elseisthere?’ Niamh asked.

“Well, like | said, it's competitive. For some of those girls, it’s, like, their lives. They
devote everything to it.”



“ldevote everything to it.”

“Kind of,” Larasaid. “But, you know...”

11 NO.”

“Well, like, the kind of girls you're competing with... they wouldn’'t be eating
mashed potatoes at lunch, put it that way.”

Damn.There it was. Juliette and | cringed. | felt the sting of that one like Lara had
slapped me personally.

Niamh'’s face reddened, and | wasn’t sure if she was going to cry. | got ready to rise
up to hug her, or touch her arm, or shove Lara off her chair, | didn't know. Then
Niamh stood. “Just because you' re so insecure with yourself that you need to hook up
with anything that moves foryourvalidation, doesn’t mean you can take it out on me.
There are more important things in life than guys, okay, Lara? And if you think
you're better than me because you can strut around in size-two jeans and make out
with Renee for a group of immature guys to give them all blue balls over a faux-
lesbian fantasy, then please. Don't. It’s trashy, and me and Juliette are embarrassed
for you.”

With that, Niamh stormed away, leaving her lunch tray behind. Juliette gave Lara a
stricken glance. Lara waved a hand, bored. “ Someone’ s on her period,” she said.

“Jesus Christ,” Juliette muttered. She stacked Niamh's lunch tray on top of her own
and stood up. “I’m gonna go after her.”
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“Walk, don’t run,” Larasaid.

Part of me wanted to go after Niamh, too. God knew she hadn’t deserved those digs,
and | wanted her to know | had her back. But something stopped me from leaving
Lara A little voice that said maybe Lara needed someone here, too. And that maybe,
with all her thorns and brambles, Laradidn’t get much in the way of comfort.

| watched her closely as Juliette left us alone. It was like she'd forgotten | was still
here. As she stared after Juliette, her stoic expression crumpled so quickly | thought
I’d imagined it. Then she was back to looking amused and detached. She caught me
staring at her, and raised her eyebrows at me in a challenge.“What?’

“Nothing,” | said. Actually, that wasn’t true. I’ d been about to say something, but she
looked like she wanted to make me her next victim, and the courage had faded fast.

“Good.” She sat in silence for amoment, poking at her food with a fork, then grabbed
her tray and |eft.

The guys returned looking bewildered. “Where' d everyone go?’ Darnell asked.

Will wore a concerned expression, and held his lunch tray out toward the doorway
Lara had stalked through. “Is she okay?’ he asked.

And al at once, we were back at the lake. There, Will was aways the first one to tell
if someone wasn't quite right, as well as the first one to try to fix it. That was how
we'd met. It was one of the things I'd liked most about him. Where had that
sweetness gone, and why was it coming out now, and overLaraof al things? Who



was the real Will? He had so many masks | had no idea what his damn face looked
like anymore.

“Actually, I’'m going to check on her,” | said. “Can you get my tray for me? | need to
try and catch up with her.”

Will nodded and gestured for me to go, and it was like we were on the same team
again. Despite my best intentions re: switching off all affection, a little burst of
happiness popped somewhere inside my chest. | kept it firmly off my face.

| found Lara near the lockers. She'd grabbed her books, and was hovering around in
front of the classrooms, too early to go in. She saw me approaching from a mile
away, and she shook her head in annoyance, turning her back on me to lean against
the wall with her books clutched to her chest.

“Hey,” | said, slowing as | reached her.

“What?’ she snapped.

| ignored the fact that she clearly didn’t want me here and joined her at the wall. We
didn't speak for a while, until | got the courage back up. “You can kiss whoever the

fuck you want,” | said finally. “And it’s no one’s business but yours.”

She turned around, surprised. “You don't think she actually got to me, do you?’ she
asked with a scoff. “Please. Like | give a crap what anyone thinks about what | do.”

The show was convincing. Except... “I think everyone cares what people think, a
little. Even if they don’t want to.”

Suddenly, | was staring at her back again. “Well, you don't know me very well,

then.



“Guess not. If you really don’t care, then | envy you.”

“Good. You should.”

“If you ever need to talk, though...”

“l don’t.”

“Good,” | said. Well, at least | tried. Maybe | was wrong. For all | knew, Lara hadn’t
liked kissing that Renee girl the way | thought she had. It was possible I'd misread
her expression at the lunch table just now. But if | hadn’t, then, well... if I'd had no
one to talk to when | was thinking about coming out, | would’ ve gone crazy. | didn’t
want anyone to go through that if | could help it. Not even Medusa s distant relative
over here,

| got halfway down the hallway when | looked back at Lara. Just in time to see her
peeking right back at me.

10

Aunt Linda was taking bad turn after bad turn these days. She seemed to be living in
a permanent bad turn, if you asked me. Not that anyone did. They’'d stopped telling
me things, too. Mostly, | just got ordered to babysit Crista and Dylan while the adults
went to sort out adult things. | guessed they thought | couldn’t handle hearing what
was going on. Or maybe they thought the less | knew, the less chance I’ d accidentally
let on to the kids how serious things were. Who knows? Either way, it didn’t matter
how much | pressed my parents, they kept me firmly in the dark.

In aweird way, it was a good thing. If no one told me how bad things were, | could
still kid myself it was temporary. Just ablip.



Anyway, with my newly contracted role as Crista and Dylan’s guardian from after
school until bedtime, | didn’t have much chance to practice bass. Not serioudly,
anyway. And the guys in Absolution of the Chained were as serious as it came. The
others didn’tmakemistakes. They didn’tshame me if | dlipped up in practice and
threw everyone else off, but it was pretty obvious | was the only one who ever did. So
| started ditching lunch altogether and holing up in the music room instead, repeating
the trickier lines over and over until they became second nature.

One of these lunches in early October, | was so focused on what | was doing that |
didn’t hear the door open. It wasn't until | caught something move out of the corner
of my eye that | noticed Will. Seeing someone at al, let aone Will, when | didn’t
expect it gave me such ashock | jumped in my seat and swore.

Will raised his eyebrows, amused. “ Sorry. | thought you heard me come in.”

Eurgh. He looked particularly good today, and the bar was set high to begin with. He
wore this figure-hugging long-sleeved shirt that was somewhere between maroon and
plum, with equally tight khaki chinos. On top of that, the sweet, musky smell of his
cologne reached me from across the room. The same one he'd worn all summer. If
only smells didn’t trigger memories, | might’ ve been able to keep my feelings off my
face.
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| gave my head alittle shake like | was an Etch A Sketch and—my face a blank date
again—returned to my bass playing. “What are you doing here?’ | asked.

“Juliette told me you were here.”

That traitor. “1 can’'t imagine why she thought that’ s something you should know.”
“1 asked her where you’ ve been. Y ou disappeared.”

Just keep playing. The instrument is way more interesting than Will could ever be.

He cleared his throat. “I wasn’t sure if it had something to do with me. | can ask the
guysto stay away from your table, if it helps.”

| stopped playing. “It has nothing to do with you,” | snapped. “I haven't been able to
practice at home, so | had to get it in somewhere.”

Will dragged over a chair from the wall and sat on it backward, folding his arms on
the back. Right. He was settling in, then. Good thing he hadn’'t asked for an
invitation, because | wouldn’t have given one.

“How come you can't practice at home?’ he asked.

“Cristaand Dylan are around every night. Don’t get a chance.”

His face went all soft. “How are they? | miss those kids.”



“They’'refine.” | started playing again. If anything would make it clear | was too busy
to talk, thiswould.

“How’ s your aunt?’ he asked gently.

| didn’t expect it, but my throat closed over, and my heart started thudding like it was
trying to break out of my chest. | could taste bile. My fingers stopped moving on the
bass.

Will looked stricken. “Isshe...?’

“She’'salive,” | croaked.

Will studied me. He tended to hold stares a bit longer than most people to begin with,
but now it was like he was afraid to blink. He seemed to be cataloguing every one of
my skin cells. Like they were telling him what | wouldn’t. “I’'m sorry,” he said. He
sounded like he meant it.

For a second | thought he was going to get up. To come over to me? Or to leave? He
didn’t, though.

| wanted to thank him for caring. | wanted to tell him | hadn’t really told anyone else
here about Aunt Linda, because | didn’t want them to feel uncomfortable. | wanted to
ask him to hug me and convince me it'd be okay. “Be careful,” | said instead.
“Someone might see you in here alone with me. Who knows what they’ d think.”

Will shrugged one shoulder. “I doubt it. No one ever comes down here. We'll be
fine.”

Wrong answer. My skin prickled cold again, and | returned to the guitar.



Will sighed. “I can't stand how things have been between us. I'm sorry for how |
acted at the party that night. lam.Tell me how | can make it up toyouand I’'ll do it.”

Honestly, if he thought | was still angry about the party, he was too far behind to get
why | was pissed now. Besides, | shouldn’t have to ask him to stop being ashamed of
me. If | had to beg for him to acknowledge me in the hallways, it wouldn’t mean shit
if he eventually did. It had to come from him, or else what was the point?

“Everything' sfine,” | said. “Whatever. | came here to practice, so I’'m trying to focus
on that.”

Will nodded carefully, and al at once | wanted to take it back.No. Don’'t leave. Say
something that’'ll make me cave. Say something to convince me | shouldn’t be hurt
anymore.”I’ll leave you to practice, then,” he said instead. My shoulders slumped. |
shouldn’t have expected anything different. I'd insisted he go away, after al. “If you
wanna practice at night anytime, though, bring the kids over. Kane still remembers
them, and I’'m sure he'd love to play with them. You can use our basement, or my
room. Y ou can be alone, if you want.”

That was surprising. “Thanks. Maybe.”

He offered me a sheepish smile, and closed the door behind him.

The next Monday, he showed up in Music Appreciation. As casua as anything, like
he belonged in there.

Then he settled himself into a spare desk a couple of rows over from me, and, oh
crap, hedidbelong in there.He must have transferred. What in the hell? Since when
was he the type of guy to take a music class? My first reaction was to glower. How
dare he come in here to ruin my class? If he acted up, | was going to corner him after
the lesson and force him to transfer right back out again. This class was important to



me. | wasn’'t going to let him make it ajoke.

| kept trying to catch his eye through the whole class, but he didn’t glance at me once.
He kept his attention on the teacher and the textbook. No comments, no laughing, no
wry looks around the classroom.
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This was exactly the kind of joke the Great, Ethereal Being liked to play on me to
keep things interesting. | could picture it up there with dozens of other mystical
figures from every religion in existence, watching this on a magical television in the
clouds, laughing themselves silly at the bewildered look on my face.

After an eternity the bell rang. | knew Will didn't want me to speak to him where
people could see, but | did not give one crap. | headed straight over to him and put a
hand on his desk. “What's going on?’ | asked.

He blinked innocently. “Oh, hey, Ollie. | forgot you took this class.”

“You didnot.”

Will grinned at me. Well, glad he found this so amusing. “The career counselor said |
needed to ditch peer tutoring for a class with credit. | figured why not this? It'll make

me an all-rounder for college applications.”

| folded my arms, exasperated. “This class isn't an easy ride, you know. Can you
even name one music period?’

He shook his head, sliding his textbook into his bag. “I figured if | got confused, | had
afriend who's pretty good at music who could help.”

“Oh, redly? Who isit? | assume it’s someone you can be seen with?’ | said coolly.

Will took a second to reply. “That’s right. Speaking of, Darnell wants to sit with you
guys in the cafeteria today. He's totaly into Niamh, have you noticed? Are you



hanging here to practice, or are you eating?’

“l was gonna eat, today.” Actualy, I’d been planning on practicing, but surely that’s
what he'd been hoping to hear. And | didn’t want to give him that. | glared at him,
silently daring him to ask me to skip lunch so he didn’t have to worry about me
addressing him at the table.

“Awesome. Let’s head over together, then.” He stood up, ready to go.

| paused. | understood what he'd said, but | didn’t trust it. A wild, paranoid part of me
even wondered if there was a hidden camera somewhere. Before | remembered this
wasred life. “Um...”

“What?’

What,he asked. Like he hadn’t been so terrified of being seen near me last week he'd
shoved me into a mop bucket.

Sure. I’d play along. “Okay. Let’sgo,” | said.

The whole time | expected him to make an excuse to leave. Or tell me he was only
kidding. Or inexplicably produce a mop bucket from thin air and throw it in front of
me to slow me down while he escaped.

But he didn’t. He just walked with me all the way to the cafeteria, talking about his
family, and the basketball team, and my friends back home. No one accused us of
being in love. No black holes materialized to tear apart the fabric of the universe. We
didn’'t even trigger a natural disaster.

What the hell had sparked this sudden change?



“Ollie, your phone made anoise,” Crista called out from the living room.

| was in the middle of making three mugs of hot chocolate in the kitchen a few days
after Will’s sudden class transfer. More specifically, | was holding Dylan up to the
counter so he could stir the powder into the milk. Aunt Linda and Uncle Roy had
come home from the hospital earlier than we'd anticipated, right after I'd promised
the kids some warm drinks. Uncle Roy offered to take me home, but | wasn’t in any
particular rush. I’d gotten my homework done during a rousingPaw Patrolmarathon.
So he dove straight into the shower. Probably his first in a few days, given how run
off their feet he and Aunt Linda were.

“Can | try to read the message to you?’ Crista continued when | didn’t respond.

Earlier that evening I’ d been messaging Ryan about my new band, so | figured it was
areply from him. “Go ahead,” | called back.

“‘Hey... wanna sit... next... to me... tomorrow in... music? | p-prow... m-eyes ?
‘Prow-mies ? Mama, what does this word say?’

My life flashed before my eyes, and | detached Dylan from the hot chocolates with a
jiggle so | could sprint into the living room, still holding him. “D-don’t, don’t read
therest, it'sokay, I'll read it.”

Crista was dready in the process of passing the phone to Aunt Linda, who sat
stretched out on her recliner under a bright blue Snuggie. Aunt Linda raised an
eyebrow mischievously and held out the phone. “ And who’ sthisfrom?’ she asked.

“No one.” | jostled Dylan onto my hip and reached for my phone.

“Isit aboy?’



“Comeon.”

“Please, Ollie, let me be the cool aunt,” Aunt Linda said. “You used to tell me
everything. | want to gush.”

“No gushing.”
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“1’m going to play the cancer card.”

| snatched the phone back. “Eurgh,no, that’s not fair.”

“Neither is cancer.”

| stared her down, and Dylan struggled to the floor to join Crista on her iPad. |
lowered my voice so Crista didn't overhear. The last thing | wanted was a re-
formation of the Will fan club right now. “Fine. It' s Will.”

“Will from the lake?’

“Bingo.”

“Oh mygosh,” Aunt Linda squealed. “You didn’t tell me he livesin Collinswood.”
“Helivesin Napier, but he goes to Collinswood High.”

“1s he your boyfriend?’

My grin felt alittle pained. Probably not as award winning as my musical debut as a
bush, put it that way. “Nah. He' s not out, so we don’t have that much to do with each
other.”

“Sounds like he wants to sit next to you in class. That doesn’t sound like nothing.”

Wednesday, 6:47 PM



Hey, wanna sit next to me tomorrow in music? | promise | won't distract you.
Finding it hard to keep up! I’'m dumb: (

No wonder he was finding it hard to keep up. He knew nothing about music. It made
zero sense for him to have transferred into the class at all.

“Yeah, well, not serious enough for him to risk being seen aone with me,” | said,
exiting the message app. “So, whatever.”

Aunt Linda turned the television down with the remote. She meant business. D and M
time, so it would seem. “| remember when you were in eighth grade, and you had that
crush on the older boy. What was his name again?’

11 Ba,].”

“Ben.Y ou were crazy about him.”

Damn right | was. Ben with the perfect singing voice and bright green eyes. Who
wouldn’t have been crazy about Ben? Too bad Ben was straighter than a curtain rod.
113 &)?1

“ S0, even though you told me all about Ben, you didn’t tell everyone.”

Of course | hadn’'t. Barely anyone even knew | was gay back then. | hadn’t come out
properly until tenth grade. “Yeah, | wasn't out yet. | get your point, but it’s different.
| could never have had Ben anyway. If he'd told me he liked me, | would’ ve done

anything.”

“Well, maybe you were ready a little earlier than some. You also had a supportive
family, and great friends. Not everyone hasit so easy.”



| was unmoved. “If Will liked me the way | liked Ben, he'd atleastspeak to me in
public.”

“Is music class not public?’

“Sure, but he ignored me forweeksup until just recently. In the halls, and in the
cafeteria, and in English...”

“But not music class anymore. Seems like progress to me. It's small, but it's
something. Sounds like he' s trying.”

Eurgh. | hated it when adults made sense.

“Try not to take it personaly if he’'s not going as quickly as you'd like him to,” Aunt
Linda said. “If friendship is all he's able to give you right now, don’'t knock it
because you were hoping for more. Maybe, if you're lucky, he'll be ready for
something else one day. If not, at worst you'll have yourself a good friend in a new
school.”

| thought about it, trying to find the holes in her argument. It didn’'t appeal to me, the
idea that Will might only ever be afriend. Was that because deep down, | was hoping
he' d magically turn back into the old Will overnight?

Aunt Linda might be right. Maybe I'd been unfair to pin that kind of expectation on
Will. Now that | thought about it, he had been trying. Sure, he hadn’t done the thing |
wanted him to do most of all—declare his love for me publicly on the bleachersin a
grand musical number—abut that didn’t mean | had to knock the baby steps, did it?
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| bit my lip, then sent him atext back.

You're definitely not dumb. We can sit together if you want. I’ll even give you a
distraction hall pass or two, if you're lucky.

Aunt Linda gave me atired, but genuine, smile.
11
“ Stop, stop, stop. That sucked.”

| stopped the recording dutifully, but shook my head. “That wasfineWhat's the
problem?’

Juliette lowered her clarinet and stared at me like she was doubting the legitimacy of
my ears. “Um. All of it. All of it was the problem. One more time, okay?’

We were holed up in her bedroom, taking advantage of the natural late-October light
to film her audition for the Conservatory. A task that was taking longer than 1'd
expected. Like, alotlonger. She' d played the piece so many times | knew it inside and
out. I’d had to stop myself from humming along the last five or so takes.

“Sure, but seriously, we need to wrap it up soon. | have to be at the Lost and Found
by five-thirty for sound check.” It was my first gig with Absolution of the Chained
that night. Sure, it was in a bar that was usually emptier than a college student’s
refrigerator, but it was still important. | didn't want to mess anything up, and that
included beinglate. Also, | had good reason to expect there would be at least a



handful of people in our audience that night. Juliette and the girls had a few
connections around the school they were dragging along, and Will had even promised
to bring the basketball guys. Sure, he'd said it was so Darnell could get a shot to
speak to Niamh aone, but | appreciated it either way.

“Okay, one moretime,” Juliette said, waving to get my attention. “Count mein.”

| did, and she took it again from the top. Her fingers flew over the holes and keys, her
gaze distant as her chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm. She was somewhere else.
Which was promising. The last few takes, she'd been stealing glances at the camera,
until I’d promised her it wasn't likely to explode without notice.

| sang along in my head until | realized | didn’t know this part. She’'d gotten further
than before. | held my breath, willing her to keep it going, to hold on to the streak.
She made it another second. Then another. Surely the piece was almost over now.
Surely.

Then she played afinal note, and breathed out. | waited for her confirmation, hopeful.

“Switch it off, Ollie.” She laughed. “Okay. That was okay. | got through it all,
anyway.”

“We are victorious,” | said, switching off the camera with a flourish. “That is
awrap.Well done, Vaentina Lisitsa.” Vaentina Lisitsa was a piano player Juliette
showed me on YouTube a couple weeks earlier, whose fingers moved so fast it
looked like her videos were sped up to double time. Juliette had brought the channel
up somewhat defiantly, telling me it was proof that someone from North Carolina
could become a famous musician. Let the record show that I’d actually never implied
otherwise. Something toldme a little voice inside Juliette’' s head might have once or
twice, though.



“Valentina sapianist.”

“All right, be pedantic then. Well done, Valentina Lisitsa’'s clarinet equivalent.
Y ou're halfway to college!”

Juliette came over to grab the camera. “Not so fast. I'll have to make sure it’s okay
before | send it off. | need it to be perfect.”

“Have alook at it tomorrow. If you don’t like it, shoot me a text and I'll come for
round two. | don’t have plans.”

Juliette climbed onto the bed beside me, standing up on the unmade covers. “You're
the best, Ollie-oop.Thank you,so much.”

| got up and jumped on the spot, grabbing her hands. “You've got this. You did
awesome.”

She jumped a few times, too, bursting into nervous laughter. “I hope so. God, | hope
so0.” She let out a small scream, then threw her hands up. “Now let’s get you to sound
check, Bon Jovi.”

“Bon Jovi, really?’

“Closer comparison than Vaentina. Come on, Ollie-oop, go, go, go. The night’s all
about you, starting from... right... now.”

| took a dramatic leap from her bed and bowed to her as | landed. “I’m happy to share
the spotlight. But only with you.”

Juliette applauded me, then grabbed my arm to swing it back and forth. “Will’s
coming tonight. Are you nervous?’



“About Will coming?’ | asked. “No.”

Yes.

“He’ s been talking about you at lunch alot.”

| blinked. “Really?’
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“Yeah. Just casual stuff. Like, ‘Oh, Ollie thinks this,’ or, ‘Ollie told me a story about
that once’ Well, he was, anyway. Then Matt asked when the wedding date is. He
hasn’'t really brought you up since, now that | think about it.”

The unhappy pang that accompanied the gay joke was, for once, outshined by a
warmer feeling. Will was talking about me. When | wasn't even there.

We' d been sitting next to each other in Music Appreciation since his message two
weeks before. Five lessons in total. It was easy to get aong with him in class, but a
part of me figured that was because his friends weren't around. I’d been low-key
terrified al day that he might give me the cold shoulder tonight. Even with Aunt
Linda's pep talk, there was no way | could overlook it if he completely ignored me.
But if he was acknowledging me in front of the basketball guys, that was different.

Maybe we' d be able to manage being friends after all.

So, a“few” people turned out to be closer to a hundred or so. Apparently it'd spread
around the grade that the Lost and Found was the place to be that Friday night. | had
more than a dlight inkling it was down to the basketball guys. | wondered what it’d be
like to have that kind of power? To be able to decide what people you barely knew
did with their lives, just by doing it yourself?

Sayid and Emerson were a tiny bit nervous when they saw the crowd. And by that |
mean Sayid had made a genuine attempt at backing out due to homework
commitments he'd forgotten about until that very second, and Emerson was shaking
so hard he spilled half his water bottle down his front when taking a drink. 1zzy was
loving every second of it, though. She spent the half hour before the set running back



and forth to report back onhow much the audience had grown, her eyes alight. She
had good reason to be excited. Being able to draw a crowd would do wonders for the
band’s rep. We were unlikely to struggle finding a host for the next gig now. The
Lost and Found would probably make more on soda and bar snacks tonight than
they’d bring in the rest of the week combined.

Before | knew it, it was time to begin our set. Thankfully, Emerson and Sayid got
over their nerves once we were onstage. Actualy, that's not even giving Sayid
enough credit. For all his freaking out, he belonged on the stage in away | never saw
in practice. He moved around seamlessly between the keyboard and the center mic,
jumping about the place, joining me and Emerson, and engaging the crowd. | was
pretty sure the music was the opposite of what 99 percent of the crowd would choose
to listen to, but it was hard not to be entertained by Sayid.

Asfor me, | didn't mess up. Much. Maybe a note or two, but nothing noticeable. At
any rate, | threw zero people off, so | considered it a resounding success. Thankfully,
Mom and Dad raised me to aim low, to encourage a healthy contentment in hitting
par.

Then, suddenly, it was over. A few minutes of packing up our instruments, and we
were walking out to join the growing crowd while a DJ set himself up.

Juliette flung her arms around me as soon as | came out. “Ollie-oop, that wasso
good.Holy shit! You're like afreaking rock star, you know that, right?’

“That was really great, Ollie,” Niamh chimed in, touching my upper arm. Her voice
was softer than usual, and her eyes seemed heavy and tired. The problem with going
out on a school night, | guessed.

“Spectacular,” Lara deadpanned, hanging back. Asusual, | had no idea if she was
being sincere or not. Probably not.



The girls all had glasses of soda, and Juliette passed me one. Lara glanced at the
bartender, and turned aside to let me see her pocket. | saw a flash of a silver bottle.
“Want alittle something to celebrate?’ she asked.

Of course. | wondered if they were al drinking, or if it was just Lara. Not that she
was likely to be the only one in here with aflask. “No, thanks,” | said tightly. Tightly,
because | knew what her reaction would be.

Sherolled her eyes without even trying to hide it. “Why do | bother?’ she muttered to
herself.

“Takeit slow, all right?’ Juliette said to Lara. “They’ll kick us out if you get messy.”

“Yes, Mom.”

Matt and Darnell came over to talk at that point, and while Lara greeted Matt, Niamh
shook her head at Juliette and me. “It must be nice to be able to eat and drink
whatever you want, withouteverexercising, and never have to justify your lifestyle to
anyone.”

Juliette shrugged, but it was a sympathetic one. She and Niamh joined the rest of the
others in a conversation about next week’s game, while | scanned the crowd
curiously. And... yep, there she was, hanging out near the bathrooms with a group of
senior girls. The redhead Lara had hooked up with at the start of the school year.
Renee. | wondered if Lara was hoping to kiss her tonight. If that was why she was
already drinking at seven-thirty.

Then | noticed Will had joined us, and | was suddenly interested in the conversation
again. Lara gave him a mischievous look and poured something in his and Matt’s
drinks, keeping things below waist height to dodge wandering bartender eyes. This
would be interesting. WouldWill be as eager to make up with me now that his whole



letterman-wearing crew were active witnesses?

“Hey, man,” Matt said to Will, dlapping him on the shoulder. “Help us settle this. If
you had to choose between making out with a Labrador that turned into a chick after
you stopped, or making out with a chick who then turned into a Labrador, what
would you go with?’

Will leaned against the bar and crossed one foot over the other, pushing his hair back
off hisforehead. If | did that, I’d look like | was trying and failing to emulate James
Dean. Will made it work, though. “What the hell kind of conversation did | just walk
into?’

“Answer the question.”

“Um... well, where's the consciousness? Is the idea that you' re kissing a Labrador in
agirl’s body, and then it turnsinto its true form? Or isit agirl who just shape-shifts?’

“Thefirst one. It' s actually a Labrador the whole time and it’ s like,whaaat, surprise!”

“Yeah, got it. How hot isthe girl?’

“How hot is... What is therelevance?”

“Well, if I’'m gonna frog-prince a Labrador, I'd better be saving a girl 1'd wanna
date.”

Darnell cut in here. “Wait, so if it's not a hot girl, you'd just let her stay in adog's
body, forever? That's fucked up.”

“What, so you’ d make out with the Labrador?’
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“Fuck no, I’'m not making out with any Labradors, what kind of bestiality fetish do
you think I’ ve got?’

The same mischievous, playful, fist-bumping kind of attitude that’d pissed me off
coming from Will in class was way more palatable outside of it. | still found the
cocky posture and wry eyebrow raise a bit of a turnoff, but a part of me liked how
much the other guys admired Will,and the way they pounced on him the second he
joined a group. It even made me jealous, in away. It didn’t seem to matter what he
said, or how terrible his jokes were, or whether he put hisfoot in it, they drank it up.
It was just his energy. He was ineffably charismatic. Life came so easily to him.

Suddenly, the guys drifted away, the Labrador paradox apparently resolved to
everyone's satisfaction. Matt to speak to Lara, Darnell to moon over a dlightly
perked-up Niamh, and the others to head outside. All at once, Will and | were alone
in acrowded room. | swallowed, turning red. Was he going to pretend he didn’t know
me? Back away so he wouldn’t be seen with me? If he did, | decided, that was it. No
more second chances.

Instead, he shoved his hands in his pockets and drew closer. “You're full of surprises,
aren’t you?’

“How s0?’
“You looked very... different up there. Like, relaxed and confident.”

| couldn’t help it, | flushed with a little spark of pleasure. “Did 1? | guess I'm
comfortable performing. I’ ve been doing it for years.”



He took a sip of his spiked Coke, then held the glass ahead of us. “Hey, who do you
ship more? Darnell and Niamh or Laraand Matt?’

| let out a scornful noise, relaxing into the conversation. This was like talking to
music class Will. Or the lake Will. “Lara and Matt? No way. She's into someone

else.

“Really? Who?”’

Why was he so interested? | shrugged. “That’s her business. I'd put money on it,
though. | notice things.”

“Yeah. | know you do.”

Matt was leaning against the bar, all attention on Lara.He definitely liked her, anyone
could see that. She was giving him a little bit back, sure. Giggling, hair tossing, et
cetera. But she kept looking around the room, like she was keeping tabs on someone.
Darnell and Niamh, on the other hand, had pulled away from the group. He gave a
shocked-sounding laugh at something and nudged her shoulder. She rubbed the spot
he'd touched with a wide grin, then curled the tips of her glorious, long hair around
one finger.

“Definitely Darniamh,” | decided. “They’re an inevitability.”

“Darniamh,” Will repeated. “ That's perfect, isn’'t it?’

“ Another reason Lara and Matt don’t fit. What can you do with those names?’

“Latt? Mara?”’



“Larmatt?’ | tried, and Will choked on his drink.

“That’ sridiculous. It sounds like a cleaning product,” he said, wiping his chin.

“You think? | thought it was more like a ground surface. Like, hey, I'll meet you out
on the Larmatt.”

“Let’s go shoot some hoops on the Larmatt court.”

It wasn't even that funny, but we started giggling until we were helpless anyway.
Half of it was me laughing at the stupidity of it. The other half was because it felt so
damn good to be talking to Will out in the open.

When 1I'd calmed myself—which took an embarrassingly long time, because every
time me and Will caught each other’s eyes we cracked up again, despite the weird
looks we were getting—I straightened and noticed something.

Over near the stage, red-haired Renee—L ara' s Renee—was standing beside a guy |
didn’t recognize. Not that that was unusual. Whatwasunusual was how close she
stood tohim. With her hand in his. And her cheek leaning against his shoulder.

That wasn't the body language of someone who was flirting, or even someone who
was about to hook up with someone. Nope, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, that was
unmistakably the body language of someone in arelationship with someone.

Lara was nowhere to be seen. | did a quick sweep of the bar. Niamh and Juliette
didn’t seem to have noticed she was gone. Although, to be fair, Niamh looked like
she' d forgotten anyone other than Darnell wasin the room at all.

Maybe Lara was in the bathroom or something. But maybe not. “Hey, I’'ll be back in
aminute,” | said to Will. An apparently naive part of me wanted to check that Lara



was all right. For some unexplainable reason, | gave a shit.

Well, she definitely wasn't in the crowd anywhere. She wasn't backstage, or hanging
out on the sidewalk outside like a few others were. | stood outside, crossing my arms
and looking around, then decided to head back in. Just before | did, though, I
wandered around the side to peek down the alley. There was Lara. She was sitting on
the edge of the curb, her soft pink, tulle skirt haloing around her on the dirty concrete
and her stockinged legs stretched out in front of her. She was clutching her leather
jacket across her chest for warmth, staring ahead at nothing.

Without aword, | sat next to her, plonking myself right above the storm drain.
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Shedidn’t even look at me. “Yes?’

“l saw Renee in there. Wanted to see if you' re doing okay.”
She laughed shortly. “Why wouldn’t | be?’

“Do you want meto spell it out?’

There was a long silence. Then she waved a hand, her silver bracelets jingling.
“Screw her. It doesn’t matter.”

“Nah. You can totally do better than that. But it still sucks. So.”

Lara drew one leg up and picked at her boot. Her face twisted up, like she was trying
to scratch her nose without touching it.

“How long were you two hooking up for?’ | asked.

She sighed, clearly resigning herself to the fact that | wasn’'t going to leave this alone.
“Like, ayear, | guess? It was only at parties. It didn’t mean anything.”

| figured. Hence, the drinking. Because if you could blame it on alcohol, then you
didn’t have to deal with any awkward conversations. Like, “me, gay,what? Nah,
that’'s just a side effect of alcohol. Blurry vision, inability to walk straight, sudden
insatiable desire to undress other girls. Wait, that doesn't happen to everyone?
Weird.”



“Do you think it meant anything to her, or...?

“We never talked about it. Probably not. Why do you care anyway?0Oh,” she said,
slapping her forehead with so much exaggeration she might as well have been a
L ooney Tunes character, “it’ s because of Will, isn't it?’

| studied her, then shrugged. “Maybe. That, and | figured you wouldn’t have many
other peopleto talk to about this.”

She actually relaxed at this, and made a taken-aback face. It kind of felt like a trap,
but | decided to give her the benefit of the doubt. “So what’s his deal, anyway?’ she
asked. “Is he pretending nothing ever happened, or is he just playing straight?’

“Not sure right now. You said he's been spending time with his ex, didn’t you?’ |
asked.

Laralet her hands fall in her lap. “... | made that up. They haven’t been talking. Not
that | know of, anyway.”

“Oh, thank God.” | grinned. To my surprise, she grinned back, and it didn’t even have
the dlightest hint of Evil Queento it. | hadn't realized she was capable of that when it
came to me.

“Do you think he still likes you?’ she asked.

“Will? 1 don’t know. No clue.”

“Ugh. Don’t be that person. Figure it the hellout, okay? | can’'t stand people who float
around, wringing their hands and hoping someone sees how goddamnspecialthey are.

If you want him, go after him. If you don’t, find someone else, and make sure you
flaunt it in his face for good measure. It' s sure as hell what I’'m gonna do.”



Now this was the Lara | recognized. Even though she was snapping, however, she
was snappingwithme, not at me. She shook her head, but half-smiled at the same
time. By God, we were making progress! At this rate, with a little positive
manifestation and a sprinkle of mindfulness, we'd be making friendship bracelets and
inventing handshakes by New Year's.

Footsteps at the entry to the alley made us both look up. Juliette and Niamh had
found us, their heels clattering on the concrete.

“1 was texting both of you,” Juliette said. “Where' d you go?’

Lara stood up and folded her arms. “Wasn't feeling the vibe in there. Call me old
fashioned, but 1'd take a house party over a group of schoolkids getting high off
sugar. Kind of juvenile, don’t you think?’

“Lara, in case you haven't noticed, this night isn’'t about you. We're here for Ollie.
Can’t you pretend to have a good time for an hour or so?’ Niamh snapped.

Juliette blinked, looking shocked. Even | was a bit taken aback. Niamh had been
pretty quiet toward Lara ever since the great mashed potato incident of 2019, but |
hadn’t expected her to openly confront her

Lara and Niamh faced off. It seemed like they might throw down. That, or Lara might
even apologize. Instead, Lara pulled her flask out of her pocket, took a deep swig,
then handed it to Niamh. | guess it was a gesture of peace, even if it wasn't exactly an
apology. “Why pretend?’ Lara asked.

Niamh studied the flask, her face stony.

“Come on, you two,” | said in a quiet voice. “Talk it through, or let it go. Holding
grudges isn’t going to solve anything.”



Larafolded her arms. “1’m not the one who—"
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Juliette and | both gave her a sharp ook, and she cut off midsentence.

Niamh sighed, turned the flask around in her fingers a couple of times, then brought it
to her lips and tipped her head back.

Juliette and | glanced at each other with relief. A temporary truce, sealed with a
vodka shot. | didn’t even have to break into a solo performance of “Give Peace a
Chance.” | counted thisasawin, if there ever was one.

12

“Dylan, come out of the waterright now,” | said, in what was supposed to be a “firm
parent” voice. It had atinge of panic in it, though, and was probably atouch too high-
pitched to strike fear into anyone's heart. | was torn between not wanting to take my
eyes off him in case he drowned, and trying to watch what | was doing with Crista.
It's hard to delicately clean approximately twenty pints of blood from a mystery
wound without glancing at your hands every now and then.

“No.”

“Dylan!” So help me God.

“Wanna play! Wanna swim!”

“Ouch, Ollie,” Cristayelped through her tears, pushing my hand away. “ Stop.”

“1 have to get the blood off.”



“You're hurting me.”

“It's only gonna sting for a second, | promise.”

“You're not cleaning it right. You can't clean blood with anapkin. It's going to get

sepsis.

Well, anapkin was all | had. And how the hell did she even know what sepsis was? |
ignored her, and turned back to the lake.“ Dylan Thomson, if you don’t come herein
the next five seconds...”l didn’'t finish the threat, because | didn't know what an
appropriate punishment for someone who wasn't even three years old was. This was
only my third day here, and my first day looking after my cousins without an adult
nearby. Usually I'd threaten to grab Aunt Linda or Uncle Roy. But they were out
God-knew-where with my parents. So here | was, trying to run a dictatorship while
my two citizens were staging a coup.

The napkin began to fall apart. It was dark red, and so were my hands, and | was
starting to think | might vomit. What the hell had Cristadone? Should | take her to a
clinic? Would she lose her leg? Should | call Aunt Linda? Or 9117

A shadow fell over us, and out of nowhere, someone was kneeling by my side.
“Hey,” the someone said. “Do you need a hand? It doesn’t look like the napkin's

gonnacut it.”

Crista and | glanced up as one. Our Guardian Angel was a guy about my age, with
thick dark hair that curled alittle at the ends, light brown skin, and a first-aid kit.

| said something that didn’t even slightly resemble English.

“Dad forces me to bring the kit every time | take Kane here,” the guy said, unzipping
the bag and fishing through various wipes and bandages. “That's my little brother.



He's right over there, in the water. This is the first time the kit's come in handy,
though.”

Speaking of firsts, thiswas the first time I’d ever seen Crista shut up. She was staring
at the guy like he'd ridden in on the back of a unicorn. | had a nasty feeling | was
looking at him in the same way.

The guy held up apack of disinfectant wipes. “Isthis okay?’ he asked.

Was water wet? Was the day hot? Were his freckles perfect? Of course it was okay.
Nothing had ever been more okay in all of human history. Someone needed to write a
ballad about how okay this was. | needed a picture of this, to submit to theOxford
English Dictionary, to substitute in for the definition of “okay.”

| think | managed afaint nod.

“What’ s your name?”’

He wasn't asking me, unfortunately.

Cristawas totally solemn. “Crista.”

“lsn’t that a pretty name? I’'m Will. Crista, isit okay if | clean off your leg? It looks
likeit must hurt alot.”

Crista also managed afaint nod.

Will glanced up at me. “If you wanted to go and grab Dylan, | can hold the fort here
for asec.”

Wait, did he know Dylan? Did he know me? Had we aways known each other?



Suddenly, | remembered how many times I'd screamed Dylan’s name across the
shore. Right. That made sense.
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“Yeah,” | choked out. “Thank you.”
Then we really looked at each other, and it was like being locked into place. Like |
couldn't have blinked if someone was offering me a winning lottery ticket to. It
wasn't the first time I’ d felt like this looking at a guy. But it was maybe the first time
aguy had stared at me in the same sort of way.
“Anytime,” he said. And smiled.

“1 still don’'t get what the difference between major and minor is supposed to be.”

| kept my eyes on my bass without pausing in the plucking. “I’m not listening to

you.
Will made a point of turning his textbook upside down,and tipped his head at a 90-
degree angle. He was sitting backward on one of the metal chairs, crossing his legs at
the ankle in front of him. His hair was a little too long, hanging in his face in dark,
wavy tendrils.

“Serioudly, Ollie. How do you decide one note is sad and another is happy?’

| paused in disbelief. “You don't have minor notes. You have minor scales
andchords.”

“But aren’t the minor notes the black ones?’

Now | felt as baffled as he looked. “Black notes? Do you have synesthesia or



something?’

“Huh?’

“Like hearing and tasting color?”’

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Will said, jumping to his feet and striding over to the piano.
He played several notes in ascending order. “Black note. Black note. Black note.”

Suddenly, it clicked. He was talking about piano keys. He was even more screwed
than 1’d thought. | burst out laughing and dropped my bass to join him at the piano.
“No, hold on. Okay,these, al of these, are keys. Piano keys.”

Will threw his hands up, frustrated. “Well,Idon’t know!”

“Clearly not.” | smirked. “Multiple notes make up chords. You can play a chord in
one hit, or rolling, like this...” | played a C, E, and G with a quick wrist movement,
“and it’ s the notes in the chords that make it major or minor. So thisis a major chord.
Y ou can hear it, see? It sounds happy?’

“Are you sureyouaren't the synthetic one?” Will asked.

“Synesthesia.”

“Po-tay-to po-tah-to. | don’t see how that sounds happy. It just sounds... | don’t
know. Blah.”

Will hadn’t exactly made a habit of joining me in themusic room at lunch—that
probably wouldn’'t go unnoticed by the basketball guys—but he'd followed after me
occasionally over the last few weeks. Today being one of those occasions. He always
told the others it was to get one-on-one tutoring from me, and no one seemed too



Suspicious.

In our defense, it wasn't exactly the scene of a depraved porno when we shut the
music room door. Or, unfortunately, even a regular, nondepraved porno. He never
made any attempt to touch me, or sit too close, or throw me aloaded compliment. We
just hung out, chatting about music, or life, or nothing at all. Even though | couldn’t
forget the fact that he wouldn’t admit he liked spending time with me to his friends, |
gave in and let him join me every time he flashed that smile. Aunt Linda would be
proud.

Between these lunchtime visits, Music Appreciation, and the occasional conversation
after English—always ostensibly so he could ask a question about an assignment or
something until his friends left the classroom—it was getting easier to adjust to the
idea of going at his pace. | didn’t have the energy to resist his endless olive branches.
Even if they resembled olive twigs more than branches, sometimes. Plus, it felt so
much better to let him melt me than to fight to stay frozen.

Despite our fragile truce, though, a part of me wanted to at least clarify if we were
supposed to be totally platonic now, to address the elephant—and ringmaster—and
whol e freakingcircus—in the room, but | was too self-conscious to bring it up without
an opening. Like, what if he said | imagined everything at the lake, and | had to deal
with the inescapable knowledge that | was going slowly mad? Call me dramatic, but
it was starting to feel like lhadimagined the whole thing.

Maybe Will found this normal, but for me it was superweird. Like, how do you
handle being just friends with someone when you have in-depth knowledge of what
their tongue tastes like? Among other things.

Also, | didn't want to freak him out. Clearly, as far as he was concerned, everything
that happened at the lake was in the past. Including his entire sexual orientation,
apparently. At least we had a rhythm going in our new little friends-without-benefits



pantomime. He hadn’t pushed me into a single mop bucket since we started this
dance.

Will dragged his finger across the piano keys, from high to low. Stunning. This guy
was such anatural talent. “What are you doing for Thanksgiving?’ he asked.

“My house. We're having Aunt Linda and the kids over. Probably gonna be kind of
quiet, but aslong as | get to eat my body weight in Brussels sprouts, I’ m happy.”

Will slammed his hand on the piano, clunking the keys. “Wait, you what?’

“What?’

“Brussels sprouts? Isthis asick joke?’
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“I’d never joke about Brussels sprouts. They're thebestall roasted, with bacon bits
and some syrup...” | trailed off, dreamy. It occurred to me that my feelings for
Brussels sprouts bordered on sexual.

He blinked at me. “Ollie, that's foul. Yuck. If I'd known your taste was that bad |
never would’'ve—" He caught himself, then became suddenly interested in the piano
again. Oh,thereit was. The opening to acknowledge summer. He was kidding himself
if he thought | wasn’t gonna take thisfor al it was worth.

“Never would' ve what?’

“You know what.”

“Done my taxes?’

“No.”

“Gone paragliding with me?’

“We never went paragliding.”

“It'son my list. And to be fair, you never did my taxes, either. Was that an option?’

“You'reridiculous.”

“Oh,”l said, dropping my mouth open, and then whispering,“you meant you
would’ ve never let me dribble your basketballs?’



Will let out a noise that wouldn’t have sounded out of place coming from a surprised
dog. He drove his elbow backward and into my side. “ Shhh!”

I’d gone to laugh, but the smile dropped right off my face. Seriously? We couldn’t
even discuss it in private? Wasn't that a tad dramatic? “What?’ | asked loudly.
“Afraid al the people in the room might think you're gay if they found out you
hooked up with me?’

“Ollie, serioudly.”

| stepped back and threw my arms out, spinning in a circle. “There’s no one here,
Will. | get that you don’t wanna advertise that you knew me before school, but do we
have to keep pretending we don’t have a history when we're alone, too? It's making
me feel kind of uncomfortable. | don’t know where we stand.”

Will closed the lid of the piano and swiveled around on the bench. | had a sudden
flashback to an evening at the lake. | didn't remember exactly when, or what we'd
done that day. Only the sunset casting a lavender glow over the water, and
dragonflies zipping past my head while | stood on the edge of the jetty. And Will had
been treading water, his head and shoulders sticking out of the lake. Only in my
memory he was smiling. In real life, right hereand now, he looked apprehensive. Like
he was worried | was going to hurt him. If the truth was a weapon, then maybe | was.

“1 didn’t want to make it weird,” he said finally. “Why bring it up if it's going to be
awkward?’

Um, fucking ouch? Y ep. The truth wasdefinitelya weapon. Man down. “Why should
it be awkward? Do you regret it?’

We had a sort of standoff then. Both of us stared each other down, like whoever
blinked was the one who actually had feelings. The one who could be hurt. Will



caved first. “No. | don't regret it.”

“Then can we acknowledge it, please?’ | jumped in, amost on top of hiswords.

“Um, sure.”

“Say you kissed me,” | said.

Honest to God, he scanned the room like he was worried someone had snaked their
way into it in the last thirty seconds without either of us noticing. “1 kissed you.”

“He whispersreluctantly,” | said.

“1 kissed you,” Will said, loudly thistime.

“Multiple times.”

“Not as many times as you kissed me,” Will said, and | felt the tension shatter.
There.Thiswas the Will | knew. He was supposed to be the confident one out of us,
not me.

“1 wasn't keeping arecord,” | said.

“Take my word for it.”

“I’m gonna have to.”
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He stood up and came over to me, without breaking eye contact. “I remember more
than just kissing, by the way.”

“Isthat so?"

Dear God, | sounded like a forty-five-year-old cougar.ls that so?Really? Send help, |
could not flirt. Woah, wait, he'd taken another step closer, and another, and he was
looking at my mouth. Blatantly staring at it. Suddenly all | could do was stare at him
staring at my mouth.

Then | was certain. He was going to kiss me.

People say when you die your life flashes before your eyes. Well, in that very
moment, my future flashed before mine. Will was firmly, firmly in the closet, and
obviously not comfortable with this, or us, or what we'd had. Even if he was trying to
kiss me right now, a minute ago he'd definitely checked an empty room for spies. He
couldn’ tbeless chill about this.

Argh, but right now | could smell him. So strongly. And even that made me dizzy,
and weak, and honestly, I’d have traded my own grandma for the chance to kiss him
now. If | kissed him, though, I'd taste him again, and I’ d be right back at square one.
I’d go home tonight floating and spinning out and squeaking, and I'd wait for him to
text me. But he maybe—probably—wouldn’t. And he’d maybe—probably—be all
weird at school tomorrow. Then thered be me. Basking in the putrid glow of
unrequited hell.

For the last month 1I'd had control over things. We had a rhythm. It wascalm.l



couldn’t give that up. | couldn’t go back to desperately pining and hoping, only to be
let down. Not even for akiss from Will.

Not even if | readly, redly, redly, redly, oh-fuck-am-I-actually-going-to-turn-this-
down,reallywanted it.

So, actively kicking myself the whole time, | sprang backward. “You'reright,” | said.
“l remember a lot of basketball. Anyway, can you give me a few minutes? | amost
had thisline.”

| scrambled to pick up my bass and held it up betweenus, like it was garlic and Will
was a heartthrob vampire. Keeping my stare fixed on my hands, | returned to playing
like the last five minutes hadn’t happened at all. | did not look at Will. Nope, | did
not.

Until I did. Alas, he'd gone back to his chair, reading his textbook like nothing had
happened.

Except it was the right-way up thistime. And he’ d angled his body away from me.

It's an indisputabl e truth that one of the best things about holidays is getting to sleep
in. Waiting until the sun rays drag you out of your coma, tossing around in bed a few
times, maybe falling back asleep once or twice. Then rolling out of bed and down the
hall to plonk in front of the television, phone in hand, cereal bowl in lap, with English
classall but afaraway dream.

The night before Thanksgiving | burrowed into bed all satisfied and eager, knowing |
didn’t have an alarm clock the next morning. My biggest problem was deciding if I'd
go for Cheerios or Cinnamon Toast Crunch. The last thing | remembered before
drifting off was deciding I’d combine them both into a monster bowl, maybe with
chocolate milk instead of regular.



Three hours later, | was very rudely awakened. | peeked through bleary eyes into the
pitch-black room, trying to piece together what was going on. Hand on my shoulder.
Voice telling me to wake up. A voice that was not an alarm clock. Why did | have to
wake before the sun, though? Wasn't it Thanksgiving? Had | overslept somehow?

“... hospital. Come on, grab a change of clothes. You don’'t need to get dressed, you
can sleep in Roy and Linda s bed. Quick, Ollie, come on.”

It was Dad. | staggered out of bed, and he thrust a shirt and jeans against my chest. |
felt around for my shoes, trying to form a coherent picture of the situation in silence.
Dad was muttering to himself in a panic, digging through my underwear drawer.
“Jesus, Ollie, why don’'t you pair your socks?’

“Grab any two. It doesn’t matter.”

“Itdoesmatter. You should fold your socks together. How lazy do you have to be to
just shove socks in a drawer? You don’'t even do the washing, or the drying. All we
ask isfor you to keep your room neat.Onesmall request—"

| rubbed the crust out of my eyeswhile | tried to catch up. Dad barely ever even came
in my room. He'd never cared what it looked like before. “So what? They’'re just
socks.”

“Y ou’ reeighteen years old now, Ollie.”

“I’'m seventeen.”

He slammed the drawer shut so hard the pencil tin sitting on the bureau tipped
over.“For fuck’s sake, Oliver.”

Dad never swore. Never, ever, ever. | shut my mouth and sat back down on the bed,



my cheeks burning. It didn’t take arocket scientist to figure out something was going
on with Aunt Linda. Something probably worse than usual. “Who's with the kids?’ |
asked.

“Roy is. He needs to go to the hospital. We need to get you over there now.”
“Wait, we're not going?’
“Useyour brain, Oliver. It sthreeA.M. in the morning. Crista and Dylan are asleep.”

But | wanted to go with the adults. | didn’t want to be at home, not sure what was
happening. Waiting for the worst. But arguing with Dad in this mood was like asking
awasp for a handshake. With some effort | forced my head to clear and collected the
things | figured | might need forthe day. At the last second, | turned back and grabbed
my phone charger before following Dad downstairs.

Mom was bustling around with puffy, bloodshot eyes, collecting magazines, fresh
wipes, and blankets under her arm.

“Get in the car,” Dad barked at me. Like I'd somehow done this to Aunt Linda. |
started toward the garage, then hesitated.“\What?’ he demanded.
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“Um... uh... if | drive my own car, I'll be able to bring Crista and Dylan to the
hospital tomorrow if we need.”

Dad stared me down like I'd said the stupidest thing in the world. | racked my
memory to figure out if I’d done something to piss him off. Nothing came to mind.

Thankfully, Mom came to the rescue. “Great idea, honey,” she said, pushing past me
to throw her load into the backseat of the Honda. “Y ou can follow us.”

| trailed after her, still carrying my own small collection of stuff. Dad made a beeline
for the Honda, telling me to hurry up.

Mom shut the back door and flipped around, wrapping me in a fierce hug out of
nowhere. “It’s gonna be okay,” she whispered. “Think positive thoughts for me. We
need to combine our energy. We're stronger together.”

“Okay,” | said. But it was a lie. My brain was already preparing the show reel of
horrors it liked to deliver in moments of crisis. Aunt Linda was already dead. Aunt
Linda was alone in the hospital, crying for Uncle Roy with no one around. Aunt
Linda’'s body was under the ground with bugs burrowing under her fingernails to lay

€ggs.
The drive to Linda and Roy’s house went by in a hazy fog. My body drove on

autopilot while my mind floatedsomewhere near the car ceiling, chanting “doom,
doom, doom” like it wasin atrance. | guess| was. In atrance.

Mom and Dad stayed in their car, and | swapped batons with Uncle Roy. Him to the



hospital. Me with the kids. Team break.

| felt super weird slegping in Aunt Linda and Uncle Roy’ s bed, so | dug through their
linen closet until 1 found a blanket. | cocooned myself on the sofa, fluffing up the
hard cushions as best as | could. Then | proceeded to stare at the ceiling. Like | was
going to get any damn sleep now.

It's funny how you can spend weeks, or months, or sometimes even years preparing
yourself for a nightmare that’s more “when” than “if.” Then just when you’ re fooling
yourself that you’ ve accepted the world’s end, and you'll roll with the impact when it
hits... suddenly, it might be hitting, and you’ re not rolling. Y ou're collapsing, sitting
where you stood, totally overwhelmed by aloss you were never really ready for.

How could | have thought I’ d cope with losing Aunt Linda? The reality of it all made
me feel helpless. My life stretched out in front of me, made up of hundreds of
thousands of hours, which were made out of millions of minutes, which were made
up of billions of seconds. And right now, each second pinned me down like rubble.
I’d have to somehow get through all those billions of seconds without Aunt Linda
being alive anymore.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

13

| woke up to three missed calls and a text. My stomach plummeted, and | steeled
myself to open the message.



Thursday, 7:16 AM

Linda s doing okay. Bring the kids when you can.

Okay.

Okay was good.

| moved through a bubble, getting the kids up, dressed, and fed. Neither of them had a
clue their mom was in the hospital, it turned out, and | didn't know how | was
supposed to frame this. In the end | just kind of minimized it, passing it off as a minor
blip, sounding as chirpy as | could. Which was a hell of an effort, considering I'd had
about four hours deep by my estimate. Luckily for me, the kids didn’t seem
suspicious. They were too busy chattering about what they wanted to have for
Thanksgivingdinner. How Aunt Linda had promised she’d do the potato gratin with
bacon pieces, and that they could have a glass of Coke if they were well-behaved.

Shit. | hadn’t even thought about dinner. Someone was going to have to break it to
the kids that Thanksgiving dinner wasn't likely to happen today. That someone was
not going to be me, though. I’ d been the bearer of enough bad holiday news. In fact, |
decided then and there that | wasn’'t going to contribute to making this day suck any
more than it had to for them. So when Crista wanted to put on her Elsa costume,
complete with teeny little kitten heels, even though it was forty freaking degrees
outside, | let her. And when Dylan wanted a banana smoothie as a “specia”
breakfast, he damn well got a banana smoothie. Who cared, at the end of the day?
Life was short.

At the hospital, Aunt Linda was lying in bed, propped up by stiff white hospital
pillows and the bed itself, which was raised at one end. She was missing her
headscarf. Even though she' d been going through chemo for a while now, her scalp
wasn't totally bald. Instead, a few short wisps of the curls that used to tumble down



her neck were left behind. Also, her face was totally clean. She never, and |
meannever, went without makeup. Even if it was just eyebrows and eyeliner. Bare
like this, she looked capital-S Sick.

My parents were side by side on the ugly floral love seat, and Uncle Roy slumped in
the chair by Aunt Linda’s head. When he noticed us come in, he gave the kids a tired
smile and held out a hand.

Crista and Dylan went straight to the bed. “I thought you were doing chemo?’ Crista
asked in avoice so small | died alittle,

Aunt Lindas smile was even more exhausted than Uncle Roy’s. “Happy
Thanksgiving to you, too, Elsa. | feltalittle sick while you were sleeping, so we came
here to get me better. Don’t you worry a bit.”

“Doesit hurt?’ Crista pressed.

Aunt Linda and Uncle Roy exchanged a quick look, then Aunt Linda shrugged.
“Nothing | can’'t handle. But, Little Miss Munchkin, excuse me. Where is your coat?
It's freezing out.”

| held up the kid' s carryall. “ Got it. Sneakers, too.”

“| don’ twantsneakers.”
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“Elsawears sneakers after she's done parading in those heels,” Aunt Linda said.
“She doesnot.”

“Believe me, she does. Elsa would need to take a Tylenol on the hour to wear those
things al day. The blisters alone... And don’'t get me started on the practicalities of
walking on ice in pumps. Aunt Catherine tried it once. Ask her howthatturned out.”
Aunt Lindawinked at Mom, who burst out laughing.

“That’s a story for when you're older,” Mom said to Crista. “Much older.”

The rest of the morning was relatively quiet. The kids took their iPads off by the wall
and sat on the ground, tearing through movies and games without complaining. |
couldn’'t imagine myself being that well-behaved when | was little, but then, these
two weren't regular kids. Dylan probably couldn’t remember atime when Aunt Linda
wasn't sick, and if Crista could, it'd be hazy. The hospital was like an extension of
their home these days.

The adults rotated between trying to keep Aunt Linda company and going on their
own phones while Aunt Linda napped. Her naps weren't really deep sleegps as much
as they were an inability to hold her eyes open for more than ten-minute stints. A part
of me wondered if she wouldn'tprefer for the rest of us to leave her the hell alone so
she could really rest for once. But then, it was Thanksgiving. You couldn’t abandon
your family on Thanksgiving, even if they redly, really wanted to be abandoned.

At around eleven, the kids started whining a little— which, in their defense, was an
impressive stretch of good behavior. After some not-so-subtle pleading looks from



my parents, | led the kids downstairs to run in the hospital gardens. | set myself up on
an ornate wooden bench underneath a shockingly red sugar maple so | could keep an
eye on them, and hopped back on my phone.

Snapchat was pretty much an endless stream of people cooking and showing off
about it. Yay, pumpkin pie ready to go, hashtag blessed, hashtag clean eating, hashtag
loljks. To be honest, it was weird to see people going about their day like normal.
Like, because my Thanksgiving had gone to hell, it should somehow grind to a halt
for everyone else, too.

Nothing from Will. Which was fine. He had his own life. He was probably busy with
his family, and his friends, and music, and laughing, and corny games.

Totdly, totaly fine.

“Ollie, can we have a sdfie?” Crista popped up out of swear-to-God nowhere,
peeking at my phone over my shoulder. Dylan, as usual, stood on tiptoes at her side.
Crista bounced backward. “Can you show everyone my dress?’ As she spoke, she
shucked off her thick overcoat. Beauty was pain, after all. “Hold on, hold on. I’'ll tell
you when to take it. Get ready.”

| brought Snapchat up and switched it to front facing, holding the phone as high as |
could to get the other two in. Crista was crouching on the ground. “I’m ready.”

“Okay, go.” Crista shot up at that moment, flingingsunset-colored leavesin the air. |
took the picture just as the leaves started showering us. Dylan cackled in the
background, swatting at the leaves as they fell, and Crista threw a handful at his face,
shrieking.

| captioned the picture “better than pumpkin pie,” which was maybe a lie and
definitely petty, and sent it out to everyone but Will. If Will spoke to me, | wanted it



to be because he was thinking of me, not because | prompted him. Apparently,
despite how platonic we' d become, | still cared about being chased. Hashtag pathetic.

My phone buzzed. Will? Be Will, be Will, be Will.

It wasn't Will. It was a message from Lara.Hah. | think | know those kids.

Even though Lara and | had reached a kind of truce, talking outside of group
situations still wasn't a normal thing for us. I’d added her to the Snapchat list, yeah,
but I'd also sent it to about a hundred other people. After a moment trying to figure
out if she was trying to set me up somehow, | sent back,They’re my cousins.A minute
passed, then she replied.No shit? They used to go to my church.

“Ollie, I'm hungry.” Dylan appeared at my side again, his puppy-dog eyes gazing up
at me.

Right. Yeah. It was lunchtime, wasn't it? | considered offering to take the kids to
McDonad's or something, then | remembered Aunt Linda might not still be awake
by dinner. Whatever we did for lunch was probably going to be the Thanksgiving
meal for the day. We'd have to make do. | grabbed Crista and Dylan and hit up the
hospital cafeteria, as well as a hallway vending machine. By the time we got back to
Aunt Linda s room we were armed with french fries, hot dogs, hash browns, lasagna,
Hershey’ s chocolate, a few peanut butter cups, areal slice of pumpkinpie (the last one
the cafeteria had |eft) and bottles of Coke (Dylan insisted).

Luckily, Aunt Linda was awake, so we were able to pool the haul in the center of the
bed. Crista and Dylan clearly thought the lunch’s contents were the biggest stroke of
luck they’ d ever come across.

Mom raised her eyebrow at me. “No vegetables?’ she asked as she reached for a hot
dog.



“Good luck finding any.” | shrugged. “I think this is the hospital’s profitability plan.
Don’t provide anything with vitamins, so visitors get sick and need to come to the
hospital. Then their visitors get sick, too. It’savicious cycle.”

“Why aren’t you eating, Mama?’ Crista asked through a mouthful of peanut butter
and chocolate.

Aunt Lindalifted her head off the pillow. It looked like it weighed fifty pounds. “| ate
earlier, honey. | didn’'t know we were all doing lunch. Now I’m jealous!”

| didn’'t think for a second that she’'d eaten earlier. But she looked a little green, so |
didn’t pushit.

As far as Thanksgiving meals went, it was modest, but still nice. No one complained,
in any case. Mom, Dad, and Uncle Roy talked and joked like normal. Even if Aunt
Lindawas too tired to join in, she smiled the whole time. She barely took her eyes off
Cristaand Dylan, though.

After we finished eating, my parents decided to take the kids for another walk. They
were bounding around like fleas riding pogo sticks in a jumping castle. My bad. |
forgot about the downside to sugar indulgences.

We were plunged into an eerie silence as the kids' voices faded down the hallway.
Linda closed her eyes, and | assumed she was angling for another nap. Then |
realized with a shock she was crying.

“Areyou okay?’ | asked, as Uncle Roy jumped to grab her hand.

“What hurts, baby?’ he asked, but she flapped him away.
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“Nothing. Nothing, I'm sorry. It'sjust... | just...” She wiped her eyes with the back
of her hand, and sucked in a breath. “This is the oldest I’'m ever going to see them.
I’m never going to see Dyl grow bigger than ababy. And Crissy in her dress... she'll
have a prom dressone day. And I’ [l never seeit. | won’'t be there. It’ || happen without

me.

Uncle Roy looked stricken. | desperately wished I'd gone with Mom and Dad. This
felt like a private moment. But there was no way for me to excuse myself now
without looking like a massive dick.

“Not necessarily, baby. There' s achance—"

She scoffed. “Roy, don't.”

“Thereis.”

“Four percent isn’t a chance. It's a sentence.” Her eyes welled up again, and then she
shook her head like a dog drying itself. Like she could shake off her tears. “I need
you to promise me something. Promise me you won't let anyone tell them they aren’t
beautiful. You, too, Ollie.”

| nodded mutely.

Her voice choked. “I was told | wasn't beautiful when | was little. But they’re the

most beautiful children in the world. They’re smart, and funny, and creative. | won't
be here to remind them, so you have to. Both of you. Daily. Okay?’



We nodded. Uncle Roy kept squeezing her hand, like if he let go of it something
terrible might happen. He looked more than a bit emotional himself.

Before long, my parents returned with a worn-out Crista,and Dylan out cold in Dad's
arms. They settled both kids on the couch to nap, and gathered single chairs from

around the room.

“You don’'t al need to be here,” Aunt Linda said finally. “Really. I’'m fine, and | just
want to sleep.”

“You can sleep,” Uncle Roy said. “We'll be here when you wake up.”

“No, honestly. If you go now you can do at least part of dinner. Maybe not a turkey,
but the rest? And you could bring some sweet potato pie for me tomorrow?’

She had the same kind of ook I'm pretty sure | get when I’'m aiming for a long shot,
like leftover pizza for breakfast or an advance in my pocket money. Earnestly
hopeful, but weirdly resigned at the same time.

“Not happening.”

“Roy, thekids.”

“They don’'t know the difference.”

“They’ ve been looking forward to this all week.”

“We can do a makeup when you're home.”

“I"ll be too tired to cook, you know | will—"



“I"ll cook.”

“You can't cook. You don't even know what paprika is! Catherine needs to do it.
Cathy, swestie, will you—"

“No, Catherine isn't doing it, because the kids and | are staying right the hell here.
It's Thanksgiving. They should be with their family.”

“They’ ve been here allday,Roy. They’ vebeenwith me. When they're here | fedl like |
have to smile, and be energetic, and make sure they don’t worry, and I’ ve been doing
it allday.l amtired.l just want to nap, and watch a bad movie, and complain and moan
without ruining their day. It's a special day for them. Please.”

Uncle Roy hesitated. “1’m not leaving.”

“Cathy?’

Mom looked at Aunt Linda, then me, then Dad, then the kids. “I... Linda, | don’t
think | can. If | wasn’t here, I'd just be worried and distracted. | feel better here.”

Three... two... one. On cue, the adults al turned to me.

| didn’t really want to leave the hospital, either, but | had the least right to be selfish
out of everyone here. “I... Look, if it helps, I'm more than happy to take the kids to
McDonald's. Then | can bring them back here, or we can go home and play some
games or something.”

Aunt Linda broke into her first full-faced smile of the day. “Ollie, you are the best
thing that ever happened to me. I'll give you some money, and you let them eat
whatever they want, okayWhatever.| don't care if they want a Big Mac with hot
fudge sauce, they can haveit. No rules today.”
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Goddamn, kids get excited about McDonald’s. Got to give that clown one thing, he
knows how to target a vulnerable audience. Any other middle-aged man wearing a
clown costume and luring kids in with toys and music and sugar would be arrested,
but not good old Ronald.

As we pulled into the parking lot, Crista and Dylan were literally bouncing out of
their seats. Well, Crista was anyway, because she knew how to unlatch her seat belt.

| noticed my phone flashing as | switched off the ignition. At first | figured it was
Mom or Aunt Linda but—but! It was Will! Finaly, findly, finally.How are the
Brussels sprouts?

| checked the time stamp. The message came through fifteen minutes ago. It was a
reasonable time lapse. | tooka quick snap of the McDonald’'s sign and sent it to him,
along with the text, Wouldn’t know:(

Before I’ d even gotten to the back door to let Dylan out, my phone started buzzing.
“Where are you?’ Will asked as soon as | answered.

“Uh, McDonald’s. Nice family restaurant. Have you never heard of it?’

“Whyare you at McDonald’ s? Did your house burn down or something?’

“Ooh, close. Actualy, we had a bit of an incident with Aunt Linda. Everyone's at the
hospital .”



“Shit. Is she okay?’

“Yeah, for now. Just we' ve been there since the crack of dawn, and the kids were
hungry, so... we ditched for food.”

There was a brief pause, then: “Come here.”

“What do you mean? Where are you?’ The first, wild thought that came into my head
was that Will was also at McDonald’ s somehow.

“My house. Serioudly, it's overflowing here, al my cousins came up. We've had to
move things outside with, like, three tables. But our back porch is enclosed, and
we've got heaters, so you wouldn’'t even be cold. Kane would love to see Crista. |
told him she lives nearby and he's always asking to see her. We have so much food,
justsomuch, it’sridiculous, you have no... am | babbling?’

| grinned to myself and leaned against the car door. From the inside, Crista banged
against the window with a closed fist. “Kind of.”

“Yeah, | thought I might be. I'm a bit nervous. Because I’'m not sure if you still hate
me alittle.” He laughed. “But if you don’t... seriously. Please don’t say you're busy
now that I’ve asked you to come over, because that’ d be reallyembarrassing for me.
Sorry to put you on the spot, but, for real.”

There was no way thiswas real. Never in amillion years had | expected this. | tipped
my head back and let it hit the car. | wanted to say yes. So badly. “The kids really
wanted McDonald's.”

“So tell them you forgot it's illegal to eat McDonald’'s on Thanksgiving. You'd
barely be lying. It should beillegal.”



Eurgh. He was making it so easy. Way too easy. “Don’'t you live out of town?’

“Twenty minutes, max. I’ll text you the address.”

“1’d have to check with their parents.”

“They remember me, don’t they? It' s not like I’m a stranger.”

“Still.”

“Yeah, still. Look, ask them, then if you're out of excuses send me atext to give me
an E-T.A., okay?’

13 Okay-”

“It sounds like you' re smiling.”

“I"'mnot.” | smiled.

“I"ll see you soon, then.”

He hung up on me before | had time to change my mind.

| looked inside the car. Crista shrugged up at me, splaying her hands out like a sassy

thirteen-year-old. Dylan was still wriggling in his car seat, tapping his hands on his
knees.
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Maybe if | bribed them with an order of friesto share and the promise of seeing Will,
they’ d be down.

My chances seemed good.

14

“Ollie, why aren’t we driving anymore?’

Breathe in. Breathe out. Don’'t die. That last one was particularly important.Don’'t die.
“Ollie?’

“Yeah, uh. We're here, that’ swhy.”

“Oh. Why aren’t you getting out, then?’

Excellent question, Crista. Kids were full of excellent questions. How could | explain
to a seven- and three-year-old that | was afraid to get out into this too-dark street,
walk up that too-long driveway, and ring the too-loud doorbell?

Maybe | could put it in a way that was accessible to them? Like, this is the cortisol
that's flooding the blood, that flows in the veins, that leads to the heart, that's
pumping too fast in the chest of the guy, who' s too scared to knock on the door of the

house where Will lives.

| only had three options. Option one, turn back and drive all the way home with two



cranky, hungry kidsrightfully complaining in the backseat. Ruin their night, let Aunt
Linda down,butavoid having to knock on Will’s door. Pros, cons.

Option two, get out and knock on Will’ s door.

Option three, sit here for a while longer, and explain camly to Crista and Dylan all
about the cortisol that’s flooding the blood that flows in the—

Okay,fine. Fine. I'd do it.

Dylan, who was still squirming in his car seat, reached up as | unbuckled him and
hoisted him out. Crista had no such issues, unclipping herself and quite literaly
leaping around on the road. Part of me wondered if she'd smuggled some of the
leftover vending machine loot into her pockets and eaten it on the drive. I’d seen her
do craftier thingsin my time—she was capable.

Will’s house was pretty much a clone of the houses in Collinswood, with a large,
green front lawn that met stairs leading up to a spacious front porch. The house was
two stories (of course), and covered in navy weatherboards, with white trimming on
the Victorian-style arch windows.

He' d said everyone was outside eating. What if they’d already started? They might
not hear a doorbell or knock. Then how would | know how long to wait before trying
again? What if Will hadn’t asked permission for us to come, and his parents answered
the door and sent us away? Or, worse, what ifWilldecided he didn't want us there
after all?

| stopped under a streetlight and placed Dylan down to stand. “Let’s wait here,” |
said. “I'll just send Will atext, then he’'ll come to get us.”

At least, | hoped he would. If he was alowed his phone at the dinner table, that was. |



sent a quick plea to the Great, Ethereal Being that he’'d see the message quickly. It
wasfreaking freezing, even for late November, and our breath was opague enough to
reflect the streetlight. By my knee, Dylan started grumbling before I’d even finished
the text.

Apparently frigid air was a good prayer conductor, because Will flew open the front
door and trotted down the steps within seconds. “What are you doing al the way out
here?’ he asked. “Come on. It’sridiculously cold.”

Will looked even colder than | felt, actually. Even in a hoodieanda denim jacket he
had his bare hands tucked under his armpits. Dylan grabbed my hand as we started
toward the house, but Crista planted herself by Will’s side. She was as determined to
claim him as ever.

“Ollie said we have to eat outside,” Crista hiss-whispered to Will.

“Well, he' sright, but we haveheatersin the backyard. You' Il be toasty, | promise.”

As soon as we entered Will’s house we were hit by a wave of heat, accompanied by
the tantalizing smell of meat and spices, and upbeat Latin music playing at about a
billion decibels.

The rooms were buzzing with people ferrying plates and trays from the kitchen to the
backyard. Will hadn’t been kidding about the turnout—altogether there had to be
about fifty people here, what with aunts and uncles and grandparents, along with kids
running around between it all, clutching fist-sized snacks they’d managed to swipe
from the kitchen. Among the din, | could make out an even mixture of Spanish and
English.

Mrs. Tavares, atall woman who had Will’s freckles and large brown eyes, burst out
of the kitchen carrying a tray with a hunk of delicious-looking slow-cooked meat on



it, bopping from side to side in time with the music.“Ollie,” she cried, lifting the tray
up alittle to greet me. “It’s so good to see you again! Thank you so much for coming
by tonight.”

“No, thankyou,” | said. “I’m so sorry we didn’t bring anything, it was kind of short
notice.”

“Ah, Ithinkwe' re going to be okay,” she said, nodding at the platter in her hands. “We
could feed half the neighborhood with just the side dishes.”

“Should we go help bring stuff out?’ | asked Will.
“Under no circumstances. It's mayhem in there, honestly. We just try not to get in

anyone's way for the next five minutes. You got here at the perfect time, it's almost
dinner.”
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“I’m surprised you haven't eaten yet.”

Will pursed his lips together in a silent laugh. “We don't eat 'til late. The first few
hours of Thanksgiving are for dancing, ponche crema, and explaining to thirteen
great-aunts why you don’t have a girlfriend.”

“Ponche crema?’

“It’ skind of like a Venezuelan eggnog, but it's way better.”

“Alcohol ?”’

Will rolled his eyes at me. “I’m not drunk. | only had alittle bit.”

“My parents would literally kill meif | drank.”

Will led me outside, Crista and Dylan in tow. “I’ve been having wine at dinner since |
was akid. It's normal.”

Outside, severa tables were lined up on the porch, with chairs squeezed in wherever
possible. Straightaway, | saw what Will meant about the cold. The sides of the porch
were enclosed by detachable clear vinyl sheeting, so while some frigid air blew
through under the gap at the bottom, for the most part we were protected from the
wind and chill.

A whole bunch of the seats were taken aready—mostly by men—with other seats
saved with half-drunk glasses of wine, or a white liquid | guessed was the fabled



ponche crema, or a well-placed handbag. Fairy lights twinkled above us, glittering
and snaking around the rafters and poles, and the standing outdoor heaters gave off a
welcome blast of heat to counteract the frozen air that did sneak in. A bunch of the
people sitting at the table had a Will-like vibe to them. Whether they shared his well-
defined lips, or the delicate shape of his jaw, or his long fingers, you could tell they
were blood relatives.

It was like a peek into the future, in an oh-God-Ollie-it’ s-too-early-to-think-about-
the-future-please-stop kind of way.

Will squatted down to meet Crista and Dylan at eye level. “ So, at my house we have
a special table for the kids. Kane will be sitting there, and some of my little cousins,
too. Do you feel comfortable sitting with Kane?’

Crista gave a shy nod, and Dylan copied her.

“Excellent. Come on, I'll get you set up. Would you like adrink?’

While Will looked after the kids, | hung back, giving an awkward smile to the people
gitting at the table. Were they wondering who the hell these random people strolling
into their family dinner were? Should | introduce myself? Should | wait for Will to do
that for me?

Will reappeared beside me. “ So, the bad news is, there are only single seats left. How
would you feel about getting to know some of my family?’ | raised an eyebrow at
him, and he scoffed. “Y ou know what |mean.”

To be honest, the thought made my heart drum nervously until it reverberated in my
throat. My appetite almost disappeared. “For sure,” | forced out, casual, casual,
casua. “Whatever works.”



The tables were quickly filling up with piles and piles of food, some familiar, some
I’d never seen in my life. On one end of the table was a fat turkey, and on the other
end, a plate held an enormous chunk of some type of meat that looked sticky and
crispy on top—Ilikely slow roasted, from the way the meat was falling off the bone.
Mashed potatoes, rice with peas and olives, glazed yams, little parcels wrapped in
plantain leaves, plates of beans, cranberry sauce, salsa, and dozens of salads.

| was starting to form a mental game plan—one bite of everything until | figured out
my favorites, and then concentrating on that—when Mrs. Tavares rolled up one of the
plastic sheets to provide a clear view into the yard, then stepped out onto the lawn
with Kane and two young girls. This seemed to be a sign that things were getting
serious, because there was a quick flurry of movement while everyone found their
seats.

“We have an announcement,” Mrs. Tavares said, hugging herself to protect against
the night’s chill. “Tonight, in their first ever performance as a group, Kane, Camila,
and Nayeli will be demonstrating a new cheerleading routine for our entertainment.”

| shot Will an amused look across the table as a Taylor Swift song started blaring
through the speakers. The family cheered and whistled as the kids launched into a
basi c-but-adorable cheerleading routine that was composed of mostly box steps, low
kicks, and running around in circles. But, in their defense, it was al highly
coordinated.

“Kane's having more fun than the girls are,” one of the men said in a low voice to
Mr. Tavares. From the passive-aggressive tone of his voice, it seemed like a dig.
“Maybe he should start spending more time with his brother? On the right side of the
court?’

Because a boy’s role was to play the game, and it was the girls who were meant to
cheer them on. Right?



Mr. Tavares held a finger to hislips. “He's just akid,” he hissed. “He'll grow out of
it.”

And what if he didn’t? | wondered. Would he still be as much of a man in their eyes?
Or, what if Kane didn’t identify asaguy at all? Whatthen?

Not to mention, what if they found out that Will, for al his time spent on the “right
side of the court,” wasn't straight?

Where did thisidea of the “right” way to be aguy or girl fit into real life?

Tearing my eyes away from them, | forced myself to wipe the frown off my face, and
joined in on a standing ovation.

| half-expected everyone to go around the table listing things they were grateful for
like my family had always done, but, as Will told me later in the night, it was
apparently a Tavares family tradition to have a group gratitude discussion over
ponche crema not long after everyone had arrived. It was probably for the best, |
reasoned—with a family this big, it could get rowdy real fast trying to do a serious
activity later in the night.

While the adults jumped into serving themselves, the kids were instructed to bring
their plates up to the main table. | started to rise to help Crista and Dylan, but one of
Will’s aunts took over the role, generoudly filling both of their plates with the best
cuts of meat she could find.
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Crista skipped over to me with alook of urgency while her plate was being filled. She
patted my shoulder then leaned in to speak right into my eardrum. “Please, Ollie, can
you make sure | get some turkey?’

“You'll get some turkey.”
“l don’'t want all that other stuff. Just the turkey.”

It was kind of alittle late for that. Crista's plate already had a selection of meat, rice,
and beans, as well as some other extremely delicious-looking things | didn’t know the
names of. “Just giveit al atry, and if you don’t like something, you don’'t have to eat
it. Y ou can have more turkey later if you're still hungry.”

She screwed up her face, and | gave her alook.“Don’t be rude.”

Asfor me, | was more than happy to explore the various foods in front of me. Only |
didn’t have a helpful aunt picking out the best bits, so | just guessed when it came to
loading up my plate. After much experimentation, | came to the conclusion that | had
a particular fondness for a kind of potato salad-type thing with chicken, peas, beans,
and carrots, all tied together with the most delicious, creamy sauce that ever caused a
guy to sadivate at the thought of seconds. Will’s older cousin Josephina helpfully
explained that it was called ensalada de gallina,and | made a note of the name in my
phone so | could find it and eat it again every night for the rest of my life.

“Ollie?

“Hmm?”’



Crista was back at my side, holding up a mostly empty plate. “Can | please have
another one of those yellow things?’

Y ellow things, yellow things... there was so much food in front of usit took me afull
two table scans to figure outwhat she was talking about. That’s right, those tamale-
like things in plantain leaves were bright yellow once unwrapped. But the plate was
out of my reach. | went to ask Josephina but faltered when | realized | didn’t know
what they were called. | mean, | doubted she’'d judge me, but I’'d still feel pretty
stupid asking if she could pass the plate of “yellow things.”

Will noticed my lost look right away. “What’s up?’

No one seemed to be listening in, at least. “Crista wanted to grab another of those...
tamales?’

Luckily, he seemed to know exactly what she wanted. “Oh, yeah, for sure. Come over
here, Crista.” He took her plate and piled a couple plantain-parcels onto it. “They’'re

called hallacas. Seemslike you didn’t mind the food so much after all, huh?”’

He said it good-naturedly, but | died inside anyway. 1I'd hoped he hadn’'t heard
Crista’ s whining.

“Well, these things are really yummy. And the turkey, and the other turkey. The
shredded one.”

“That’s not aturkey. That one’s called pernil. It's pork.”

“Oh. | don't like pork, though.”

“Do you like ham and bacon? That’s pork.”



“Oh.”

“Would you like any more pernil?’

“Yes, please.”

While he served her, Will caught my eye across the table and gave me a soft smile.
My stomach flipped.

After dinner was finally over—and | do mean finally, because after that gigantic
spread was done, a dessert course of flan and pecan pie was brought out and it was
onfor plate number five—the kids started playing together in the backyard. | stayed
and watched over them for alittle bit, until Will suggested | have a tour of the house.
| was reluctant to leave Crista and Dylan aone, but it wasn't like they didn’'t have
supervision. Plus, | had to admit, | was curious to check out the room Will dept in
every night.

“It'ssoclean,” | said in wonder once | was inside.

Will hovered by the door. “Is that surprising?’

“Honestly, yeah,” | said, crossing to the far wall to examine his shelving.

“Why? Do | seem like apig?’

“Not necessarily. But | saw your room at the lake. For a basketballer, your laundry
basket aim wasn't so great.”

There was a gentle click as he closed the door behind us. My whole body tightened,
and | kept my body angled toward the wall so he wouldn’t catch my expression.



Page 46

Source Creation Date: June 26, 2025, 4:45 am

“Wait, so you were judging me the whole summer?’ he asked.
“Y eah, unfortunately. | didn’t wanna say anything ' cause | was totally into you.”

““Was'?” Will said. | couldn’t tell if it was a joke or a genuine question. Maybe he
didn’t want meto be ableto tell.

“Hey, count yourself lucky. Earlier today you thought | might hate you, remember?’

He didn't reply, so | glanced behind me to check on him. He was staring into space,
but put on aforced-looking smile as soon as he noticed me.

“Mom made me practically scrub it down with disinfectant this morning,” he said,
and it took me a moment to realize he was talking about his room. “Y ou know. Just in

case all the visitors wanted to gather in my room to inspect it.”

“And aren’t you glad she made you now?’ | asked, running a finger along one shelf.
Spotless as Juliette’ s complexion.

“Soglad. Not that | expected you to end up in it, of all people.”

“Yeah. Thank you so much for inviting us. It made a shit day... less shit. Especially
for the kids.”

“Of course. I'mreally glad you came. So, how’ s your aunt, anyway?’

“She’'s okay. She was awake, and talking, and stuff. But she’s pretty sick right now.



It's hard, you know?’

“1 know. | can imagine.”

We fell into an awkward silence. | felt like | was supposed to be doing or saying
something, but | had no idea what that might be. Why had he closed the door? Did he
want to talk about us? Or was | imagining things?

| cleared my throat and walked along the length of the wall, where about fifty-billion
trophies and medals lined the shelves. “So you’'ve had a good game or two in your
time,” | said.

“l guess.”

“1 feel inferior right now.”

“What? Don't beridiculous. Y ou have your band.”

“Like, yeah? | don’'t get trophies for playing, though, | just get, you know, tolerated.
But this... you must be good, huh?”’

Will’ s voice was tight. “Not good enough for a scholarship.”
| picked up one of the taller awards, a towering gold figurine of Michael Jordan
landing aslam dunk. Well, at least, it might have been Michael Jordan. It was hard to

tell because it was faceless and a little misshapen. “ So, do you want to try to go pro?’

The creaking of bedsprings told me Will had sat down. “That’'s what everyone wants
meto do.”

“Okay. But isthat what you want to do?’



| turned around to find Will shrugging at the ground. “Basketball is fun, but | can't
help feeling like | should be more passionate about it if | were gonna try to go pro.
Can’'t something you do as a hobby just be that? A hobby? Does it have to be your
entirelife?’

Why did | get the feeling he wasn’'t aiming that last part at me?

“It can,” | said. “What doyouwant?’

When he finally replied, his voice was small. “Honestly? |’ ve always really wanted to
be anurse.”

“Yeah?’

“Yeah. | thought about being a doctor, but the grades to get in are ridiculous, and
what | really like is the hands-on stuff. Like, being able to comfort people, and to be
the first person there when they’'re in pain or if they need something. | wanna
bethatperson.”

| sat down next to him, the mattress sinking. Our shoulders bumped. “You'd be so
great at that.”

He looked surprised. “ Really?’
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“Of course. You're aways there when people are upset or hurt, and you're the one
trying to make it better. Every time. It's basically that, but in job form.”

Suddenly, Will was staring at me, and my stomach lurched. “Y ou're the first person
to say that,” he said, taking the trophy from me.

“Yeah?’

“Yeah. Everyone else just says basketball, basketball, basketball.” Curling hislip, he
put the trophy down on the bed behind us like he didn’t want to look at it anymore.

“No,” | sad. My chest was tight, and my fingertips were buzzing with something.
“Not if you don’'t want to.”

He didn't speak. He just kept watching me. His breathing had gotten louder. Or
maybe I'd just tuned in to him. If | wanted to stop this | had to break eye contact
now.Now.

But | didn’t want to stop this.

He leaned closer, and closer, and then he kissed me. The second our lips touched his
hands flew up and around me, pulling me in as tight as he could. His fingers ran
through the hair on the nape of my neck, sending me damn near into a frenzy, and |
gripped his waist under his sweater in response. It'd been so long since I’d touched
him, I'd forgotten how unreasonably warm and soft the skin there was. No one in
history had ever had a softer waist than Will Tavares.



He tasted like sweetened condensed milk. He must have been sneaking some of that
rum drink the adults were passing around.

How could | have gone al these months without kissing him? How had | gone
without him?

| never wanted to again. Never, never, never.

“1 missed you,” he whispered. He grabbed my hand and laced our fingers together,
and when he went in to kiss me again his grip tightened.

“Do—" | started, but broke off at the sound of a floorboard creaking. Will launched
himself back and snatched up Michagl Jordan, holding the trophy like it waswaymore
inexplicably interesting than anything | could ve been saying. | didn’t have any
nearby prop—he’'d stolen mine—so | just sat up as straight as | could and focused on
looking calm and not-at-all turned on. Just in time, too, becauseWill’s dad flung the
door wide open without stopping to knock.

In hindsight, | can see how opening a closed door to see his son closely examining a
trophy he’'d had for years, while his son’'s friend sat awkwardly on the bed with
perfect posture and tousled hair, could’ ve raised an alarm bell for Mr. Tavares. To his
credit, if he did suspect something, he stayed pretty neutral. “Ollie, the little guy’s
asking after you.”

Way to cock-block, Dylan.

“Thank you, Mr. Tavares,” | said. “We'll come right down.”

Will nodded and placed the trophy back on the shelf.

As soon as his dad was gone, Will turned back to me. For a moment | thought he



meant to kiss me again, but it was just to nod over at the doorway. “Guess the kids
need to get to bed soon, huh?’

“Yeah. It'salong drive back at this time of night for them.”

“Got it. Well, thank you so much for coming.”

It seemed like | was being unceremoniously kicked out. | stood up, and hesitated.
“Hey, Will?’

“Yeah?’

“That definitely just happened, right? Like, we' re not going to pretend it didn’t?”’

He took a second to reply, but when he did, his expression was mischievous.

“Oh, it definitely happened. Don’t worry about that.”

15

We'd wandered for a while, following the edge of the lake, just talking, before we
settled down in front of a tree to finish our ice cream. The crowds had thinned and
then | virtually disappeared about five minutes before, giving us some privacy.
Rivulets of melted mint ice cream ran down Will’s cone and over his fingers. He
didn’'t try to lick them off, not even as they started to drip onto his knees. | stirred my
spoon around my own cup until it made a chocolate soup, while Will finished off the
last bite of his cone. How anyone could eat that fast without brain freeze was a

mystery. “You're covered inice cream,” | said.

He looked down at himself and tried to wipe it off hisleg. All he managed to do was



spread it in a sticky mess around his thigh. “ Shit. One second.”

With that, he pulled his shirt off, took off for the lake, and jumped straight in,
spraying water al over me.
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He popped back above the surface and shook his head to dry himself off.

“You drenched me,” | complained. Not to mention the rest of my ice cream, which
was half lake water now.

“Well, you're wet now,” he said. “You might aswell get in.”

Something about the thought of stripping down to my shorts and jumping into the
lake with this guy | barely knew seemed illicit and thrilling to me. Even though |
knew it was stupid, and he would probably freak out if he knew | was thinking about
him like that. Chances were pretty strong that this was completely innocent. Still, it
was fun to pretend. And with a guy this hot, who could blame me for fantasizing a
little?

But then, when my head emerged from taking my shirt off, Isworel saw Will stare at
me. Only for a second, though.

| jumped in.

“You know, alot of people back home can’t swim,” Will said, his head bobbing up
and down. “1 asked my friend Matt to come up with us but he bailed because of that.”

“l don’t think I've ever met someone who can't swim,” | said. “What if your plane
crashed into the ocean?’

Will burst out laughing. “That’ syour main concern?’



“Well, it'strue! | mean, | guess you could just float.”

He shook his head. “No way, floating’s way harder than swimming. | can't do it at
all.”

“Serioudy?’

“Yeah. | never learned how.”

“It'seasy. You just kind of...” | launched myself onto my back to demonstrate.

He tried to mimic me, and ended up flopping backward into the water like a finless
whale. “I told you!” he said, snorting water out his nose.

“No, just try and... yeah, a bit more arched, though—no,more arched, Wi—here.” |
put my hands at the top and bottom of his back and moved him into position. “Like
that.”

His skin was warm to the touch. “Oh,” he whispered, before swallowing. “Like that.”

Then he rolled over to return to a paddling position. Which brought him about three
inches away from my face.

He didn’t move back, though.

Our legs collided a few times underwater. My hands were still burning from where
they had touched his skin. He looked at me with an intensity that took me by surprise.

All at once, | realized hehadbeen staring at me before.

With exactly this expression on his face.



| was just starting to hope when one of his hands found my waist, and he kissed me.

Another Thursday, another band practice.

This one was running particularly late, too. The band had a new set of songs Izzy
wanted us to learn as soon as possible, and we couldn’t get Sayid and Emerson to
agree on anything, from the tempo to the harmonies to the lyrics.

It didn't matter too much to me if we went overtime, though. The girls were a a
basketball game. | would'’ ve totally gone, but the thing is, I'd rather floss with barbed
wire than watch a live sports match, so | declined with regrets. Besides, 1'd had to
skip the last band practice to play emergency babysitter when Aunt Linda developed
a sudden pain in her side. It didn’t turn out to be anything major—thank God—~buit |
couldn’t guarantee it wouldn’t happen again, so | couldn’'t afford to play hooky from
practice on top of that.

We' d been practicing for about an hour when Sayid and Emerson called a time-out to
argue over a line in the song—Sayid thought the original “you throw your
armsaround me, while all the lights surround me” was better, while Emerson was
pushing for the obviously superior, “when darkness seeks to blind us, a fire ignites
inside us.” lzzy, who thought lyrics were only there to complement an epic drum
track, decided to mostly ignore them while she experimented with different beats,
humming the chorus to herself. | wasn't able to focus—I’d been a ditzy, gooey mess
since Thanksgiving—so | perched myself on a stool and watched the others with a
vague smile. So vague, even, | didn't notice 1zzy had stopped drumming. Until she
threw a Skittle at my head.

“What are you all smiley about?’ she asked. “You look like a Disney princess; stop
it.”

| hunted for the Skittle on the carpet then popped it in my mouth.



“Ew, Itouchedthat,” 1zzy said. “My hands are all sweaty.”
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“It was ared Skittle. A sweaty red Skittle is worth three green Skittles.”

“What kind of bodily fluid would bring a single red Skittle below the net worth of a
green Skittle?’

“It’ s less about the bodily fluid, and more about who the bodily fluid comes from.”
She cackled. “ Touché.”

Emerson paused in his argument long enough to give us a withering glance. “You
guys areredly killing the mood.”

“Your lyrics killed the mood,” Sayid muttered. “You took it from a love song to a
song about overthrowing the establishment.”

“Ooh, | think you just sold Emerson’sversion to me,” 1zzy said, stroking her chin like
asupervillain. “I do love overthrowing establishments.”

Sayid held his hands up. “ Seriously?’
“My vote swith Emerson, too,” | said. “Sorry, man.”

Sayid scowled and went to pack up the keyboard. “Y ou guys never side with me,” he
said.

“They can't help it if I'm alyrical genius,” Emerson said.



“Ohyeah,we got aregular Lin-Manuel Miranda over here.”

| grabbed my phone just as atext came in from Juliette.

Hey, the game just finished. We're heading to You Got Soft-Served over on
Hamilton Street if you want to come grab a shake?

Wait, so | could go consume some sugar, see Will again,andsupport a local pun-
appreciating business? It's not like | could say no to that, now, wasit?

Everyone was already there when | arrived. Five basketball guys formed a row of
black-and-white varsity jackets, crowded around a booth against the wall. They all
had damp hair from their post-game showers. Will’s hair was the longest out of all of
them, and he kept sweeping it back off his forehead with an impatient hand. He
paused when he noticed me coming, his hand midsweep, and then ducked his head
with a shy grin.

Across from them, Lara, Niamh, and Juliette sat, already sipping on milkshakes.
Juliette beckoned me to sit next to her on the light blue pleather. “The guys haven’t
ordered yet,” she said. “We' ve been waiting here awhile.”

“We had to get ready, didn't we?’ Matt asked. “Do you think looking this good
happens by accident?’

Lara raised an eyebrow. “Oh, God, girls, | think this is what they look like when
they’ retrying.How tragic.” She looked down at her phone and smiled at something
onthe screen. | tried to catch a peek of it but she was too far away.

“S0, uh, how did we do?’ | asked in asmall voice. | wasn’t used to talking in front of
the basketball guys. Honestly, they intimidated me a bit. They always seemed so
confident, and loud, and judgmental. Not really the best mix with people who weren’t



also confident, and loud, and judgmental.

One of the guys I'd never spoken to before, Ethan, started thumping his hands on the
table. The other guysjoined him, in a four-by-four beat that got louder by the second.
Except for Will. Will just folded his arms and leaned back in his chair, looking
damned pleased with himself.

Darnell jumped out of his seat and grabbed Will’s shoulders. “This man right
here,this man, won us the game.”

“We're even footing the whole way,” Matt added, holding his arms up in front of
him, “then in the last quarter we start dropping. We have, like, two minutes to go,
Will’s one-on-one on the wing, he makes the shot, then he steals the inbound pass
and hits another contested shot absolutely out of nowhere, and suddenly we're in the
lead.”

Will was grinning, but it wasn't gentle like his usual one. It was the harder, smug
smile that kept crossing his face whenever he was around these guys. I’d seen him
look like this across the cafeteria afew times. So self-satisfied. It didn’t suit him.

“That's the kind of play I'm used to seeing from you, man,” Matt said. He had what
must’ve been his “captain” voice going on. Like a teacher congratulating an
apprentice. It had such a warm tone to it, | could imagine guys busting their asses to
have Matt talk to him with that kind of appreciation in his voice.

Darnell nodded. “Yeah, we worried you might’'ve gone soft on us, with all those
music lessons,” he said, nudging Will. Will’s eyes flickered toward me. He wasn’t
smiling anymore.

Matt nodded. “Y eah, man. No offense, Ollie, but we thought you were turning him
into a freaking goth or something.”



Right. Because | was totally a goth.

“Try emo pussy,” Darnell added, then wilted at Niamh'’ s fierce glare.

“Do youneedto be a sexist pig?’ she asked, before sucking on her straw like it’d done
her some great wrong. “That’s foul.”
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Will snickered—snickered—and hit Darnell with arolled-up menu. “Y eah, don’'t be a
sexist pig, Darnell. The proper terminology is emo genitalia.”

Darnell swatted at him. “That doesn’t even make sense.”
“And do Ilookfuckin’ emo to you, smartass? Give me some credit.”

Wl thiswas uncomfortable. And not that | exactly identified with being emo—come
on, it wasn't 2007—but obviously Will didn’t see any difference. And the way he'd
scrunched up his nose at the idea told me a lot about what he thought of seeming
anything like me. | glared at the table.

“To be honest, Will, it's a good thing you're not,” said Lara in a hard voice. “You
don’t have the ass to pull off jeans that tight.”

The guys broke out into laughter, high-fiving each other. “Damn, Lara,” Matt said,
looking half-impressed, half-delighted.

Wait, had Lara just stood up for me? That seemed very unlike her. But then she
caught my eye, raised hereyebrows, and ran her tongue over her teeth. She had the air
of someone who'd won a battle with the patriarchy. Holy shit, shehadsaid that to
stand up for me.

| almost would' ve grinned, if | didn’t feel so empty al of a sudden.

A waiter came over. The rest of the guys all competed with each other over ordering
the best freak-shake—the shake with the most brownies, Nutella, strawberries, Oreos,



peanut butter, whipped cream, shaving cream, laundry detergent, and whatever-the-
hell-el se they added on top.

When he came to take my order, though, | just shook my head and asked for a water.
Will seemed to notice, but he didn’t say anything.

Juliette had leaned over to whisper with Niamh, then as soon as the waiter left, she
turned back to the guys. “So, Darnell,” she said, while an alarmed Niamh shook her

head at her. “Has anyone asked you to the Snowflake dance yet?’

His eyes went straight to Niamh, who was turning an interesting shade of burgundy.
“Not...yet.It'salittle early for that, right?’

“1t’ s never too early,” Juliette said.

“What's the Snowflake dance?’ | asked, trying to keep quiet enough that the
conversation didn’t become about me. But, of course, the whole table turned to look
at me. Maybeif | talked more, I’ d get |less attention when | didspeak up.

“It's a dance we have right after Christmas break,” Juliette said.

“The catch is, girls have to ask guys,” Matt added.

Huh. Seemed pretty heteronormative. And what if a girl wanted to ask a girl? Or
otherwise.

What if no one asked me?

Oh, God, what if someonedid?

“Yeah, right, and how about you, Juliette?’ Darnell asked. “You gone and asked



someone aready?’

“Oh, | can't go,” she said airily. “I have an audition with the Conservatory that
weekend.”

“What?’'| screeched. For once it didn’'t even occur to me to feel shy in front of the
group. “Holyshit, you donot!”

“1 do!” She beamed and grabbed my hands. “I just found out.”

“Oh myGod! I’'m so proud of you.”

We bounced up and down in our seats while the girls squealed their congratulations
and the guystried to figure out what the big deal was.

| noticed Will was watching me with a funny smile. My excitement evaporated, and
fire started shooting up from the ground, and my fingernails turned into talons so |
could rip that smile off his face. How dare he look at me like that after talking shit
about me,right in front of me?

When they brought out the rest of the shakes, | admittedly felt alittle twinge of regret
that I’ d passed them up. They were works of art made out of chocolate, some of them
towering severa inches above the Mason jars they were served in, covered in
whipped cream, candy, edible glitter, gold flakes, mint chips, and most of them
drizzled with three months” worth of melted Nutella.

And here | was with my water.

Eurgh. Thiswas all Will’ s fault.

My phone buzzed. | tuned out of the conversation and checked my phone.
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Will.
I’m heading to the parking lot. Meet me there in 1.75 minutes?

His chair squeaked as he hopped up and clapped Matt on the back. “Hey, I'll be back,

bro.
“Y our milkshake just got here.”

“l can't help it. And don’t youdaretouch it while I’m gone.”
Matt grinned. “Y ou know | can’t promise that.”

| tracked Will out of the corner of my eye. He headed over toward the restrooms, but
then, casual as anything, veered left to go out the back door.

All right. Time to count down. One-point-five-three minutes until | had to pull the
same maneuver.

| leaned in to whisper to Juliette. “1’ll be back in asec.”
“Where are you going?’
Really?Really?'Y ou know. Just over, ah, to the...”

“Oh, bathroom?”



“Yeah.”

She lowered her voice even more. “It's just, | thought you might be going to meet
Will like he asked you to.”

Oh my God she totally eavesdropped on my text. Or, like... eyesdropped. What was
the visual equivalent of eavesdropping? Actualy, no. Irrelevant. With as much
dignity as | could muster, | rose to my feet, gave her a pointed ook, and headed over
to the restrooms. Super casudl, just like Will had.

Then when | got there, | turned around to check if anyone was watching me. Juliette
caught my eye and smiled, and | paused, frozen, terrified someone might notice her
glancing at me. Super not casual, the exact opposite of Will.

But what else was new.

Ithinkl made it outside without anyone other than Juliette catching on. In fact, | was
so distracted by the whole mission that | briefly forgot | was kind of pissed at Will.
But then | saw him, leaning against the wall near the edgeof the building with his
hands stuffed into his jacket pockets, and oh boy | remembered.

| stalked toward him, armsfolded. “Y es?’

He lit up when he saw me like the way he used to at the lake when I’ d torn him away
from his thoughts. Somehow, this annoyed me even more. He could at least
acknowledge that | was annoyed. He didn’t have to look so happy to see me.

“Hey,” he said.

11 Hi .H



“You're not eating?’

What an icebreaker. “Not hungry.”

He nodded, then opened his mouth. Then closed it, opened it, then closed it again. He
folded his arms against the cold and stepped from side to side. He looked like an
unusually melancholy square dancer. Well, at least he wasn't acting al cheerful
anymore. “| feel really stupid,” he said.

“Uh-huh.”

“God, | don't even know what to say. It just slipped out. I'm so used to acting a
certain way around the guys, you know? It's not me, | know it’s not me, but | always
joke with them, and they expect meto say things, so | don’'t even think.”

| didn’t say anything.

He sighed, and tipped his head back. “I’'m really sorry.” He peeked at me, but | still
didn’t reply. I mean, whatcouldl say? That it was okay? Because it really wasn't.
“I'm a dick because I've always been a dick around my friends’ wasn't really an
eXCuse.

“l like your jeans,” he tried. “And your music. And you in general, realy. So much
it'sridiculous. | haven't been able to stop thinking about you since Thanksgiving.”
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Since Thanksgiving? | hadn’'t been able to stop thinking about him since summer.
Honestly, it was starting to feel like maybe since birth. | couldn’t remember a time
when 1’d been able to brush my teeth, or make toast, or play guitar without Will’s
face popping into my mind like ajump-scarein aviral video.

But. Still.

He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about our kiss.

Did that mean the idea of us—being with me, properly, for everyone to see—wasn't
so scary to him anymore? Could our kiss have reminded him of what it was like when
we were together? It had definitely reminded me. Maybe he' d decided | was worth
the risk.

| softened the tiniest hit.

Suddenly, he shrugged out of his varsity jacket and held it out to me. “Will you wear
this?’ he asked. “Just for afew seconds or whatever?’

| didn’t mean to look at it so suspiciously, but my mind couldn’t help but race to see
if there was atrap or a catch here. “Why?”’

He shifted his weight from one leg to another, giving the jacket a small shake. “I
wanna see how it looks.”

For once, | didn't have a sassy comeback. | crossed my arms over my chest to
barricade my insides, which had melted like butter. Peak softness reached. “Really?”’



Deep inside my chest, my heart was beating as though it was trying to tear free of
bondage. With an embarrassingly giddy grin | took the jacket and dslipped it on. |
mean, it definitely couldn’t ook any good on me—Ilike a Chihuahua trying to pull off
a Great Dane's callar, | imagined—nbut... okay, admittedly, it made me feel good. So
good. Special, even. Like, it didn't matter that I'd had a breakout that week, or that
my cowlick wouldn’t behaveitself, or that I'd never gotten braces when by al means
| should have.

None of it mattered, because Will wanted me to wear his jacket, and Will thought |
was beautiful.

| lifted my hands awkwardly, the cuffs of the sleeves drowning my fingertips. “Sexy,
am | right?’ | joked.

He didn’t laugh when he nodded. “It looks great on you.” He glanced around us to
make sure there were no basketballers lurking in the shadows waiting to catch us out.
It ruined the moment for me for half a second, but then, with this affectionate little
smile that made me seriously worry about spontaneous combustion, he held out his
hand to search for mine inside the left sleeve. He looped his pinky finger around
mine. “| wish you could wear it at school.”

“Me, too.”

| waited for him. This was an in. He could say “wear it inside now.” He could say
“maybe you'll wear it someday.” If he'd just given me something to hold on to, I'd
takeit. But hedidn't.

Suddenly, the jacket felt too heavy. | started to shuck it off but Will stopped me.

“Can | get apicture?’ he asked.



| shrugged, and waited sullenly while he took his phone out. He held it up, then
lowered it again. “Can | get a picture where it doesn’t look like you're thinking of
ways to drown me?’

| cracked a smile. “Sorry,” | said, and he crinkled his nose at me before taking a
photo.

Once he was finished, | handed him back his jacket. “Y ou should get back in before
they notice how long you’ ve been missing,” | said.

“Yeah. Make sure you wait a couple minutes before coming back, right?’ He looked
around us, then stepped toward me. He placed a hand on my chest and pushed me
gently backward until | hit the wall, and then, even more gently, pressed his lips
against mine.

It was probably a good thing | had to wait a few minutes before heading back inside,
because it took about that long for me to collect myself.

When | got back to the table, Will, who'd been making his way through his
milkshake soup, waved at me. “Mm, Ollie, | was just telling them about the other day
in music class, when Ms. Ellison showed usthat Y ouTube video.”

| sat down warily. “Oh yeah?’

“Yeah. Anyway, it was the most patronizing shit ever, right? Like, it had al these
clips of high schoolers comparing pop stars to classical composers. It’s like someone
told Ms. E she had to try to ‘relate’ to us more.”

“Sureit wasn't you, Will?" Darnell asked.

“Not me. Honestly, | find the classical stuff pretty interesting on its own.”



“Oh, God, they’re brainwashing you,” Matt said, grabbing onto Will’s arm in mock
despair.

Will shrugged. “Hey, it's better thanGerman.What a useless language. Who even
speaks German here?”’

“Yeah, who needs a foreign language when you can just waltz up to people and sing
at them?’ Maitt asked, but he was grinning. That was the thing with Will. Even when
he was being teased, everyone was always laughing with him, never at him. He was
the last person who should’ ve been scared of being judged, when you thought about
it.
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“Musicisauniversal language,” Juliette said.

“See?’ Will said, holding a hand out. “ She getsit. Y’all are outnumbered.”
“Three versus, what, six?’ Matt asked. “You call that outnumbered?’
Juliette looked to her left. “Lara? Niamh?’

Niamh, who' d been staring into the distance and propping her head up with one hand
as though to keep it from falling into her milkshake, jumped and refocused. “Hmm?’

“Comeon, Lara,” Matt wheedled.

“Hey, | stand with my girls,” Lara said. “If Juliette thinks music class is cool, then
music classis cool. End of discussion.”

Will shared a mischievous look with me, and | couldn’t help but grin at him. Under
thetable | sent him atext.

Apology accepted.

16

From that point on, | guess Will and | were kind of seeing each other. | say “kind of,”
because we never labeled it. That, and the fact that it was still abigger secret than the

aliens the government have locked in a warehouse somewhere. And let’s be honest,
the government definitely has aliens locked in a warehouse somewhere. The



government is just being coy about it.

And that’swhat Will and | were doing. We were being coy.

Because coy meant “texting someone all day every day, calling each other to hear
their voice, and making out in secret whenever possible, all the while pretending to be
acquaintances,” right?

Right. Yeah. We were totally being coy, then.

This year was probably the first time it'd actually been a letdown to go on winter
break. I’d gotten used to seeing Will in the halls, in the cafeteria, in Music
Appreciation. Suddenly, al | had was social media, texting, and the onceor twice a
week we met up to go for adrive somewhere private.

That’s why, when he messaged me out of the blue asking if | was free one Friday
night, 1 found myself calling Aunt Linda for permission for him to join me
babysitting.

He arrived at the door armed with Twinkies, Doritos, and Pop-Tarts.

“What’ sthis?’ | asked as he camein.

“Mom would kill me if | came around without bringing anything. And | thought the
kids might like some junk food.”

“They’re in bed, thank God,” | said. “If you gave them any of that now they’d be up
until six in the morning rolling around on the floor screaming nursery rhymes.”

“Oh. Well, how do you feel about eating all this ourselves, then?’



“Extremely positive, obviously.”

“Great. Also, they're sort of celebratory, too.”

| paused by the door. “What are we celebrating?’

He shifted on the spot to readjust his hold on the junk food bounty. “1 applied for the
nursing program at the University of North Carolina.”

“You did?

“Yeah. | wastossing it around, but after we talked about it on Thanksgiving | decided
| wasgonnado it.”

He looked hopeful. Hopeful and soft.
“Well,” | said. “They’d be out of their minds not to accept you.”
We decided to put on a horror movie—with the volume on as low as we could get

away with—and | laid the junk food out on the coffee table while Will kicked his
shoes off and set up on the couch under the blanket Aunt Linda kept there.
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When | was done, he lifted the blanket so | could climb in next to him. “When do
your aunt and uncle get back?’

“They’'re out to dinner. It’'s the first time they’ ve done something nice like that for
months, so I’'m hoping they won’t be in arush to come home.”

Will nodded, and ran afinger along my thigh. | shivered. “How’s she doing?’

“Umm. Same. She seems a little more tired than usual, but she’s got so many
appointments and stuff it might just be that. | don’t know if I'm reading into things or
not anymore.”

“Yeah, | know what you mean. I’m glad she got to go out for something fun for once,
though. It’ s really good of you to always volunteer to babysit.”

| shrugged. “ She needs help. It's what we're here for.”

He nodded, but he seemed distant as he turned to watch the movie. The thick black
hood of his jacket was bunched up around his neck, and he was biting his bottom lip.
He had the world’'s most beautiful lips. When the Great, Ethereal Being was putting
together the blueprint for Will Tavares, it must have just figured out the winning
formula for the exact shape, thickness, and ratio of the perfect mouth. Then it'd gone
and put that perfect mouth on a mortal, just to show off.

Woops. I'd gone all slack-jawed staring at it.

The perfect mouth opened a little. Not too far above it, the world’s most perfect pair



of eyes—the origin story of which was probably similar to the mouth—were scanning
my own lips. My too-small, not very defined, unremarkable lips.

He touched my jaw. “I aways wish | could see inside your head,” he said. “You
aways seem to be thinking so hard about something or other.”

“It's not that interesting,” | said. | meant to look at his eyes, but | was right back
fixated on his mouth.

Heleaned in. “I think you' re extremely interesting.”

The way he kissed me was ginger, like | was made out of tissue paper that could be
torn with the dlightest sudden movement. For a moment, my rational mind piped up
that we should be careful, that Crista or Dylan could come out for a drink or
something at any moment, and making out on duty was a little unprofessional, even if
it was family duty. But then his fingers were weaving their way through the hair at
the back of my head, and his other hand was sgueezing my thigh,
and—responsibility? What responsibility? Who cared? Crista and Dylan had to learn
about birds and bees sooner or later, so win-win, right?

Even though the first time I'd kissed him had been, like, seven months ago, none of
the novelty had worn off. Every time his lips met mine, it was the first kiss al over

again. And again, and again, and again...

Before | knew it, | heard the movie credits playing in the back of my mind. | broke
away from Will, shaking my head at the TV. “It’s over aready?’

“Lookslikeit.”

“l didn’'t even watch any of it, though.”



Will tipped his head to one side and ran a hand up my thigh. “I’'m sorry to distract
you like that.”

“You should be,” | said, leaning back on the couch as he came back up and over me,
crashing hislips against mine.

Then a key turned in the lock, and we sprung away from each other with a fluidity
that’ d make an Olympic gymnastics team green with jealousy.

Aunt Linda and Uncle Roy were laughing when theycame inside. They looked lighter
than I’ d seen them in weeks. Aunt Linda beamed when she saw Will. “Will, hey, how
are you doing? | haven't seen you in forever.”

Will had gone pale, and he stared at Aunt Linda for way too long before replying. At
first | thought maybe he was freaking out that we’'d almost been caught making out,
but then | realized, it wasn't that. He was just shocked to see Aunt Linda. The skinny,
gray-skinned, slowed-down version of her.

“Hi,” hesaid in aweak voice. “I’m good. How are... how are you?’

“1,” she said, “am fantastic. We just had the best steakever, at this new place that’s
just opened over on Main Street.”

| had my doubts as to how much steak Aunt Linda had eaten, given her appetite
lately, but | wasn't about to point that out.

“Bernetti Café?’ Will asked. “We' ve been meaning to go there.”

“Oh, youshould.It’ s very romantic.”

There was no way Aunt Linda thought the “we” in that sentence referred to me and



him—she knew if Will and | had gone public she' d practically know about it before |
did—so | had to assume she was doing it to tease Will. Or maybe to even normalize
theideafor him.

Will blinked at me. | wondered if he was picturing us on a date, and if the idea was
kind of nice or just terrifying. “Good to know,” he said finally, which didn’'t give me
anything to go on. | would’ ve asked him, but | was suddenly scared of what he might

Say.

Will and | packed up and left at the same time. It was only then that we noticed we
hadn’t even started to eat any of the junk food.
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“She looks different these days, huh?’ | asked once we were out of earshot.
“Yeah. | know you said she's been worse, but it was something else seeing it.”
“And this was one of her good nights.”

“God, Ollie, I'm sorry.”

“Don’'t be. Don't. She's here, and we're here, and we're just going to keep getting
through.”

We stopped when we got to the door of my car. “It was nice to see you tonight,” Will
said. “How about we go for a drive tomorrow? We can go back to that place in the
woods.”

WEell, it wasn't a candléelit dinner, but for now that was fine. | could take it. Especialy
given how much I’d enjoyed the last time we went to the woods, a few days before.

“Yeah. All right. Lock it in.”

He studied me, and al at once | got what he meant about wishing he could peek
inside someone’ s mind.

“Can't wait.”
“What was this, exactly?’

Mr. Theo stood over Will’s desk, holding up the pile of essays he'd marked over the



break. He didn’'t look angry as much as exasperated. | watched from across the class.
The biweekly installment of Will vs. Mr. Theo was like tuning in to a soap opera
you'd been following for months. It was trashy, but the dialogue was quick, and the
drama was high, and you couldn’t quite look away even if you had more important
things to be doing.

Will cocked his head to one side. “Looks like my essay to me. Y ou asked us to hand
them in before Winter break, don’t you remember?”’

Matt snickered at the back of the classroom.

“1 asked for an essay on symbolism and literary techniques. Y ou gave me an essay on
howL ord of the Fliesis an allegory for Trump’s America.”

“An alegory isatechnique! You said so yourself, sir, just last lesson.”
“Onetechnique, in an essay that was supposed to discuss four at a minimum. And it
guite clearly isn't one of the techniques the author employed to tell his story, aslLord

of the Flieswas written approximately a century ago.”

Will glanced over his shoulder at Matt and smirked. “Well, | don’t know, Mr. Theo,
maybe this Golding guy was telepathic.”

“You mean clairvoyant. Will, if you want to use a homework task as an outlet for a
political rant, there are many appropriate subjects. As it stands, English lit is not one

of them. Rewrite it. Get it back to me Monday.”

“Someone’ sa republican,” Will muttered over the lunch bell, not quietly enough so
that he couldn’t be heard. Mr. Theo chose to ignoreit.

Will shot me the briefest look as he went off with Matt. Maybe to see if | was



laughing, or shaking my head. Honestly, | was kind of doing both.
| headed to the cafeteria more slowly, drifting along while | thought about the drive
Will and | were going to take after school. Having something like that to look

forward to made the days seem so much faster.

“Niamh'’s been keeping a secret,” Juliette said in a singsong voice when | finally sat
down at the lunch table.

Niamh looked up, alarmed. “Not now.”

“Why not?’

“Darnell’s gonna be herein, like, thirty seconds.”

“So spit it out.”

Niamh half-stood in her chair to eye the basketball guys, who were still filling their
trays, then she sat abruptly and splayed her hands out on the table. “Okay. So we stop
talking about this as soon as the guys get here, but | got signed by Enchantée Models.
| found out in first period.”

“What?' | asked.

“Ho-lee shit, Niamh,” Larasaid. “For rea ?’

“Yes, for real. An agency for real wanted me.” There was an edge to her voice, but
Laradidn’'t riseto the challenge. She just lifted her root beer in a one-sided toast.
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“And they have strong tiesin New Y ork,” Niamh went on, “so they said | might get a
casting up there sometime.”

“Niamh, that’s amazing,” | said.

Niamh was mostly looking at Lara, though. 1'd thought that bad blood was behind
them, but apparently not quite yet. If Niamh was looking for an apology, though, |
wasn't sure if she'd get one. “Also,” she said, “I’ve decided I’m not going to diet for
it.”

Lara met her eyes now. | mean, she wasn’'t dumb. She got the point. But she just
waited for Niamh to go on.

“1 didn’'t tell you guys because | didn’t really know how to bring it up, but | found out
a little while ago | have polycystic ovary syndrome,” Niamh said. “| was getting
really sick, and | wasn't losing weight even when | was exercising aton, so | ate alot
less, and it made me really exhausted. And PCOS can make you feel exhausted to
begin with, so | was making the problem worse by over-dieting.”

“Oh, Niamh, I'm so sorry to hear that,” Juliette said. “How did you know? Like, did
you get tested because you couldn’t lose weight?’

“No. | got tested because | kept skipping... periods.” She lowered her voice, and her
eyes flashed toward me asshe said it. Her mouth twisted, and | realized she was
embarrassed to talk about this with me there. | wasn't sure if | should be looking
away like | hadn’'t heard, or something, but | decided that’d be significantly weirder
and settled for nodding. “Like, I'd get it one month, then the next few it'd disappear.



And obviously | couldn’t be pregnant. But Mom hasiit, too, so she had a hunch. Turns
out she was right.”

“So, what does that mean?’ | asked. “Isit... like, isit bad?”’

What | meant to ask was, can it kill you? But | felt like that wasn’t the most tactful
guestion.

“Well, it's not amazing. Like it could affect my fertility, and it's going to be
something I'll have for life. But I’ve seen my mom handle it, and it's manageable
with medication and a healthy lifestyle. Which, | might add, is why I’m not going to
crash diet anymore. | figure | used to focus on the wrong thing. | was so desperate to
lose weight, and it was like fighting a losing battle. But now my goal is to exercise
for strength, and eat the right things so | don’t feel so tired and grumpy all the time.
I’m already at a higher risk of diabetes and heart issues now that | havethis, so | can't
afford to cut out whole food groups just so I might lose a pound or two. | do know
losing weight can potentially help with some of the symptoms, but it’s much harder
for people with PCOS. I'm working with my doctor on that, though, so | don’t need
anyone else monitoring me or commenting on what | do and don’t eat.”

It was officially the longest speech I'd ever heard Niamh give. By the end of it she
looked triumphant, if alittle nervous. Finally, she added uncertainly, “Health is more
important, okay?’

Lara was utterly engrossed in her mac and cheese. Whenshe finally looked up, she
had to face Juliette, Niamh, and me all giving her expectant stares. She rolled her
eyes, but | didn’t miss the shame that flashed across her face at first. “Yeah, | agree
with you,” she said to Niamh. “Good call.”

WEéll, it was as much of awin as Niamh was ever likely to get from Lara. In any case,
it was the closest I'd ever heard Lara come to admitting she was wrong. It came just



in time, too, because the basketball guys arrived seconds later to pull extrachairs over
and crowd our table. Let it never be said that the basketball guys weren't excellent
wingmen. They were obviously hanging around like fruit flies so Darnell could see
Niamh.

The group of them were laughing about something, though, and for once Darnell’s
attention wasn’t on Niamh. He was zeroed right in on Will. So was Matt, actually. As
they took their seats and lined up their lunch trays, the rest of the guys gravitated in to
hear the conversation, with Will in the center of it all.

“$0, is there something going on there again?’ Matt asked Will, his voice all gooey
and teasing.

“What do you mean?’ Juliette asked before | had to.

Will’s face made it immediately obvious he' d been keeping something from me. He
looked like a rabbit who'd been unceremoniously teleported out of his burrow and
dumped before afox. Caught off guard and full of dread.

Guess | was the fox.

Matt, totally oblivious to Will’s tension, cracked open a can of Coke. “He's going to
the dance with Jessica,” he said in ateasing, singsong way.

Well, if that wasn’t the worst song I’d ever heard.

| didn’t mean to look at Will with quite the level of despair that | think ended up on
my face, but there was onlyso much self-control a guy could have when slapped with
that kind of news. Will visibly winced when he met my eyes, and he covered up the
movement by bending over his tray and shoving mac and cheese in his mouth. “Werr
jush frensh,” he said around a full mouth, before launching into a coughing fit.



“Mmm, but does she know that?’ Darnell asked.

Funnily enough, that was just what | wanted to know. Well, that, and who the hell did
Will think he was to keep this from me?

Did | not deserve to hear that from him?

Wasn't that my right?

Well, actually, that was kind of a good question. The problem with not labeling
something was that what you could and couldn’t expect was kind of gray. Was it
unreasonable of me to expect Will to let me know if he was going to a dance with
someone else? Or even, maybe, to ask if | was okay with that? Or did he owe me
nothing, because he wasn't my boyfriend?

That didn’t feel good.

“If she doesn’t know it, she's gonna get a rude shock,” Will said.

Darnell cackled. “Listen to this heartbreaker.”

Will raised an eyebrow. “I’m just saying, you don’t pass up your chance at al this
and then get to change your mind later.”
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“Damnright,” Matt said. “Make her regret it.”

“He doesn’t have to make her,” Darnell said. “She’s gonna regret it the second she
seeshimin atie.”

Huh. For some reason I'd aways assumed Will dumped Jess, not the other way
around. Did that mean he'd till loved her when they broke up? And how long
agodidtheybreak up, anyway? Was it possible I’ d been some sort of summer rebound
for Will to get over her? A thick vine of jealousy snaked around my stomach.

“What about you, Ollie?” Matt asked, and | snapped back to attention. “Going to the
dance?’

He didn’'t ask if | was going with anyone. | guess he figured the answer to that was
obvious. To go to this dance with a date, you had to be asked by a girl. It shouldn’t
have bothered me, but my cheeks started burning up anyway. It hit me that, back
home, | never had to fedl like | was lesser than everyone else. My school would never
have held a dance that stuck to gendered rules. | would’ ve been in the same position
as everyone else—wondering if someone would ask me, or maybe figuring out if |
even wanted to be asked.

But the point was, at my old school, no one would' ve assumed | didn’t have a date to
something because of my sexuality.

Well maybe they’d assume | didn't have a date because | was a super-awkward
introvert who spent the whole of eleventh grade with a haircut that made me look like
atoddler who'd played with scissors, but that was valid. At least that was, like, equal



opportunity rejection.

| was too busy blushing at the table to notice Lara lean forward at first. Then she said,
“1 asked him,” and | snapped straight back to the present.

Pardon? She asked me? Was | asleep at the time? Because | sure as hell didn’t
remember this. Maybe she’d whispered it from outside the door while | was
practicing bass in the music room or something.

| was stunned, but not so stunned | missed Matt’ s face fall. “Really?’

Lara stabbed at her mac and cheese. “Really. He scrubsup better than most of the
guys here, and I’'m planning on bringing it. We'll look great in the pre-dance photos,
don’t you think?’

The thing about Lara s particular brand of irony was that you could never quite tell if
she was playing with you or not. The guys seemed to agree; Matt kind of smiled, then
half-frowned, then smiled with his eyebrows drawn together. “Well, if you're
planning on bringing it, then I’m gonna have to make sure | drop in to check it out for
myself,” he said finally.

Smooth. Safe reply.

Definitely sounded like he’'d wanted Lara to ask him, though. Or maybe | was
imagining that.

“You wouldn’'t want to miss it, Patterson,” she said, and Matt actually bit his lower
lip while he held eye contact with her. | got the strangest feeling Matt was going to
picture her saying that while making out with his pillow or something later that
evening.



“So, anyway,” Will said without looking at me. “That new Marvel movie's out this
weekend. Anyone down?”’

“What, you wanna go to the movies?’ Matt asked. “Sure you don’t wanna just go
with Jess?’

Somewhere inside of me, adark cloud of wrath, rage, and indignation started twisting
my intestines into sailor knots.

“No,” Will said.

“Besides, since when do we pay for movies?’ Darnell asked around a mouthful of
salad.

“Exactly,” Will said. “My parents just got anew TV, it’s, like, seventy-five inches or
something ridiculous. We could stream it.”

“Arewe invited?’ Niamh asked.

Darnell brightened. “Ye—"

“Sorry,” Will interrupted. “Guys' night only.”

“So, Ollie sinvited?’ Lara asked with a pointed gaze.

WEell, from the look on Will’s face, you'd have thought she'd suggested burning the
place down in a crazed satanic ritual once the movie was over.

“Seems kind of rudeto bring it up in front of usif you're not going to ask us,” Juliette
said mildly.



“Like we'd want to haul ass al the way out to Napier to watch a blurry camcorder
copy of another superhero movie,” Lara said. “I'm sure we can find something
actually entertaining to do with our Saturday night, girls.”

| wasn’t exactly sureif | counted as agirl in this scenario, but | nodded anyway.

After lunch, | caught up with Lara and walked next to her for a few steps, trying to
get up the nerve to ask her.
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She got therefirst. “Y ou come here to dump me?’
“What? As my date, you mean?’

“Well | don’t mean as your girlfriend.”

| paused. “I wanted to know if you were serious.”
“Duh. Do you have anyone better to go with?”’

She was walking faster down the hall now and | had to scramble to keep up. “Not
really.”

“Yeah, well, neither do I. So let's coordinate outfits and look better than both of
them, al right?’

She stopped her near-sprint and turned to face me, one eyebrow raised in a challenge.

WEell, shit. Who would ve thought Lara would be asking me to a dance? And who
would’ ve thought I’ d ever say yes?

But | was about to, wasn't |?
| shrugged, and folded my arms. “All right.”

In my pocket, my phone buzzed, and | pulled it out while Lara blatantly peeked.



Friday, 12:32 PM

Meet mein the parking lot after school?

The parking lot was mostly empty by the time Will sheepishly appeared and shuffled
to my car. He offered me a weak smile that | didn’t return. | just leaned against my
hood and waited.

“1 wanted to tell you,” he said in alow voice as soon as he got close enough.

“Yeah, well, you didn’t.”

“1 was going to next time | saw you.”

“You saw me yesterday. You didn’'t say athing.You didn’'t have any trouble telling
the guys.”

“I didn't, | swear. Jesstold Matt.”

“Why did shetell Matt?’

“1 don’tknow, Ollie!” he said, flinging his hands up in frustration. “1’ m sorry, okay?’

“Sorry you didn’t tell me or sorry you're going with her?’ | asked, my voice hard.

He blinked at me. “It doesn’'t mean anything,” he said. “| promise.”

“Yeah.”

“1 would go with you if | could.”



| tried to smile, but my muscles worked against me. The thing is, he could. He was
just choosing not to. And whether they were good reasons or not, he was still
choosing not to go with me. And if he absolutely had to do that, fine, but couldn’t he
go alone?

| probably should’ ve said that to him, but | didn’t for two reasons. One, because | was
terrified he'd hear me practically beg him to do something important for me and still
say no. Two, because | didn’t want him to go alone because | asked him to. | wanted
him to go alone because he truly believed that if he couldn’t go with me, he didn’t
want to go with anyone.

“l can’t wait to see you all suited up,” Will said in a quiet voice. “I realy do wish |
could go with you.”

He was looking at me in this intense way. No one had ever looked at me like that
before. Like | was the most specia person in the world, and he'd only just realized.
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| opened my mouth, and awhole bunch of really appropriate things were supposed to
come out. Something along the lines of “Thank you,” or, “I’ll text you later,” or, “It's
super cold out here, huh.”

But then my mouth—completely of its own accord, may | add—did something really
stupid.

It said, “I love you.”

Will and | both froze. | don’t know which of us was more shocked, to be honest.
Where the hell had that even come from? Of al the times | could ve picked, and I'd
gone with “right after being told he's going to the dance with his ex-girlfriend.” |
didn’'t have aclue why I'd said that. Why did | say that?l was so angry, and hurt, and |
came out withthat? If your meal has a freaking toenail in it, you don’'t ask for a
dessert menu. If your not-really-boyfriend does something selfish that makes you feel
worthless, you don’t tell them you love them.

| guess I'd wanted to hear him say it back. Because as long as he loved me, then the
other stuff didn’t matter, right?

Right?
He gave me a sort-of-smile, but it was more of an “I don’t know how to make this
less awkward” smile than an “oh my God the guy | love loves me back” kind of

smile.

Mayday. Timeto bail out. Immediately. “Well, anyway, |—"



“I redly, really like you,” Will said at the same time.

“Oh.” Wow, that came out more high-pitched than I’ d hoped. “Cool. That’s really—"

“| care about you alot.”

“Awesome.” | had to leave right now or it was going to be super obvious | was upset.
“Thank you. Wow, it's, uh, super cold out here, huh? Hey, | actually have this huge
essay due Monday and | really need to get home and start on it. So, I'll text you
later?’

Nailed it.

Will studied me for so long | thought he was going to try to let me down easily. | sent
him a firm message with my eyes. Don’'t. Do not. Please pretend | never said | love
you. Please ignore it for me.

“Y eah, sounds good,” he said finally. “I'll seeyou later.”

Then we walked away from each other.

Wait, so he was just going to ignore it? Theaudacity.l tried not to look like | was
stalking my way to my car, even though that’ s exactly what | was doing.

Okay, so maybe | didn’t want to pretend I’ d never said it.

But | didn’t want to hear how much he liked me, either.

| wanted to hear he loved me.

Why didn’t he say it?



Had | said it too soon? How soon were you supposed to bring that up? Why hadn’t |
done some research on this first? I’d never said | love you before, | didn’t know how
it worked. | mean, we'd been a thing for seven months now,on and off. It was
reasonable to love someone by seven months, right? Wasn't it weirder that he didn’t
love me yet?

Oh my God, he didn’'t love me.

My hands were shaking as | got out my keys, and it took me three tries to slot one
into the ignition. As soon as the car started, a Letlive song blasted out at full volume,
| smacked the power button so hard | hurt my hand. It didn’t matter, though. | just
needed to leave. Now.

| got out of the parking lot and drove over severa streets. | didn’t know which way
Will took home, but there was no way he’d come down this many side streets. Still, |
weaved my way through afew more to be safe. | drove aimlessly for awhile, then my
breath started catching in my throat. | managed to pull to the side of the road, swore
asloudly as| could, and then smacked my fist against the dashboard.

But yelling and hitting things didn’t make it go away. Images started swirling around
and around and around. Will screwing up his face at the thought of dressing like me.
Turning his back on me at the beginning-of-school party. Looking at me across the
cafeteria then looking away. And those endless weeks of silence after summer.

He could’ve logged into his accounts on someone else’s phone, | realized suddenly.
I’d accepted his excuse at the time, him being grounded and all. But so what? Why
didn’t he try harder? If he really cared about me, why didn’'t he find a way around the
rules, even if it was only to let me know why he’'d be AWOL? Surely he'd realized
what I'd be thinking when he disappeared. How | would’ve felt. Why didn’t he care
enough to find away to reach me?



That was the point. He didn’t care enough. Because he didn’t love me then.

And hedidn’'t love me now.

17
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“Now we need one in front of the fireplace,” Mom said, dropping her phone down by
her side. Lara and | were standing in the living room, ready to head to the dance, and
we were quickly realizing the dance was still quite a while away at this rate. Mom
had already taken photos of us on the front porch (to take advantage of the golden
hour), by the back door (because the pane has a really lovely design), and sitting
together on the couch (because | just like the way those kind of photos ook, Oliver).

“Oh, but just walit, | need to put the vase back up. | took it down to dust, now whereis
it?’

“No one’'s going to be looking at the vase, Cathy,” Aunt Linda said from the couch,
cuddling the faux mink blanket around her. “Not with these two sexy young things
front and center.”

Lara grabbed her powder-pink skirt and ruffled it for Aunt Linda, posing for a picture
no one was taking. Aunt Linda held up a finger and pulled out her own phone.“Hold
on, we need some photoshoot music if we're taking this seriously.” A few seconds
later and the opening bars to “Can’t Fight the Moonlight” played.

“Little vintage, don’t you think?’ | asked.

“Watch yourself, | danced to thisat my prom,” Aunt Linda said.

“Exactly. Vintage.”

“I’mignoring that.”

Mom came back into the room with a vase full of fresh flowers she'd stolen from the



neighbor’s yard that had grown over into ours. “Here. Perfect. Now, I'll just get you
two to stand over here.”

Mom adjusted us like props while Aunt Linda merrily belted out LeAnn Rimesin the
background. She was in particularly good spirits today. Aunt Linda, | mean. Mom
was aball of stress.

Mom took a few more photos of us—flash on and off—while instructing me to smile
“more naturally, no,naturally, you look like you're in a political hostage video.” Lara
got no criticisms or critiques. Larawas made for the camera, apparently.

“Ollie couldn’'t have gotten a more beautiful date, Lara,” Aunt Linda said when we
were finally set free.

“She means because you're beautiful, | assume, not because I'm so hideous you're
the best | could possibly do,” | said.

“You sure she didn’t mean because I’'m hopefully the last time you’'ll have to take a
girl to adance?’ Laraasked innocently.

“Partly,” Aunt Linda replied, holding up afinger. She struggled to sit up straighter on
the couch for a moment, then, panting, she clasped her hands together. “But also,
Ollig, are you hoping to get married one day?’

“Ah, yes, idedlly, but we'll see. Why?”

She paused and turned LeAnn off. Apparently she meant business. “Because one day
you'll be al dressed up and taking photos with the person you love more than
anything in the world. And | just want you to know that I'll be there. Maybe
physically, maybe not, but I' [l be there either way. So when the day comes, you'll be
getting a huge hug from me at some point. Be on the lookout for it.”



“1 won't need to be on the lookout for it, because you'll be there physicaly, and I'll
know exactly when you’ re hugging me.”

“You'll know either way,” she said. Her voice was strained, and her eyes were glassy.

Seeing Aunt Linda cry made me tear up alittle.

“It's okay, I’'m okay,” she said, flapping her hands then wiping under her eyes.
“Argh. Sorry. You're just so handsome. I’'m glad | got to seeit.”

Okay, so | wastearing up more than alittle now. “I’m glad you did, too.”

Even Lara s bottom lip started wobbling a bit. Huh. So she did have a heart. Then she
smacked my arm. “Come on, perk up. Y ou don’'t want to be blotchy in the photos, do
you?’

Ah. That was more like it.

Laraand | managed to arrive fashionably late.

The school gym was spilling over with students, and the room was a sea of color.
Interestingly, that color was mainly yellow. Dresses and ties, not decorations.
Apparently it was the shade of the season. Not that I'd gotten the memo with my
cobalt-bluetie.

Most of the room was dimly lit, with disco balls set up to mimic the effect of
snowflakes falling. Along the walls hung glittery white flower arrangements, and
about twenty large round tables filled the far end of the room. Half the seats were
taken already, the places held by strategically placed clutches and handbags.

Not far away from us, Renee stood with a group of her friends. She was wearing a



form-fitting, honey-colored dress, and had her auburn hair curled and scooped into a
half-ponytail.

“A lot of people, here,” | commented to Lara, who was too busy objectifying Renee
to reply.

| had to scan the room for a surprisingly long time before | spotted Will. He stood
over by the tables with Matt, leaning against a chair and laughing about something,
with Jess nowhere in sight. He'd paired a tailored blazer with dark gray pants and a
light gray T-shirt. Even though | wouldn’t have dreamed of wearing a T-shirt to a
dance, he didn't come off as informal, somehow. Just sexy as hell. Why was it that
guys like Will were able to play chicken with the rules and come out on top? If | wore
ablazer and a T-shirt, I’d look like I’ d gotten disoriented halfway through dressing.

When Will glanced up, he happened to look straight across the room at me. | got the
feeling he'd already known where | was standing. As soon as he caught my eye, his
smile changed to become alittle shy, and he ducked his head, still smiling.
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| was giving him what was probably the dopiest stare I'd given anyone in my life
when Lara yanked me by my elbow to cross over to the refreshments stand. Darnell
and Niamh were standing closely together, and their hands kept brushing. It was
extremely intimate, and romantic,and oh, look, Lara was leading us over there to
break it up, how nice.

“Hey guys,” Larasaid. “Don’t you both scrub up well.”

I’d lost sight of Will on the way over here. As| tried to super-casually search for him
again, | drifted out of the conversation. It was mostly small-talk, anyway—I got the
feeling Niamh and Darnell were hinting that they wanted to be left alone for a bit. I'm
sure Laragotthe hint, it was more that she didn’t so muchcare, was all.

The dance floor was pumping already. From the way some of the kids were dancing,
it was pretty obvious at least some of them had pre-gamed in someone’'s backyard
before coming here. In fact, now that | thought about it, Lara had more than likely
smuggled her flask along somewhere. | guess she'd just figured | wouldn't say yes to
any. Which, fair. Iwouldn’ tsay yes.

| was so busy people-watching, though, that | totally missed the part of the
conversation where Lara excused herself to go talk to Renee. Except she must have,
because suddenly she was over with Renee, and they were walking off somewhere
together.

Which meant | was an unwilling third wheel, didn’t it?

| turned slowly to Darnell and Niamh. Oh shit. | didn’t know anyone else. | had no



one | could go talk to. But | definitely wasn’t wanted here. | cleared my throat. “So,
how long have you two been here?’ | asked.

“I’ve been here for about twenty, but Niamh got here a minute before you two,”
Darnell said. Like Niamh, Darnell didn’'t seem to possess the nastiness gene, and he
said it with such agenuine, friendly smile | couldn’'t possibly feel awkward about it.
Except, yes, | could, because it was me, and | would probably feel awkward at my
own ninetieth birthday party,surrounded by a room full of people that I’d loved and
raised.

“You didn’t come together?’ | asked.

Apparently, that was the exact wrong thing to ask. Darnell pursed his lips and
cringed, while Niamh opened her mouth into anOshape of doom. “Well, | don't
know, | just think maybeit’s alittle early—"

“Right,” Darnell added, when he clearly meant wrong.

“For that,” Niamh finished.

“Okay, gotcha, cool,” | said.” Cooooool.”

This time, when | looked up, Will was standing about four feet away from me. |
blinked and took a step back in surprise. “Um, hi?’

“Hey,” he said. “What’s up? Remember what we were talking about earlier today?
It's over here. Wanna come see?’

| did not remember what we were talking about earlier today. Mostly because | was
quite sure we did not talk at all earlier today. And talking to Will wasn’t the kind of



thing | tended to forget about. At least, | couldn’t remember ever forgetting him.
WEell, this was a bother. Frying pans and fire and all that. Niamh and Darnell were
only too happy to wave me off, though, so off | trailed after Will to check out the

thing we never talked about, crossing my arms over my chest.

“1 have never seen anything more uncomfortable in my life,” Will said. “It was like
watching a donkey trying to make friends with some unicorns.”

“Are you calling me adonkey?’
“A redly, really amazing, awesome donkey. And if you weren't a donkey, | don’t
think 1'd like you as much, because unicorns seem like they’d make a lot fewer

jokesthan donkeys,” Will said, still walking. “ Can you imagine a quirky unicorn?’

“I cannot imagine a quirky unicorn.” My answer was clipped, but Will didn’t seem to
notice.

“Exactly. Unicorns are so vanilla.”

“What'sit like trying to dig yourself out of a hole this big, Will?’

“1"m struggling, but I’ ve got less practice at it than you do.”

| pressed my lips tightly together. We pulled up against the wall and both of us put
our backs to it, leaving us isolated enough that we could talk in low voices without
being heard. Will sighed and shook his head. “Sorry, that was meant to be a joke.

What | meant to say is, you look amazing.”

Oh.



| tried to smile, but my face fought back. Who knew heartache worked better than
Botox?

A part of me wanted to bring up the other day, and apologize for saying | loved him
and making things weird. Even though we'd seen each other a few times since then,
neither of us had brought it up. And you don't just forget to mention something like
that. Also, | couldn’t help but feel like Will was overcompensating. He' d been acting
alittle too cheerful and upbeat lately, but it was like trying to hide a skunk spray with
aspritz of perfume.

A pile of bricks sat in the pit of my stomach. My limbs felt weighed down, and my
chest was filled with a weird, tight pressure that |1 could only relieve by exhaling.
Again, and again. Which came out sounding like a series of passive-aggressive sighs.
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Apparently, my emotions had a sassy attitude of their own. Note to self: never play
poker.

The song changed over, and | recognized the first few bars. So did everyone else in
the room, apparently, because a cheer went up and the crowd swarmed onto the dance
floor like fire ants attacking an innocent gardener with afamily.

Will shrugged one shoulder and nodded toward everyone. “Do you feel like diving
in?’

| hated dancing so much—my style could best be described as “toddler bopping along
to the Wiggles.” But if the other options were either standing here alone or skirting
around pink elephants with Will, then...woo, party, yay.

The dance floor was hot and crowded, and people weren't so much dancing as they
were jumping around to the music. Luckily, jumping around to the music was
actually within my rhythmic skill set, so | threw myself into it with a surprising level
of enthusiasm for me.

All at once, Will and | ended up surrounded by Renee, Renee's boyfriend, Lara, and
Matt, along with afew other basketball guys. For probably the first time ever, | didn’t
even feel self-conscious. It was actually fun. | was part of a group, and we were all
singing loudly enough that my throat got scratchy after afew songs.

And Will was right beside me the whole time, his face bright while he threw his head
back and his arms out. He was singing to nobody, but from the way he kept sending
sidelong glances at me, it felt like an oddly energetic serenade. Then he caught my



eye, gave me a mischievous grin, and turned to me to sing right at me, still jumping
around to the music. And all at once it didn’t matter that he wasn't out, or that he
didn’'t care enough, or that I'd been vulnerable and let myself get trampled. For just
these few minutes, it didn’t matter at all.

So | sang back to him.

Suddenly, he stopped jumping and grabbed onto my arm, pulling me into him. For
the wildest half second of my life | thought he was going to kiss me, but instead he
said into my ear, “Look, ook, |look—over there. Darniamh!”

Straight through the middle of the dance floor, Darnell and Niamh were making out.
Not just kissing, but French-kissing, hands in each other’s hair, going for it. They
didn’t even seem to be aware they were surrounded by hundreds of their closest
friends.

“Eurgh,yes!” | shrieked, grabbing Will back with one hand and pumping the other in
afist. “We cdled it.”

“Anyone with eyes could've called it,” Will said with a laugh that faded rapidly. |
followed his line of sight to Matt, who was giving us a funny look. Like, a really
funny look.

| let go of Will’s arm the same moment he shook me off.

“I’m gonna grab a drink,” he muttered, and stalked off into the sea of people without
inviting me as a new song started.

WEell, at least | wasn't alone on the dance floor. But suddenly | didn’t feel like
dancing anymore.



| forced myself to stay as long as | could stand it, so Matt didn’t get too suspicious,
then | bounced my way over to one of the tables. Bounced, because if | didn’t put on
fake cheer, | would've moped my way over like the love child of Eeyore and
Squidward.

Once | was sitting down with my phone, | felt camer. No one was paying any
attention to me, anyway—they were all perfectly content having fun with each other.
Why couldn’t Juliette be here? She was the most dependable person I'd met in this
town, and she' d gone and bailed on me in my time of need. And all just so she could

attend thebiggest audition of her life.So selfish, Juliette, what do you think thisis?

My unlikely hero came wearing a floaty pink dress and a scowl. Lara flopped into the
chair next to me and crossed one leg over the other, shoving her nailsin her mouth.

“Why, hello,” | said.

“She basically just turned her back on me,” Lara said, purportedly to me, but mostly |
think she wanted the opportunity to vent out loud in general. “Just shut me out of her
romantic little twosome.”

“She' s dancing with her boyfriend?’

“She's dancing with her boyfriend.”

“The sheer nerve.”

Larashot meanicy glare, and | turned back to watch the room.

The basketball guys stood in a group against one of the flower arrangements, posing

with Matt in the center for a photo taken by Niamh. As she took the photo, Will held
up a hand to keep her there and gave her his phone to take a second photo. The guys



rearranged themselves intoAmerica s Next Top Model—type poses, with Matt lifting a
leg in front of Will’s chest—held in place by Will, naturally—and Darnell crouching
next to them with his head tipped back dramatically.

If it had been another group, it would' ve been afunny, cute pose. But | got the feeling
that, for these guys, the humor lay in the femininity, not in the drama. And the
difference mattered, if you asked me.

Niamh went to hand Will’s phone back to him, but Matt grabbed it first. The guys
made a show of gushing over the photos, as Matt flicked through the options. Then,
all at once, they burst out laughing, and Will went to grab the phone. Matt held it out
of his reach, with oneof the other guys blocking Will’s lunge. Will shoved the guy
roughly out of the way and snatched the phone out of Matt’s grip, stuffing it into his
pocket with a storm-cloud face. Will said something, and the guys fell about cackling.

Jess, who' d been hovering nearby, went over to the boys at this point. Probably to ask
what all the commotion was about. | would’ve liked to know myself, to be honest.

Jess seemed like a nice enough girl, but she was the ex of my kind-of-boyfriend, so |
irrationally disliked her. She had shoulder-length, straight black hair, dimples, and a
perfectly symmetrical face. Her bright red dress was longer in the back than in the
front, and she paired it with enormous black pumps.

She looked great. Awesome. | hated it.
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But | was about to hate it quite a bit more, because at that moment she grabbed Will’'s
hand and led him onto the dance floor. Probably to take his mind off whatever had
just gone down. She was probably being really thoughtful and sweet. She was
probably athoughtful, sweet person if Will had dated her.

| freaking hated it.

| was in the middle of striking a deal with the Great, Ethereal Being to send her
uncontrollable, unattractive food poisoning—I was willing to volunteer at an animal
shelter, take my parents out to a nice dinner,andsacrifice my eternal soul if she just
went home in the next thirty seconds—when Beyoncé's “Crazy in Love’ came on.
Will glanced over his shoulder at the basketball guys, then grabbed Jess's hand and
slowly spun her around. When she finished he pulled her into him, his hands slipping
down her waist to her hips. Jess seemed startled, but she laughed and went along with
it, swaying her hipsin time to thesong, with their pelviseswaycloser together than any
two platonic friends would consider reasonable.

“What the hell?” | murmured.

“What?' Laraasked, lifting her head. “Oh shit. Am | psychic or what?’
| glowered.

“Get a sense of humor, Ollie, I'm joking. But... hmm. Wow.”

An out-of-breath Matt came over to our table and sat next to Lara, folding hisleg so it
pointed in her direction. “Hey, beautiful people,” he said. “How’ s your night been?’



Jess had turned around so her backside was pressed against Will, and he leaned right
into her, grabbing a handful of her skirt while they rocked, like he wanted to pull it
right off her body. She twirled around to face him and put one hand in her hair, the
other on his shoulder, and she brought her face close enough for him to kiss her,
biting her lip and flirting the whole time. He didn’t kiss her, but he didn’t back away,
either. And asfar as | was concerned, he was about thirty seconds from kissing her.

My night was fucking swell, thanks for asking.

“I"m going outside,” | said to Lara, before staggering across the back of the room to
the side door.

Holy shit. Had that really just happened? Will, my Will, had just practically hooked
up with his ex-girlfriend in public, where heknewl could see him. And barely twenty
minutes after he’ d been dancing with me.

How could he?

And how could | let him do this kind of thing to me again? How many times was |
going to put up with Will doing whatever the hell he wanted, whenever it suited him?

The air in the parking lot was icy. | gulped it down in huge gasps until my head
cleared up. The lot was deserted. The dance wasn't over for another two hours. It was
too early for anyone to be leaving yet.

| wandered a few feet away from the door and sat heavily on the edge of the
sidewalk. Screw tonight. And screw Will. | was going to make sure Lara had a way
home, then | was leaving.

But after ten minutes | hadn’t made a move to do anything of the sort. | just sat,
feeling empty and numb and tired.



| heard the door open, and my first thought was it was Will, coming to apologize.

But Will wasn’'t wearing high heels. They clicked on the concrete, getting closer,
until their owner sat down next to me in arustle of pink chiffon.

| sighed. | was glad to see Lara, but | was disappointed she wasn't Will. Because that
meant Will was still inside with Jess, not caring that 1’ d disappeared.

Larasighed right back at me. “I think I know why Will was acting like that.”

Because he was self-absorbed, self-interested, and devoid of empathy? “Why?’

“Matt just told me the guys found a picture of you on Will’s phone. Wearing his
jacket.”

“Oh.”

“They gave him a hard time about it. Apparently Will was trying to say you guys
took the photo to show how silly you'd look in a jacket that big, but they didn’'t let
him off the hook.”

“Right. So he wanted to prove himself?’

Lara smirked. “Apparently. Because he' sso super straight, right? 'Cause if you dry
hump agirl that makes you straight.l, personally, turn straight every time | kiss a guy,

too. That's exactly how it works.”

WEell, | didn’'t miss the sarcasm that time. “Sometimes | think | don’t like him very
much.”

Lara shrugged. “Hate away. I’ve hated Renee for over a year now, | think. Doesn’t



mean | don't love her.”

“Isn’'t that a contradiction?”



Page 64

Source Creation Date: June 26, 2025, 4:46 am

“Nope. Apathy isincompatible with hate. Love works okay.”

We sat in silence for a few seconds, then Lara kicked at a few loose pebbles. “Be
careful, though. Sure, you can forgive someone for hurting you by accident, right?
But if they keep accidentally ripping your heart out over and over again, doesn't
mean they’re terrible people, but it probably means you're better off getting to a
distance where they can’'t keep doing that. Accidentally or not.”

It didn’t seem like she was just talking about Will.

“We're better than that, right?’ | said.

“We damn well are.”

| was so angry that Will could so easily hurt me, without any hesitation.

But it made me even angrier to know that I’d let him.

I’dlet him.He'd made it perfectly clear that he couldn’t give me what | wanted. So
why had | stuck around? Why was | so willing to accept whatever scraps he handed
out?

All thistime, I’ d been wondering when my needs would start to really matter to him.

Maybe | hadn’t spent enough time wondering when my needs would start to really
matter tome.



A cheer rang out from inside the hall as a Post Malone song came on. We glanced
back, but neither of us made any move to get up, even though it was freaking freezing
out here, and even though we were sitting kind of near theDumpsters, and something
sounded like it was rummaging through them, and maybe it was araccoon. We stayed
outside.

“How come you asked me to come here with you? Really?’ | asked to change the
topic.

Laraexamined her nails. “Like | said. Neither of us had anyone better to go with.”

| couldn’'t help myself—I actually laughed out loud at that one. Was it possible that
Lara s jabs weren't able to hurt me anymore? Or was it that | was starting to get the
sense that her jabs weren't meant to be taken personally? “ Flattering. Thank you.”

Lara reached for her purse then, and | thought it was time to go back in. But instead
she rummaged around in it, then paused with her hand still hidden inside. “Um. | got
you something. For being my date.”

| was fairly sure Lara buying me a present was listed as an end of times sign in the
Bible, between false prophets and stars falling from the sky. Which was terrible news
for humanity, but it did brighten my night up alittle. “You did? Oh... | didn't get you
anything.”

“We're playing swapsies with oppressive gender roles tonight. That's the theme of
this stupid dance, right?’ she asked. “Anyway. Here.”

She handed me arose-gold chain, longer than the ones the girls wore. It didn’t have a
rose on the end, though. It had a dagger.

| turned it around in my fingers and fought a lump that had turned up in my throat



unannounced.

“Daggers represent the polar opposite of roses,” she said. “But they’ re paired together
alot, like in tattoos and stuff. When they’ re paired together, it’ s supposed to represent
the balance of two different parts making a whole.Because you kind of round out the
group. And also, because you can’t get our exact necklaces anymore.”

| rounded out the group.

“Can | wear it?’ | forced out.

“No, you' re supposed to keep it in your pocket. Of course you wear it.”

When it was fastened, the dagger rested on my chest an inch below my collarbone. |
doubted you could see it with this shirt, but | felt like | must look completely different
somehow. | felt different. Like | properly belonged somewhere | never thought |
could.

Against that, Will dancing with Jess didn’t seem so catastrophic. Not anymore.

The dagger made me brave enough to ask a question that would never have left my
lips before tonight. “Hey, Lara? On the first day of school, when | told you guys
about Will... how come you didn’t tell me you knew him? You could ve warned
me.”

To my surprise, she burst out laughing. “Come on, Ollie. We knew nothing about
you. For all we knew, if you realized Will went to our school you'd out him to the
class. | wanted to give Will a heads-up before you figured out what was going on so
he could do some damage control if he needed to.”

| tried to work through this new information. “Wait, sothat’swhat you and Juliette



were doing at the party?’

“Trying to. But Matt wouldn’t let me get Will aone. He was al tak, tak, tak, talk,
talk.”

“But why'd you wait until the party to tell him?”’
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“1 couldn’t find him at school, and he didn’t reply to my texts. Then | asked Matt, and
he told me about the whole grounding thing. Remember?’

Of course. Will hadn’t had his phone.

So the party hadn’'t been about humiliating me. It was difficult to wrap my head
around, and to be honest | didn't completely buy it at first. “That seems awfully
thoughtful of you,” | said, raising a pointed eyebrow.

“No one deserves to be outed against their will,” Larasaid.

And this time, | believed her. Lara, who was secretly in love with Renee. Who
laughed along with the group when they teased her about her party behavior like it
was all one big joke. Who snapped when Will made a comment about my clothing.

Lara d had no intention of letting me come into her school and out one of her friends.

And why shouldn’t she have thought that? I’d outed Will to the three girls, after all.
On purpose or not. The consequence was still the same.

| cleared my throat and changed the subject, a little overwhelmed. “Well, hey. If
things don’t work out with Renee, at |east you can beprettysure Matt’s an option.”

Lara barked another laugh. “Oh God,” she said. “Oh, | used to have the biggest damn
crush on him.”

“Really?”



“Yes,oh my God, yes.” She grinned. “I'm bi as fuck, Ollie, in case you haven't
noticed. | swear, he's only paying me attention now because | like Renee. That boy
only wants what he can’'t have.”

Ugh. Straight guys.

“Can | confess something?’

Hearing those words come out of Lara s mouth felt odd. Like a vegetarian asking you
to pass the meatballs, or a mermaid asking to borrow your shoes. Guilt + Lara =
system error. And yet, here she was, looking at me with what was amostdefinitelya
guilty expression.

13 Shoot.”

She shifted in place and lowered her voice. “Well, the first time Renee and | kissed, it
was on adare. And | already liked her, so, you know, jackpot.”

“Right.”

“Right. Then it was suddenly a really easy way to kiss her.Let'sdo it on adare, let's
do it for this group of guys.l used to think it was funny. Actually, not even that. |
thought | was twisting the whole ‘ girls performing for guys' thing. | was usingthemto
get what | wanted.”

But she didn’t sound so certain. “And now?”

“Well... what if | waswrong? What if | betrayed queer women by doing that? Even if
it was for me, and | didn’t give ashitwhat those guys thought, wasn’t | still basically
reinforcing the idea that my sexuality is just there to get a guy off? | mean, think of
the crap people say about bi girls only wanting attention.”



Oof. On the one hand, | felt like, as a guy, it wasn’t really my place to give my
thoughts. But on the other hand, | could see why she wanted to ask a gay person for
advice on this one. | went slowly, and picked my words carefully. “I think if that's
how you felt safe exploring your sexuality, that’s valid. It's not always black and
white for us.”

Larawas silent for along time. “ She's never kissed me alone,” she said finally.

| thought about how much that must hurt. How crushed | would be if Will only kissed
me for someone else’ s entertainment. Even if he was only pretending that was why he
was doing it.

The space between Lara and me felt heavy.

“Anyway,” Lara waved a hand right through the blanket of unease. “Screw that. |
don't exist for any guy’s pleasure, and I'm not playing that game anymore. If
Reneewants to kiss me, she can do it one on one. And she can do itsingle.”

“YeS_”

“Comeon,” Larasaid. “We need to get back inside and show those two we can have
plenty of fun without them. If you're lucky, I'll let you use me as a pole dancing
prop, and you can show Will up.”

| burst out laughing at that, and stood up. “All right. Let'sdo it.”

18

Sunday, 1:51 AM
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Meet mein the lake. By the end of the jetty, to the right of your house.

He meantbythe lake, right?nhad to be atypo, didn't it? It was 2 A.M. He was lucky |
woke up when he texted me.

But there was no one standing on the jetty. There was, however, a pile of clothes
barely visible at the end of it.

| stole a quick glance around to make sure | was definitely, certainly,totallyalone, and
hurried along the jetty.Way to make me feel exposed, Will.

He was treading water just beyond the edge of the jetty, a small, stark face smiling up
at me from the black lake. “What are you doing?’ | asked.

“Perfect night for aswim, isn’'t it?”’

“Don’'t you have to drive home in four hours?’ | asked. We'd already forced our way
through our good-byes. I’ d spentthe night sulking, and hoping I’d see him again, and
coming to terms with the fact that | most likely never would.

“I’m not the one in the driver’ s seat. | can nap then. | wanted to see you again.”
“Will...”

“Comein.”

“But it'sdark,” | whined.



“I won't let anything eat you. | promise.”

| hesitated. For nobody but him. | swear, nobody in this world but Will would be able
to convince me to strip down and plunge into an icy, dark lake of death during the
freaking witching hour.

But | didit, didn't I?

As soon as | was in the water, his arms were around my shoulders, and his lips were
on mine. He kissed me like he’ d never get the chance to do it again. And that’s damn
well how | kissed him back.

“Screw tomorrow,” | managed, when | pulled away.

“It’ s gonna come, whether you want it to or not.”

“1 know. And you' Il be gone, and you'll forget all about mein afew weeks.”

Will laughed and shook his head. “I’lldefinitelynever forget you. | don’'t think I’'ve
ever been this happy. That won’t vanish just because we'll be—"

“On opposite sides of the country.”

“1t could be worse. You could livein, like, Australia or something.”

“1 might as well.”

He kissed me again. Good-bye kiss number seventy-six. “Promise me we'll find a
way to see each other again.”

“l can't promise that.”



“Then lie. Please.”

Will and | didn’t exchange a word until music class the next day.

He gave me a small smile when he sat down next to me. Like he was hoping | might
act like everything was fine, and the dance hadn’t happened. “Hey,” he whispered.

Hey.

| was seething.

“1 don’t want to see you anymore,” | whispered back.
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He looked at me with the expression of someone who'd been told their new puppy
had been brutally murdered. Just as he collected himself to try to respond, class
started, and he slumped back in his seat with a clenched jaw. He stayed like that until
Ms. Ellison paused to hand out some booklets she'd made. Then, still looking at the
front of the class as casua as anything, he said under his breath, “Please don't do
this.”

| ignored him.

“Ollie.”

| ignored him.

“I’'m so sorry. | feel really awful about last night.”

Not awful enough to call me, or pull me aside and explain, or to not do it in the first
place.

“Can we talk about this later?’
| ignored him.

When the bell rang, | continued to ignore him, and managed to storm off to my next
class without Will being able to do much in the way of begging. Made partly more
effective by the fact that Will couldn’t say a word where anyone else could hear, and
school halls weren't conducive to privacy. At lunchtime, | was strategic, and used this
tomy advantage by going to the cafeteria instead of the music room so he couldn’t get



me alone.

I’d expected the basketball guys to sit with us, especially after Niamh and Darnell’s
consummation of sortslast night, but the roses had our table to ourselves today.

“It's because Darnell and | had a... talk last night,” Niamh said once all three of us
had sat down. “I told him I’'m moving to New Y ork next year.”

“And?’ Laraasked.
“And,| think he had this picture of us staying here and raising a little family one day
or something. He said he's never wanted to live in a big city. So, honestly, | don’t

know where we stand. | know he doesn’'t want to come with me next year, but we
haven't really decided to call it quits, either. We'rein limbo.”

“Betwixt and between,” | said. “That’s the worst.”

“Isthat apoem?’ Niamh asked.

“Darndl isanidiot,” Lara said, pointing a french fry menacingly at Niamh. “Besides,
the problem isn't the city. If he got a job offer there | bet you he'd move in a
heartbeat. He's just intimidated by the thought of following around a strong woman
while she chases her career instead of the other way around.”

“Preach!” said Niamh, raising her Diet Coke in atoast.

“1 think the dance might have been cursed,” | said. Niamh nodded earnestly.

Lara gave us withering glances. “Um, the opposite, you mean? The dance cleansed us

of the toxic baggage we were dragging around with us. Now we're all available,
unattached, and no longer bogged down by immature parasites leeching love from us



and not giving back anything more substantial than a lackluster quickie in a storage
closet.”

“You and Renee had a quickie in astorage closet?’ | asked.

“It' safigure of speech.”

“I don'tthink it is.”

“Well, al the established figures of speech are so overdone.”

“Yeah, that’s what makes them figures of speech. If they’re not overdone, they’re just
something someone said one time.”

“Ollie,” Lara said sweetly, “you can be readlly irritating sometimes. Has anyone ever
told you that?’

“Other than myself? Nope.”

The bad news was that the rose-gold dagger necklace | had around my neck wasn't
enough to ward off a Lara attack. The good news was that this was probably the most
I’d ever spoken at the lunch table. | felt more comfortable than usual, too.

Maybe the night before hadn’t been atotal write-off, then.

Will messaged me to meet him in the parking lot again, but | had no intention of
doing that. | made a beeline for my car as soon as | |eft the building.

Footsteps smacked on the ground behind me as | put my hand on the car door. “Ollie,
wait, please.”
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He just could not let this go, could he? Honestly, I'd thought I'd get out of here
without having to deal with him, given how crowded the parking lot was right now.
With students spilling out left, right, and center, I'd have put all sorts of bets down
that Will wouldn’t risk chasing me down.

But here he was, chasing me down.
“At leasttalkto me,” Will said. “Let me explain.”

“You don't need to,” | said. “Lara told me. The guys found the photo of me on your
phone.”

“Right.”

“Right,” | said. “So unless there's something really, really convincing that | don't
know, there' s nothing else to explain.”

Will looked befuddled. “But then you have to know it wasn't personal, right? | had to
throw them off.”

“You didn’ thaveto do anything.”

Will looked around to see if anyone was close enough to overhear. “Can we get in the
car?’ he asked.

| rolled my eyes and jumped into the driver’s seat, samming the door. Will followed
after me on the passenger side, with less damming. “Ollie, if | didn’t, they would've



been suspicious about us,” he said once he'd closed his door. “Matt would never let
me live it down, he'd be after me every time | ever hung with you, like at lunch, or
outside school, or—"

“And so what? Let him think what he wants. It’s not like he has proof.”

“Youdon't get it.”

“Oh, don't 1?7’ | asked. “Do | not have any ideawhat it’s like to be gay?’

“You,” he said over me, “came out infuckingCalifornia. I'm not saying it wasn't hard
for you, but you have no idea what it’s like to grow up here. | knew, like, ten gay
jokes before | even knew what being gaywas.My friends would never be able to
accept it, okay? Do you think Matt will suddenly go out and buy an Ally T-shirt?’

“Just say it's not like that, then! You don't need to get with a girl to prove there's
nothing going on with me.”

“They’'re always, aways digging, Ollie. | told you how they used to joke about you,
right? You don’t know the half of it. You aren’t friends with them. Y ou don’t know
what they’rereally like.”

“But that’ s the point,” | said. “I"mnotfriends with them. But they’ ve been friends with
you for ages. They know you. Theylikeyou.”

“Exactly. It' s different for you, because they haven’'t known any other version of you.
You're wearing a fuckingnecklaceright now, and no one’'s said shit. It's, like, your
thing. But it's not my thing. My thing is being a basketballer, and being one of the
guys. You think I’d get away with coming to school tomorrow wearing a necklace
with a pendant on it?’



“Look,” | said. “I get why you're scared, honestly. Of course you are. Coming out
isscary, and—"

“1’m not ready to come out!” he shouted.

“| amnot asking you to,” | said, slapping the steering wheel in frustration. “But if I'm
with someone, yeah, | fucking expect that they aren't going to go dirty dance with
someone €else to prove a point, or insult the way | dress or act in front of their
friends.”

“l said I'm sorry!”

“l don’tcareif you're sorry! | didn’t want an apology. | wanted you to think of me,
and care about how 1’d feel, before you did something horrible. But you didn’t. So
how can | keep doing thisif | know the thought of breaking my heart isn’'t enough to
stop you from doing somethingno oneis forcing you to do?’

“1 did itsowe can keep hanging out without—"

“No,no,don’t try to act like last night was for my benefit. Why don’t you just admit
last night was one hundredpercent about you being terrified someone might figure
things out, and zero about me?’

“So what if it was?’ Will asked. “Am | not allowed to be scared?’

“Of course you are. But that’s the problem. If you're so worried about what people
might think that you need to do shit likethatas a response? How am | supposed to be
with someone who could do that to me?’

Will folded his arms and shook his head. Apparently he had no reply. Which only
incensed me more.



“You treat me like dirt. You've noticed that, right? And every time you apologize, |
think it’'ll be different this time, but it’ snever different.Y ou genuinely do not seem to
give a shit about whether I’'m okay.”

“That’s not true—"
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“1t’ s true, Will!'l wouldneverdo something | knew would hurt you. Not to save myself
from embarrassment, or to throw people off my tracks, oranything.l just wanted that
from you.”

“I didn’'t—"

“l just wanted you to care,”| cried. My throat felt clogged up, and | knew 1'd start
crying any second now, so | chose anger. Better than sadness. And hurt. “But you
didn’t, and you don’t. So, get thefuckout of my car and leave me alone.”

He paused for awhile, and | shoved my key in the ignition. “I said get out of my car.
| need to go babysit the kids. I’'m already late.”

He nodded. Silently, blinking, he climbed out of my car and walked across the
parking lot with his arms still folded tightly across his chest. A junior accidentally
stopped in front of him, and Will shoved his way past with way more force than he
needed to, lowering his head as he went.

And so, Will and I commenced operation: silent treatment.

It was hard to say who was ignoring who, because we both put our best effort into
pretending we had no idea who the other was. No texts, no eye contact, no speaking
in class. It was too late for him to move desks in Music Appreciation, but he pettily
started sitting as far to one side of it as he could, with his back turned at a slight angle
so he didn’t even have to see mein his peripheral vision.

It wasn't so bad during lunch, at least, as Darnell suddenly didn't seem to want



anything to do with Niamh, so the basketball guys kept to their own table. Which
sucked for Niamh, but it was hard to feeltoosorry for her, because | was too relieved |
didn’t have to field awkward silences from Will when all | wanted to do was eat a
chicken panini in peace.

When Juliette had come back to school, high on life after nailing her audition at the
Conservatory, she'd said it was like walking into the aftermath of a nuclear holocaust.
“How didall three of youget intothismuch drama in the two days | was off school ?’
she’ d asked when we finished filling her in during homeroom.

But we adjusted to the absence of the guys quickly enough, and after a couple of
weeks we' d settled into a new vibe. A we-don’ t-need-any-men (except Ollie, he's all
right) vibe. And everything was fine. You know, not epically great or anything, but
fine. Right up until the day Juliette started sobbing into her cheeseburger at lunch,
plumb out of nowhere.

Lara looked mildly alarmed at the sudden display of emotion, and Niamh and |
sprang into action right away.

“Oh my God, what’s wrong, honey?’

“Hey, what’'s up? You all good? Nah, you're not al good; why'd | even ask that?
Whathappened?’

Juliette buried her face in her hands and gave afrustrated, sobby groan. “I didn’t want
to talk about this. | thought | wasfine.”

“Y eah, fine as aman who' s been gently corrected on the internet,” Larasaid, crossing
one leg over the other.

Juliette peeked through her fingers. “1 got areection letter yesterday.”



| blanched. “From the Conservatory?’

She nodded.

“Oh no. Shit.”

“1 thought you said the audition went well?” Niamh asked.

“1 thought itdid! It was the best I’d ever played. The best I'd ever played, and it still
wasn’'t good enough.” With that, she broke down in tears again, and | shuffled my

chair around so | could awkwardly pat her back.

“Those schools aresoselective,” | said. “Honestly, Vaentina probably could’ ve gotten
rejected from half of them.”

“ She wouldnot.She could get in anywhere because she's amazing, and Isuck, and I'm
going to bestuck here.”

“Did you apply to any other schools?’ Niamh asked quietly.

Juliette shrugged at the table. “1 applied to Juilliard, but | didn’t even get an audition.
And aso NC State.”

“1 didn’t know they had a good music program,” | said.

“They don’t. It was supposed to be my backup school. Like, worst-case scenario. But
| didn’t... think that would actually happen.”

| was crushed on her behalf. It didn’t make any sense to me. Juliettel ovedthe clarinet,
and she wassotalentedand passionate and dedicated. How could it be over? Just like
that?



Lara suddenly looked taken aback, but not in regards to Juliette. She was looking at
something behind me. | turned around just in time to see Renee swoop in like a witch
without a broom, brandishing a phone instead of a wand inches from my head. “Lara,
seriously, enough.”

Juliette, Niamh, and | exchanged wary glances, while Lara stuck out her bottom lip to
plead ignorance. “ Enough what?’
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“Texting me, and calling me, and asking me to hang out. Y ou need to get a hobby or
something.”

Underneath Lara' s defiant nonchalance, there was a hint of confusion. “1 don’t know
what you—"

“There is nothing going on between us,” Renee said, far more loudly than she needed
to. She glanced behind her, and | looked back to see her boyfriend watching from a
few tables over. All at once, it made sense. This was a show, put on for his benefit.
“How much clearer can | make myself?”’

Lara's mouth dropped open, and | wondered if Renee had made even the slightest
attempt to be clear about that before this moment. “Wait, so are you saying
youdon’ twanna get married?’ Lara asked, sarcasm mode officially activated. “Thisis
so out of nowhere.”

“I"'msorry, Lara, but I’'mstraight, okay? | don’t think of you like that. At all. You've
got the wrong idea.”

Renee was practically shouting now. The buzz from the tables around us had died
down, and a few students had looked back to more effectively eavesdrop on the
argument. If “argument” was really the right word for this situation—in fairness, Lara
seemed to amost be goading Renee more than fighting back.

“Well, clearly,” Lara said. “| guesssomethingmust have confused me there. Can you
think what? It’s on the tip of my tongue, but | just can’t—"



“You need tostop it!” Renee yelled.

“No,youneed to stop it,” | said quietly. The thing is, though, | didn’t mean to say it. It
was out of my mouth as quickly as| thought it. | froze as Renee turned around to face
me, her face red and furious. This was not good. | was not a confrontation kind of
person. More of an “eating popcorn in the very back row, out of the firing line” kinda

guy.

As she opened her mouth, though, Niamh jumped in. “Renee, if you want to talk to
Lara, fine, but screaming at her in public isnota good look.”

“Yeah, so you might wanna get the hell away from our table before the rest of us
scream back at you,” Juliette added, her face still blotchy and red, but her voice
steady. “And trust me, we can scream louder.”

Renee looked between us and scrunched up her mouth. She seemed to be weighing
the pros and cons. Juliette raised an eyebrow at her and she scowled, before turning
back to Lara.“ Stop texting me,” she said in alow voice.

“You got it, sweetie,” Larasaid, turning back to her lasagna like the conversation was
alittle too boring to hold her attention.

Even when Renee disappeared, Lara did an impressive job of holding her composure,
despite the obvious whispering and looks from the tables surrounding us. Even the
basketball guys were looking over, and they were practically on the other side of the
cafeteria Matt was staring right at Lara, like he was trying to catch her eye. He
looked concerned.

“S000...” Juliette sad.

Lara rolled her eyes and thrust her phone at Juliette. “There. You tell me if what |



said warranted that.”

Juliette and Niamh tipped their heads together to ook at the screen. | didn’t bother
joining them. | just looked at Lara and waited.

“That was basically gaslighting,” Lara said.
“What’ s that?’
“When someone tries to twist what really happened to make you think you're losing

it.” She shoved lasagna into her mouth. “Trying to make me look obsessed with her
like she wasn’ tactivelyleading me on that whole time.”

Juliette and Niamh reemerged. “ She was flirting with you,” Niamh confirmed.

“All the way up until the part when you got annoyed that she’ s flirting with you while
dating a guy she haszerointentions of breaking up with,” Juliette said, a little more
loudly than she needed to. Probably so the nearby tables would overhear Lara's side
of the story, | guessed.

But Lara shook her head. “Don’t. | don’t need anyone else to know what happened. |
could care less what they think.”

Couldn’t care less,| corrected internally. But | kept it to myself. Now didn’t seem like
the time.

“But still,” Juliette pressed. “ That was completely out of line. | have half amind to go
over there and read this thread out to her whole table.”

Lara shrugged. “It’'s fine. Really. | guess | just thought it might mean something to
her,” she finished, the same way someone might say, “I guess | thought it was going



to rain today.”
Y eah.
| knew how that felt.

19

Lara sat on the brick wall bordering the school’s entrance with a straight back, her
heeled boots crossed at the ankles, and her sky-blue dress spread out beneath the iced
coffee she clutched in her lap. Juliette, Niamh, and | stood, drinking our own coffees,
flanking her. Today, she was a queen, and we were her guards. We stood together,
aways. We had the necklacesto proveit.
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Like any queen, she drew the crowd’s attention as kids passed us on their way into
school. But the too-long looks and hushed whispers weren't awed. Some were
curious, some were aimost fearful, and some were judgmental.

We stared each one of them down until they kept moving.

Everyone knew by now, of course. Anyone who hadn’t been there in the cafeteria
would’ve found out through the whisper network yesterday afternoon. There would
be people throughout the school who'd never met Lara, but who now knew intimate
details about her sexuality.Would have it in their minds when and if theydidmeet her.
Would have an opinion on her, and who she was as a person.

| knew how that felt. Shit. Absolutely shit.

| spotted a group of black-and-white moving across the parking lot. Will, Darnell, and
Matt. | angled my body toward Lara so | wouldn’t have to pretend to be incredibly
interested in the roof when Will walked past in order to avoid awkward eye contact.

“Ask her.”

The whisper came from a group of girls | vaguely recognized from Biology. One of
them, a girl who wore her mousy blond hair in a ponytail, had on a T-shirt that
saldCHOCOLATE IS THE ANSWER, BUT WHAT WAS THE QUESTION?Her
friends gave her a shove, and she giggled, then dared to look up at Lara on her throne.
“So, we wanted to know if you were lesbian when we all got changed together
backstage at the Sophomore Showcase?’



Lara made a point of gradually turning her head to take the girl in. “Oh, good fucking
morning, Charlotte,” she said, high-pitched and perky.

Charlotte's friends shifted in place, but they held their ground. “It’s a fair question,”
Charlotte said. “I mean, if youwere, it's pretty bad that you didn’'t say anything. We
had a right to know who we were changing in front of. Some of us werenaked.”

Lara laughed into her drink, causing the coffee to bubble. “God, you're right. It's a
wonder | was able to restrain myself around you all once you stripped down to your
grandma underwear.”

“S0, you were?’

“What, you think |1 went to bed straight then hadthe world's most convincing sex
dream and woke up craving—"

“Don’tsay it.”

“Vagina, clit, beaver—"

“You’ redisgusting.”

“Thefurry furnace,” Lara cried, kicking out in front of her. Charlotte shrieked and
leaped backward. “What, are you ashamed to be a girl or something, Char?’

“Charlotte. And no, | don’'t think that. But | did think it was interesting that you all
start hanging with the new kid, and suddenly you’re gay, too.”

Of course I’d get dragged into this. Of course.

“There' s nothing sudden about it,Charlotte,” Lara said.



“That’s al | wanted to know. In that case—"

“Infact,” Lara said over her, “I wasscrewing your motherthe day you had your first
Lifetime channel, straight-ass kiss with Todd Ferguson.”

“1 always knew you were adlut, but | didn’t take you for a—"

“l don't think you want to finish that sentence.” It was Matt, storming through the
stream of students, closely followed by Darnell and a nervous-looking Will.

“This is none of your business,” Charlotte said, but her voice had lost some of its
thunder.

“Like hell it's none of my business. You're standing in front ofmyschool spewing
some crap tomyfriend, when you and | both know your mama would wash your damn
mouth out if she heard you saying that kind of shit. So go on if you want to, but
Iwillbe recording it, and Iwillsend it straight to my ma, who' [l make sure yours sees it
by first period. They work in the same building,remember?”’

Several students had slowed down to watch the dramaunfold by now. Charlotte
looked like she had half a mind to keep going, but her friends had the sense to grab
her by the elbow and drag her inside the building. Gradually, the crowd dispersed,
and Matt went to stand below Lara.

“1 don’t need defending,” she said.
“Oh, | know you don’'t. But youalwaysget to go in with the smackdowns, and I’ve
hated that girl’s face since seventh grade when she bribed her way into being class

president.”

“You just wanted a little masculinity boost.”



“Trust me, my masculinity didn’t need any boosting.” Matt leaned one arm against
the brick wall. “But, serioudly, fuck her. If she or anyone else gives you shit, let me
know, al right? That shit’s not cool, and I'm not afraid to play dirty.”
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Darnell must have noticed the admiring look Niamh was giving Matt, because he
jumped in with, “Yeah, me, too. Who cares if you're into girls? The world keeps
spinning, you know?’

My attention went straight to Will at this, and | searched his face for any sign that he
was surprised by his friend’ s words. But today he was unreadable.

And just for a moment, | hated him a little. Because, | guess, after al this, a teeny
part of me still hoped he would magically realize he didn’'t have to be terrified of
what would happen if his friends figured things out. Then, ideally, he’'d understand
how much he'd hurt me, with the whole thing culminating in some sort of grand
gesture to prove hetruly did care all along.

But that was just afantasy. A nice fantasy, sure, but no more real than a million other
fairy tales.

God, what | wouldn’t give to live in afairy tale, sometimes. Or even just a romantic
comedy. In them, this wouldn't fly. Like, imagine if Prince Charming had pickedup
the glass slipper and decided the city was too big to scour it for someone who fit the
damn thing? Or if Prince Phillip saw Maleficent blowing fire all over the forest and
went nope, fuck that, too risky? Or if Prince Eric was al like, “Hmm, Icouldfight the
giant octopus sea witch from my nightmares, but then | couldalsosail home and return
to eating fish | now know are sentient, safe in my denial andcognitive goddamn
dissonance!” ?

But they wouldn’t, theywouldn’ thave done any of that, because in stories guys fight.
They fight for the person they care about, and they don’t give up, ever.



In redl life, though, sometimes you beg for them to care, and they just don’t. And then
they go quiet.

And they let you walk away without much of afight at all.

Two weeks after the Renee disaster—debacle—devastation... whatever-you-wanted-
to-cal-it, Lara had apparently decided she was ready to move on.

Part of me would’ve called it quick, but then | was still moping around after Will like
he was my prophesized, meant-to-be true love and not just a summer fling that wasn’t
evergreen, so maybe | had no grasp on how long it was supposed to take to move on
after heartbreak.

How did | know she was ready to move on? Two things. One, that she was suddenly,
inexplicably flirting with Matt at lunch on the odd occasion when the basketball guys
visited the table, dragged over by Darnell who always seemed to have one question or
another hehadto ask Niamh. And when | say Lara was flirting, | don’t mean the
natural banter that had caused Will and me to give birth toLarmatt.| mean licking her
spoon like she was a RedTubestar, burning holes into his pecs with her stare and
grabbing his arm every time she spoke to him as though to trap him into conversation.

Even more bizarrely, Matt seemed suddenly, inexplicablyuninterestedin Lara's
flirting. He barely held eye contact with her, kept giving her tight, short smiles, and

only spoke to her to answer her many, many questions.

So, basicaly, it looked to me like Lara's interest was fueled by Matt’s disinterest,
which was fueled by Lara sinterest.

And | thought Will and | were messy.

The second thing was more straightforward. Later that same day, | was pulling in to



my house after school—for once, | didn't have to go to Aunt Linda's. She'd been
emergency free for alittle while now, knock on wood, and so the night was going to
be me, Netflix, and a whole bag of mini Reese’'s Pieces. Anyway, I'd just turned off
the ignition, when Lara messaged me.

Monday, 3:04 PM

Can | tell you something?

Lara never messaged me. Not outside of Snapchat, which barely counted. This was
totally out of the blue, without any initiation from me. So sure, | was intrigued. | put
my car into park and messaged her back.

Monday, 3:06 PM

Shoot.

Before | could even pull my keys out of the ignition, she replied. Guessing she'd
typed it out before I’ d had the chance to text back.

Monday, 3:06 PM

I’'m kind of over Renee. It doesn’'t hurt like it did, at least. Also, can you keep a
secret?

Monday, 3:07 PM

What?

Monday, 3:07 PM



It's seriously a secret. But | don’t know, | was thinking about Matt after our talk at
the dance...

Monday, 3:08 PM
Oh my God, you’ re rebounding.

Monday, 3:08 PM
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| am not!
Well, maybe.

But does it matter if | am? So what? We're seventeen, it's not like we're going to
marry the people we date right now. I’'m just having fun.

Plus, he's hot.
Monday, 3:09 PM

| mean, yeah. He's totally hot. Especially when he wasthrowing down with that
Charlotte girl.

Monday, 3:09 PM

Hands off!! Do you think | should go for it?

Monday, 3:09 PM

Will it make you happy?

Monday, 3:10 PM

| don’t know, Ollie, I'm not a damn psychic! But it might.

| couldn’t help but laugh at this. What a way to go through life. Trying out crazy



things on the off chance that they might make you happy. It totally went against my
personal philosophy of overanalyzing everything and only taking risks when there
was a 5 percent or less chance of failure. But maybe Lara's take had merit. |
messaged her back while hopping out of the car.

Monday, 3:10 PM

Good enough for me. Hell yeah you should go for it. Have as much fun as you can
until it’s not fun anymore. And if that never happens, even better.

Monday, 3:11 PM

Hah. | always have as much fun as | can. What' s the point otherwise?

| cracked a grin a her reply as | pushed open the front door with my hip, my
backpack dliding down my shoulder. | jumped to correct it, steadied myself, and
paused to find my parents sitting in the living room.

They both should’ ve been at work.

| let my backpack dlip al the way down my arm, and | dropped it on the floor by the
door. | wanted to walk right back outside, climb into my car, and drive back in time.
Because | knew with horrible certainty that | wasn’t ready for whatever my parents
were going to say next.

But | had to go into the room. | shuffled to the couch and sat down heavily.

Silence.

| spoke first, because my parents kept looking at each other to check who should
break it to me. Like | needed anything broken to me. Like | still didn’t know what



was coming.

“When did it happen?’ | asked.

Amazingly, they looked relieved. At least neither of them had to say it out loud, |
guess.

“Around lunchtime,” Dad said.

Oh. Lunchtime. She'd been dead for several hours. And | hadn’'t even noticed the
cataclysmic shift. | would’ ve thought I’ d notice. Somehow.

“She had a pulmonary embolism. Redlly, we're lucky it happened like this,” Mom
said in atight voice. “It, ah, it was fast. And, we, um, we were told her condition was
going downhill. And that she would be in alot of pain, soon. Alotof pain, Ollie. And
she didn’t want to be in pain like that. No one does. That’s no way to spend the last
few weeks you ever get. And she got to spend her last few weeks with us, walking
around, eating, laughing.”

| stared at the ground.
“A lot of people in her situation end up with a blocked intestine. All they can do in

their last weeks is lie in bed and wet their lips. That's such a horrible way to go.
We're so lucky Linda didn’t have to go through that, sweetie.”
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Was she trying to comfort me? Because the tone of her voice was so pleading, it
seemed more like she wanted me to tell her that yes, all of that was true, and this
definitely wasn't the worst day any of us had ever lived through.

| tried to speak, but nothing came out. | cleared my throat and tried again. “Okay.”

We sat in silence. | felt like we should be hugging each other, or sobbing or
something, but | didn’'t feel like crying. | didn’t feel anything except stunned. What
were we supposed to do now? Seriously, what? Did we go around to Uncle Roy’ s and
comfort him? He probably didn’t want us there right now. Not just yet. So, what, did
we talk about our favorite memories of Aunt Linda? Oh, God, no,memories, all we
had werememoriesnow. That didn’t feel real yet, though. It was like it was happening
to someone else.

Okay, so, then, what? Did we just... turn on the TV? Do the dishes? Take showers?
Did | do my homework? None of it felt right.

| waited for my parents to direct the next steps.
But maybe they didn’t know what to do now, either.

It was too hard to look at my parents' stricken faces, so | picked at a hangnail instead.
Was it bad that | didn’'t feel sad? Did that mean there was something wrong with me?

Maybe | was like the main character fromDexter.Like, maybe | was immune to death
and pain, and | could theoretically spend the rest of my life killing people who |
thought objectively deserved to die, and I'd never be even a little damaged by any of



Mom stood up first. “I’'m going to call Grandma and Grandpa again,” she said.

By that, she meant Dad’s parents. Her parents had passed away when | was little.
They’ d had Mom when they were super old, like, amost forty.

Which meant that out of her whole family, Mom was the only one left now.

Mom pulled down her blouse and |eft the room. She was still wearing her work ouitfit.
Usually when you think of grieving people, they’re in their pajamas, and maybe a
dressing gown, and their faces are red and blotchy. Mom’s face was blotchy, but
outside of that, she could run a board meeting now and she wouldn’t seem out of

place.

Dad, too. Even more so, because it didn’t look like he'd been crying, either. No red
spotsin sight.

“Is there anything nice you' d like for dinner?’ he asked.

“Pardon?”’

“We won't be cooking tonight, but you can pick. We'll get anything you want.
Takeout,” he added as an afterthought.

“Um..."

“Have athink about it.” He got up, too, then. “Areyou al right?’

No. Yes. No. “... Yeah.”



“Great. I’'m just going to sort some things out upstairs. Let me know if you need
anything, all right?’

With that, he escaped, too.

Now it was just me, and the living room, and an enormous, deafening silence.

| should probably call someone, | guessed. My first thought was Ryan or Hayley, but
| hadn’t talked to them that much lately. It's not that we had a problem with each
other, we'd just kind of drifted.

Laraand | didn’t have that kind of friendship. Same with Niamh.

| could call Juliette, but she’d been so down lately, it didn't feel fair to load her up
with all my problems. Besides, she’' d probably overcompensate by being super perky,
or taking me out for ice cream or something, and | didn't want perkiness, or ice
cream. Or sympathy.

What did | want, then? It’s not like | could call someone and they’d wave a wand so
Aunt Linda wasn't dead anymore. And that’'s the only thing that could realy help
right now.

Mom trotted downstairs with aUSB, and plugged it into the TV.

“What are you doing?’ | asked.

She sat herself down next to me and grabbed the remote. “We' re going to remember
some of the good times.”

That didnotmean what | think it did, right?“Mom...”
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“Because Aunt Linda would not want us to be here moping. We need to laugh. We
need to remember how good things could be. All the lovely, lovely memories she's
given us.”

The TV flickered onto a home video of us all back in San Jose. | remembered this.
Aunt Linda had come to visit when Cristawas just a year old, long before Dylan was
even born. They’d come during summer break, and stayed for about a week or so, and
I’d had to sleep on the couch so they could have my room.

The video started in on Aunt Linda feeding baby Cristain a high chair. She looked so
different. Well, Crista did, too, obviously, but I’d forgotten how thick Aunt Linda's
hair used to be. Her skin was deeply tanned, and she had hardly any wrinkles. |
guessed she would’ ve been in her |ate twenties.

“Oh my God, Roy, notnow,” She laughed into the camera, shooing it away.

“Here we have the mother covered in what appears to be baby vomitandbaby food,”
Uncle Roy’s voice said in aterrible David Attenborough impression. “It’s her way of
blending into the scenery, which is, incidentally,alsocovered in baby vomit and baby
food, in order to sneak up on her young.”

“I"'m telling you, it’'s thebroccoli,” Mom’s voice said. The camera swung around to
face her typing something on her laptop. Probably work emails. That was the year
she’ d been hired as the manager of some accounting firm, back when she'd still liked
that kind of role. | remembered her working at al hours of the day—and
weekends—just to keep up with it al. “Ollie used to regurgitate anything with
broccoli init. Didn’t matter how well | blended it, soon as it hit his mouth,bleurgh.”



Next to me, Present Mom burst out laughing. | glanced at her without cracking a
smile.

“I'm not letting Crista grow up to be a picky eater,” Aunt Linda said, raising her
eyebrows and turning back to put another spoonful in Crista’ s mouth. Crista promptly
gpat it back in her face in a raspberry, and Roy lost it, laughing so hard the camera

ended up pointed at his feet.

“Yeah, well, how’d that work out for you, Lin?" Mom asked the screen. “ She gave up
on that as soon as she had Dylan.”

13 M om."

“1 told her, you have your resolve while they’re little, but eventually you realize
it ssoworth it to cut the crusts off if it saves a three-hour tantrum every lunch!”

13 M om."

“Yeah, honey?”’

“Don’t you think, um... it's alittle soon to be watching videos?’

She looked confused, like there was no reason in the world | should think such a
thing. “Well, when isit not too soon? What’ s the rule on that, Oliver?’

| didn’t know, but | was pretty sure “three hours after the death” was universally too
early to laugh fondly about things. “Sorry. | guess | mean, maybe I’'m just not ready
yet.”

Mom nodded. “That’s fine, sweetie. I’'m going to watch some more, though. Because
that’s what | need right now. | just need to watch some... some movies, okay?’ Her



smile was dangerously watery. “What is it you need right now? |Is there something |
can do for you?’

| needed to not be able to hear Aunt Linda s voice like she was still fucking aive. |
needed to not discuss dinner plans with Dad. | needed to do something,anything,
other than force a smile and act like everything was fine. | needed to not be here.

“Would it be al right if | went to see some friends?’

Mom nodded vacantly. “Y eah, of course, sweetie. Just be home by nine, okay?’

She didn’t even ask me where | was going. She was 50,000 percent not okay. Maybe
| shouldn’t be leaving. But then she pressed Play again, and Aunt Linda was tasting
the baby food to prove it wasn’t that bad, and | had to go, Ihadto. So | wrenched my
keys off the accent table and ran to my car.

| didn't have a clue where | was driving to. | had nowhere to go. At first | drove
aimlessly, zipping in and out of side streets, and then | found myself pulling over to
find his address on Google maps.

It didn’t make much sense for me to go to him. In alotof ways, even Lara or Niamh
would' ve been more appropriate, because at least we were on speaking terms. But
he'd met Aunt Linda, and knew just how sick she was, and had listened to me night
after night in the summer whispering into the darkness how scared | was she might
die.

| just had to see him.
Will’ s house was no less intimidating in the daytime than it’d been on Thanksgiving.

| pulled up, stared at it, and swallowed, heart pounding. There was no sense turning
back now, though. It wasn't exactly a small trip.



| just wasn't quite brave enough to go up to the door. So | called him.

“Areyou at home right now?’ | asked.

“Yeah?’

“I"m outside.”

“You're... hold on.”
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He hung up on me. Then the front door swung open, and Will emerged from the
house and started down the driveway. | got out of the car in a daze and stood by it,
hugging myself until Will reached me.

| think he knew as soon as he saw my face.” Ollie,” he breathed, holding out his arms.
| launched myself into them like this wasn’'t weird, and we hadn’t spent the last few
weeks pretending each other didn’'t exist. As soon as | felt his hands on my back |
burst into sobs. “Oh, Ollie, no. I’'m so sorry.”

He led me, crying and coughing and shaking, straight through to his room without
even bringing me past his parents to say hi. Mom and Dad would’ ve disowned me if
they’d known I'd been so rude, but at that moment | honestly couldn’t have cared
less. He left me there fora minute or two while he went down and explained to his
parents, then he came back upstairs and sat with mein silence.

When | finally calmed down enough to speak, Will and | had been sitting on his bed
for about fifteen minutes. He hadn’t tried to push me into talking, at any point. He'd
just sat, his shoulder pressing against mine, with his handsin hislap.

“l just don't know what to do,” | said. “What do youdowhen this happens? My
parents are acting like everything's fine, and they wanted to go get dinner, and Mom
put on homemovies—"

“Movies?’

“Moviesof Aunt Linda! Isn't that the most fucked-up thing you’ ve ever heard?’



Will clasped his hands together soberly. “That’s pretty ridiculous.”

“It just doesn’t feel real, Will. Everything is really distant, and blurry, and it’s like
I’m dreaming but | don’t think | am. Am 1? I’ m definitely not dreaming, right?’

“You're definitely not dreaming,” he said. “I’'m sorry.”

“It's okay. It'sfine. But also, it's not okay, because she’' sdead, and that’sreal. That's
real life. It'sreal life from now on, too. For every day, from now until forever, she's
still going to be dead when | wake up every morning. How do | do this? | don’'t know
what to do.”

| was crying again now, and Will put his arm around me to pull meinto him. Not in a
romantic way, just comforting. The way I’ d really wanted my parents to comfort me.

“What do 1do?’ | asked again. Like Will somehow had a magica solution to all of
this.

“Whatever you need to,” he said quietly.

| rested my head on his shoulder. | hadn’t realized howheavy it felt until then. My jaw
was aching, too. From crying? Had | been gritting my teeth? | used to do that a lot
when | was younger, until 1'd chipped a tooth and the dentist made me slegp with a
mouth guard. “It was just out of nowhere, you know? | mean, it
wasn' ttotallyunexpected, but | thought we' d have more warning. | thought she’d start
looking really, really sick, and we’'d know it was coming. | can’t even remember the
last conversation we had. | think it was about spoiled milk.”

| sobbed all the way through the last sentence, so hard | could barely stammer the
words out.



“It'snot fair,” Will said.

“No,it’ snotfair.”

11 NO.”

And in the weirdest way, even though | felt like | was being buried alive by grief, it
was the tiniest bit more bearable now. Just having Will back me up, and agree with
me, and not try to make me look at the bright side, or remember the nice times, made
me feel less like | was aone in this. Even though Will barely knew Aunt Linda, | felt
like he was right there with me in the darkness. Waiting with me for as long as |
needed to be there.

Eventually, | wiped my eyes with the back of my hand and sat up. “I’'m sorry. | just
came over here out of nowhere, and you probably have a ton of homework, and you
haven't even had dinner—"

“Its—"

“| should’ve at |east texted, or—"

“Ollie.” He grabbed my hand, and | looked down at it, startled. “I1t’sfine. I’'m glad you
came. Y ou can stay aslong as you want.”

| nodded, and gently took my hand away. “Thank you. | should get home, though.”
He waked me through to the living room, where his parents were
watchinglnception.They'd reached the scene where everyone was banging around

upside down in the corridor, but they paused it when they noticed us.

“Hi, Ollie,” Mrs. Tavares said. “Will told me about your aunt. I’'m so sorry to hear.



Please let us know if there’ s anything we can do.”

Mr. Tavares nodded and gave me a tight smile. “It's good to see you again, Ollie. |
thought after Thanksgiving we might start seeing your face around here more often.”

| had a sudden flashback to Mr. Tavares practically walking in on Will and me. |
forced afake laugh.

“Oh, and Will,” he said mildly. “I know tonight was a bit of a specia situation, but
please remember our rule about not closing bedroom doors.”
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Will blinked a his dad like he'd spontaneously combusted or something.
Swallowing, he gave a stiff nod, and walked me to my car.

The whole way, he stared into the distance without a word.
“You okay?' | asked.

“We don’t have a rule about not closing bedroom doors for friends. Only for girls.
Me and the guys hang out with the door closed al the time.”

Oh. Uh-oh. “I'm sorry...”

He shook his head. “Don’t be. It's not your fault. I'll just... see if he brings it up
again.”

His words were reassuring, but his face said otherwise. Will did not want to go back
inside that house.

| hesitated at the car. Part of me wanted to hang around to make sure Will wasn't
having an internal breakdown, but if we stayed out here for too long wouldn't that
look even more suspicious? What if his dad felt the urge to comeout here and tell us
to wrap it up? “Okay. Well could you please text mein a bit, then? To let me know if
he does bring it up again or not?’

Will nodded. “ Sure. And you text me later to let me know you' re okay, all right?’

Oh. Of course. For the briefest moment I’ d forgotten about Aunt Linda. Then it came



flooding back, fresh asif 1'd only just found out. But | was not going to cry. Not now.
It could wait approximately eight seconds. “Y eah. All right.”

All right.

20

Home felt like agraveyard.

| was given the rest of the week off from school, which was a relief because | had
developed a startling habit of crying without warning. Sure, | cried about Aunt Linda,
but then | also cried at a dog adoption advertisement on TV, sobbed because |
realized I’d be missing a math quiz on Thursday when Ihatedmath, and bawled for
about twenty minutes drinking orange juice one morning because it made me think of
how Saint Nick used to give oranges to poor children and how some people never get
oranges while I’ d taken them for granted my whole life.

| wasn't the only one crying, either. It's what Mom did most of the day now. She'd
gotten over that initial, way-too-optimistic reaction quite quickly. | didn’tlikeseeing
my mom cry, but it was less unsettling than her unnaturally loud laughter on that first
day. Dad was less of a crier, but he didn’t smile once. We were somber through the
funeral preparations, and through the funeral itself onFriday, and while we went
through the motions of living, trying to figure out what that looked like now.

For my parents, at least, living looked like doing everything they could to help Uncle
Roy and the kids. Which, that Sunday, meant cooking up an army’s worth of soup,
lasagna, and casseroles for them to freeze and reheat as needed.

“Ollie, can you fill the rest of these Tupperware containers?” Mom asked. She was
covered in splatters of tomato sauce, had a splodge of gooey cheese in her eyebrow,
and one of her sleeves was rolled up haphazardly. Her eyes were puffy from crying



on and off half the morning, and her hair hadn’t been washed in a few days now, so
she wore it scraped in amessy bun.

“Yeah, of course.” | took over for her and started scooping casserole into various-
sized containers. “How about you go take a minute upstairs before we bring this all

around?’

She hesitated, and Dad walked into the kitchen and made shooing motions with his
hands. “Y ou have your orders. We'll cover thingsin here.”

Silently, she nodded and disappeared, |eaving Dad and me alone in the kitchen.

He started to load the dishwasher. “ Thanks for being such a champ with helping out
your mother and me.”

“No problem.”

“Redlly, you' ve been achamp all year.”

| paused and looked over my shoulder. He was bent over the dishwasher, hiding his
face, but his voice had sounded unusually tight.

| clipped the lid onto another container and added it to the cooler we' d been stacking
al the food into. “Well, when someone you love needs you, you step up, right?’

When Dad finaly turned back around, his eyes were glossy. “Right. Yeah. That's
right.”

At Aunt Linda s—well, | guess | shouldn’t call it that anymore... it was Uncle Roy’s
now, right?—the kids were set up in the living room in front of Coco.l didn’t know if
Uncle Roy realized it was a movie about deceased family members in the afterlife,



but | didn’t want to trigger anything by bringing it up. Who knows, maybe he thought
it'd be helpful for the kids to watch it to process the last week.

Uncle Roy thanked my parents over and over again for the food. It turned out every
family in the whole town had had the same idea, though, because his freezer was
already so overflowing there was no way to cram any more food in. In the end, they
decided to fill the cooler with ice, and set it up in the corner of the kitchen as a second
refrigerator.

All three adults seemed to be actors in an improv play. Not very convincing ones,
either. They smiled like they’d learned how to from written, step-by-step instructions.
They talked about anything,anythingbut Aunt Linda, but she was in everything they
said anyway.|’ ve been having trouble sleeping.Because he' d been crying.The kids go
back to school and preschool on Monday.Because they, too, had taken the week off to
mourn, and were now expected to somehow return to life like there wasn't an
enormous gaping hole in the middle of it.Ah, no, | didn’t get around to watching the
series finale.Because he used to watch the show with Aunt Linda—she'd told
me—and | guess he didn’t know how to watch it knowing she’ d never find out how it
ended.

Ever.
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| slumped down on the couch with the kids.Cocohad been such a big movie last year.
What would be the next Pixar hit? Whatever it was, Aunt Linda would never get to
know it. Even if it was bigger thanFrozen, she’d never know it existed.

Any song that came out from this week onward, Aunt Linda would never hear. Not
once.

Everything she was ever going to know about had already happened. Britney Spears
could be voted the new president of the United States, and Aunt Linda would never
know. The government might finally admit they have aliensin awarehouse, and Aunt
Linda would never know. The world would keep moving, and tragedies would
happen, and beautiful things would happen, and we'd invent things and grow and
Aunt Lindawould never see any of it.

And... God, | was so selfish and self-absorbed, but while | was completely
devastated about Aunt Linda, | was also scared for myself. | mean, | knew about
death, obvioudly, but it had always been in the abstract. Now it felt startlingly real.
Real people | knew would die. All of us. Every real person | knew would die.

And | would die, too.

One day, | would see the last thing | was ever going to see. And the next day,
someone would release a song I'd never hear. Statistically, the most amazing events
that would ever happen in the world would probably happen sometime in the far
future, and I’ d never get to know about it. So many beautiful, wonderful things would
happen one day, in aworld that didn’t have me in it. And | didn’t want the world to
keep going if | wasn't in it. | mean, obviously Idid, it's not like | wanted to take



everyone else down with me. But the idea of just being here, and then not beinghere,
and the world not really caring that | was gone was so... it just... it made me feel
hollow.

Will would laugh at me and call me goth if he saw me, because | was probably filling
al those existential stereotypes right now, but seriously, what was the point? What
was thepoint? Of any of this? If we were all going to just vanish at a moment’s
notice, why bother even trying while we were alive? It's not like we'd be able to
remember any of it once we were dead.

| kicked off my shoes, brought my knees up to my chest, and tuned back in to the
movie.

A part of me expected the kids to ask me questions about the afterlife, like if that's
where their mom was, and if she was a skeleton now, or something. But they didn’t.
They were weirdly quiet. Like, weirdly quiet. Crista, who never took a break, just
stared at the TV. Or, redly, she staredthroughthe TV with glazed-over eyes, snuggled
into her bright pink beanbag.

Dylan, sitting in a beanbag covered in pictures ofThomas the Tank Engine, was
clutching a bottle without drinking out of it. | sat up, confused. Since when did he
ditch glasses and mugs? “Hey, Dyl. | haven't seen that bottle in awhile.”

“1t’ smybottle.”

“Yeah, | remember it.”

“My bottle.”

“Yeah, | know.”



“You can't haveit.”

“That’sfine. | don’'t want it.”

“You can't have it. It's my bottlelT'S MY BOTTLE, | WANT IT, IT'S NOT
YOURS!” he screeched, curling up into a ball on his beanbag. Crista barely glanced
ahim. “IT"SMY BOTTLE! MY BOTTLE, MY BOTTLE!”

Oh shit. “Dylan, yeah, it’s your bottle. I'm no—"

“DON'T TAKEIT!”

“I"mnot!”

“ITSNOT YOUR BOTTLE, OLLIE! NOT, IT'S NOT, IT'S NO—" He broke off
and started full-blown wailing, screaming the room down and summoning a demon

from the pits of Hades' s lair.

| hopped to the floor and went over to try to cam him down. “Hey, hey, Dyl, it's
okay.

He swiped at me with the bottle. “NO! NO!”

13 I ) m not_”

He threw the bottle at me, and it hit me square in the forehead. Nearly knocked me
the hell out, too.” Dylan!”

In response, he roared at me, his little face purple with rage. | held the bottle out to
him and he knocked it out of my hand and started kicking in the air, screaming as
loudly as he could.



Crista kept watching the movie like this wasn’t even happening.

| stood up, helpless, and Uncle Roy came into the room. | was about to explain, but
he didn't look surprised at all. “Hey, kiddo,” he said, picking up a still-kicking-and-
screaming Dylan. “It’ stime for your nap.”

“NONONONON—"

“Yes. Say good night to Ollie and Crista.”
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“*—ONONONONONO—"

“Good night, Ollie. Good night Crista.”

Dylan’s screams faded as he was carried unceremoniously out of the room.
“Good,” Cristasaid without looking up. “He was hurting my ears.”

| sat back down on the couch, my own ears ringing. “Sounds like he's missing your

mom.
“Yeah.”
“How are you doing? Are you feeling okay?’

She looked up now. It was clear from her face that she was irritated with me. She
cocked her head. “Ollie, | can’'t hear the movie.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

So we watched it in silence. We were both handling it pretty well, until the part where
the kid sings the gut-wrenching song to his abuela about remembering people who
have passed. Then | lost it.

At least | had the good sense to excuse myself from the room, though, so,
specificaly, | lost it in the hallway. | pressed my back against the wall and sank to the
floor, crying as quietly as | could. | didn’t want to be here in this house knowing Aunt



Linda would never be in it again. It washerhouse. We came here when we
visitedher.1t’ d beenherhouse my whole life. Thiswasn’t right. None of it was right.

Someone sat down beside me. Mom. | hadn’t even heard her comein.

“Hi, my gorgeous man,” she said. “Not doing so well?’

| sniffed and shrugged without meeting her eye.

“It's hard being here, hun?’ she asked. | nodded, and my chin started shaking as |
tried to hold the sobsin. “It’ll get easier. That’ s the beautiful thing about the universe.
It puts you through trias, but it never gives you anything you can’'t handle. We grow
from these things.”

| let my head hit the wall and rolled it around so | could meet her eyes. “Mom. This
didn’t happen to teach us al alesson and help usto grow.”

She darkened. “Ollie, that’s not what | meant and you know it.”

“This isn't beautiful. It's ugly, and pointless. That's thething, Mom. Therewasno
point. She's dead, and there’s nothing fair about it. She had one life, and it's done,
and that’s it for her, and that’s it for us. It didn’t make anythingbetterthat she died.
How can you till believe there's meaning to all of this? What, what you think
something out there in the universe looked down from the clouds and found our
family and said, ‘Hmm, you know what? Fuck this family in particular.” Crista and
Dylan don't get a mom anymore, and Uncle Roy lost the person he loves, and she
doesn’t get to ever be old, and there isno. Reason. For. It.It was just a waste. The end.
Sorry if I'm not happy about it.”

She stared at me, and something in my stomach tumbled. “Y ou think I’ mhappyabout
this?’ she asked in disbelief. “ She was my sister. She was my baby sister.”



All my steam ran out at once, and | wilted against thewall. “Mom...”

She went to speak, then she shook her head, got to her feet with a frustrated grunt,
and walked away from me.

| made it through the first day back at school okay. Or, at least, | made it through the
morning. No breakdowns, no freak-outs, no terrified contemplations of my own
mortality.

The girls were appropriately gentle with me when | came back. Even Lara didn't
have any sassy digs. Just lots of questions about how I'd been, and a fair bit of
concern. I’d been ignoring the majority of their texts all week. Ditto for the one
condolence text each sent by Hayley and Ryan. Conversation just seemed to take up
so much energy. Energy | didn’'t have.

At lunch | went to the music room instead of the cafeteria. Juliette had seemed
disappointed when | rushed pasther to grab a slice of pizzato go, but what could you
do? Even though I’d made it through, the effort of beingokayandengagedall morning
had been more exhausting than I'd realized. I’d thought | was okay to come back to
school, but that didn’t mean | could dive straight back in with no adjustments. A little
alone time wouldn’t be amiss.

When | grabbed the bass guitar, though, | realized | didn't feel like playing. | just
wanted silence. So instead, | flopped onto the floor with my back against the wall,
pulled the bass guitar into my lap, and drummed my fingers on the body.

It was nice to be somewhere quiet. | loved the girls, but | just wasn't close enough
with them to be sad. Sure, | could be a downer for a day or two, but what if it took
longer than a day or two? What if | was down for weeks, or months? What if | was
never chirpy again? What if | needed to glare, and snap, and be lost in my thoughts?
What if | just needed to cry?



Alone in here, | could be any of that. | could feel every negative, terrible, aching
feeling at once, and | didn’t have to be self-conscious about it or try to put on a mask
so someone else didn’t feel dragged down.

But now that | had the freedom to cry, | couldn’t make myself.

Someone had put a new poster on the wal to join the other inspirational
quotes.MUSIC COURSES THROUGH OUR VEINS, FROM THE SMALLEST
ANT TO THE LARGEST WHALE,it proclaimed in enormous, scarlet comic sans
font. In the background was what | assumed to be a Photoshopped image of an ant
about to be stepped on by an elephant’s foot. Either the dimensions were all off,
though, or it was some kind of mutant superhero ant, because it was almost the size of
one of the elephant’ s toenails.

Literaly, what the hell did that quote even mean, though? And why was it paired
with an image of an ant about to die?
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Guess the music that flowed through its veins was a funeral march.

| almost laughed at my astonishing wit, but then | started thinking about the music at
Aunt Linda sfuneral, and the laugh slipped away.

There was movement at the side of the room, and | looked over to find Will entering.
| hadn’t seen him much since the night I’d driven to his house. He gave me an unsure
smile. “Hey. Can | come sit with you?’

| patted the floor next to me. “Comein.”

He lowered himself to the ground and crossed his legs like a kindergartener. “How
are you doing?’

He meant well, but holyhelldid | not want to talk about it. I'd spent so much time
speaking about the death, and how terrible | felt, and how pointless all this bullshit
was. At home | felt like | couldn’t talk about much else. But | had nothing new to say.
Repeating myself wasn’'t helping anymore. For once, just for once, | wanted to talk
about something meaningless.

“Hey Will?’ | said instead. “Do you think ants have hearts?’
He studied me for along time. “I... haven't ever thought about it.”

“Well, it’sjust the poster there talks about ant veins, and veins usually bring blood to
hearts, right?’



He looked where | pointed. “That isareally depressing picture.”

“Right?0h my God, it's not just me. | think it’s the most unmotivating motivational
poster I’ve ever seen.”

“You could say it's an uninspirational poster. Also, whyants? If we're going from
smallest to largest, you can go way smaller than ants. What about ticks? Or bacteria?’

“Bacteriadon’'t have veins, | guess.”

“Honestly, Ollie, | don’t think ants do, either. | really don’t.”

| couldn’t help but start to smile at that. “Oh no, | think you're right.”

“Do they”Now | don’t even know. Hold on, I’ m googling this shit.”

| giggled and put my guitar on the ground next to me, then leaned over to look at
Will’s phone. He opened an article and scrolled down the page. “And it's a no,” he
said. “No veins. No blood.”

“Hey, no, they have blood.”

“Y eah, colorlessweird fluid. Not the same thing.”

“You can't go around erasing insect blood because it isn’t the same as yours.”

“Watch me.”

| tipped my head to one side and fiddled with my necklace, a grin still lingering on

my lips. Even though | felt alittle guilty for laughing, it felt good. So, so good. “Did
you come here to check on me?’



“Eh, yes and no. | figured you probably wanted some space, so | wouldn’t have
usually come by, but | actually wanted your advice on something.”

Interesting. “Y eah?’

“So, Lara’ s dways seemed at least alittle into Matt. But then apparently she was into
Renee. So I’'m wondering what’ s going on there?’

| mean, it wasn't exactly what I’d expected. | stuck out my bottom lip and thought
about the best response. Lara had told me she liked Matt in confidence, so | didn't
want to give that up. But maybe | could still play Cupid.

Before | could speak, though, Will groaned. “God, I'm such an idiot. Sorry, you must
think I’'m being ridiculous right now. Y ou have bigger shit going on than who Lara
likes.”

WEell, kind of. But it was such a nice distraction from all the bigger shit. “No,
serioudly, it’s fine. She was into Renee, but I'm pretty sure that's all over. Why do
you ask?’

“Because Matt thinks she'saleshian.”

Oh.*Nope. She'shi.”



Page 81

Source Creation Date: June 26, 2025, 4:46 am

“Right, | thought she might be,” Will said. “Matt’s had a thing for Lara for ages now,
but | think he thinks there' s no point anymore.”

“Oh, I’d say there’s plenty point.”
Will bumped my shoulder. “How would you feel about explaining that to Matt?’
“Me? What, now?’

“Yeah? He'd believe it coming from you. | don’'t think they see me as the resident
expert on identities, you know?’

On the one hand, I’d been enjoying myself in here. And even more so with Will for
company. I'd take sitting in here talking absolute nonsense with him over heading
back out to the crowded, noisy cafeteria. Or, at least, | usually would. But a not-so-
small part of me really wanted to help Lara out. Because maybe | kind of really liked
her now, and maybe | kind of really wanted her to know I’ d done something for her.

“All right,” | said, hopping up and holding out a hand. “Let’s do it quick, though. The
bell’ s about to go off.”

Will took my hand and let me pull him to his feet.

The basketball guys were sitting at their own table today. Without the girls to break
them up, it was basically a seaof black-and-white jackets. Suddenly joined by me in
my new salmon sweater and tan skinny jeans, here to break up the monochrome. I'd
chosen the sweater that morning because it felt like it'd cheer me up to wear



something other than black and khaki this week. Did it work? Not... really. No.

“Hey, what’s up, Ollie?’ Matt asked. He was giving me an expectant look, though. |
guessed Will had told him why he went off to find me. Well, no point beating around
the bush. Besides, if | told him what was really up with me, it'd probably make the
whol e vibe uncomfortable and depressing. So.

“Doyou like Lara?’ | asked.

A few of the guys snickered and tittered, but Darnell shot them a warning look and
they shut right up. Matt shrugged and leaned back in his seat. “Yeah, but it's
whatever. She'sinto girls, so, that’s cool, you know?’

“She’sinto guys, too.”

He gave me aquizzical look. “I thought she was a lesbian now, though?’

“She’s bisexual. If she’'s with a girl that doesn’t make her a leshian. She's still bi no
matter who she’ s dating.”

Matt nodded slowly, and the tiniest, most secret smile crossed his lips. “So, are you
saying she might be into me?’

“I’m saying | think checking in with her is probably a good idea. She might be alittle
pissed that you’ ve been giving her the cold shoulder, though, just a heads up.”

Darnell and Matt shared a quick smile. “You're in, man,” Darnell said, holding up a
fist for Matt to bump while the other guys laughed and made catcall noises.

Will watched them with an intense look, his brow furrowed and his lips pressed
together in athin line. | couldn’t read his expression.



“Oh, also?’ | said, this time looking right at Darnell. “You need to stop with the
back-and-forth stuff. It's not cool. Either you want to be with Niamh, or you don't,
but don't pretend you're just coming over to the table because you had a question
about homework.”

Darnell opened his mouth but didn’t manage to spit anything out. Will used his hand
like a megaphone around his mouth. “Calledout.”

Asfor me, | wasimpressed with myself. When did | get so brave?

| guessed the last couple of weeks had changed me. Suddenly, it didn't seem so
terrifying to look stupid in front of a group of guys who, for the most part, didn’'t
mean much to me. Other than Will, anyway, and | knew he wouldn’t judge me for it.
There were worse things that could happen than being a little embarrassed.

And life was too short to play chicken with something as important as the person you
loved.

21

“You leavein an hour,” | said.

Will, who had his head resting against my bare chest, tilted his head up to look at me.
11 Hmm.”

“One hour, Will.”
He made a face and traced a finger along my stomach. Our skin was dry now. If you

didn’t know it, you wouldn’t have been able to tell we'd been in the lake thirty
minutes earlier.



“Will you walk me back to mine?’ he asked.
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“You want me to sneak out of my own house at four in the morning, walk you around
the other end of the lake, then sneakbackinto my house?’

“...Yes?

“Of course | will. Don’t know why you felt you had to ask.”

It took us longer than it probably should’ ve to get dressed—mostly because Will kept
rudely interrupting the process to kiss my legs, and stomach, and arms one last time
before | covered them back up—but eventually we managed to get ourselves looking
kind of presentable. We dlipped outside fairly easily,thanks to my silent front door,
and then started walking. My legs felt like they belonged to a turtle. Everything
weighed so much more than it should’ ve.

It had gone too fast. All of this had gone too fast.

“Do you have to go?’ | asked.

“Doyou?’ he shot back.

“Please visit.”

He grabbed onto my wrist and stopped me from going any farther. “Seriously, we

need to make a promise now, okay? One of us will make sure we visit the other as
soon as we can.”

“Okay.”



“We can't just say it, though, we have to do it. | don’t want this to be over. Maybe it
doesn’t have to be, right?’

| shrugged. | just didn’t know the answer to that.

“We need to stay in touch. We need to keep talking, and we'll figure something out.
Maybe | can get down there for spring break or something. Or maybe you’'ll come
back to visit your aunt, and we can organize to meet up somewhere.”

| had ahorrible feeling | was about to cry. All | could do was give a short nod.

Will cupped my face with one of his hands and stared at me with serious brown eyes.
“Please don’t lose contact, okay? | need to see you again.”

“Did you know your heartbeat changes rhythm when you listen to faster or slower
music?’ Will asked.

“Nope. That's pretty cool, though.”

“Yeah. And the cornea is the only body part that doesn’t get oxygen from blood. It
just sucksit in, right from the air.”

He was sitting crossed-legged on a spare chair in the music room, flicking through
the biology textbook he balanced in his lap. That day, his excuse to hang with me in
the music room was an upcoming test. 1'd thought the book was a prop, but, to my
surprise, he actually sat down and started reading it when | picked up my bass. |
wasn't sure if it was because he really wanted to ace the test, or if he just found it
really boring to listen to the same bass line repeated over and over again. | wouldn't
blame him if it was the latter, but then | had to wonder—why did he always come to
visit me here at lunch when | spent three-quarters of it ignoring him to practice
music?



“And blood flows through your veinsso fast, it only takes twenty seconds for a blood
cell to do a whole lap,” he went on. “That’s funny. | aways pictured blood as
cruising along at, like, awalking pace.”

“It spurts out pretty fast if you cut yourself badly,” | said.

“Yeah, but not, like, a-hundred-miles-an-hour fast,” he said. “Think about how small
a blood cell is compared to your whole body. And it only takestwenty seconds.That
would be like us doing ten laps of afootball field in twenty seconds.”

“l guess. But it's all relative, right?’

He blinked into the distance. “I don’t even know anymore. My brain hurts.”

| riffled through the folder of sheet music I'd been compiling for Absolution’s
upcoming gig and selected a song | wasn't having much trouble with, but that was a
little more impressive sounding than the last couple I’ d practiced. So maybe | wanted
to show off a little with Will in the room. Was that such a crime? It had to be a

misdemeanor at most. “ So, are you actually studying?’ | asked.

“Yes.Sort of. This textbook has little bubbles in the corner of the pages with fun facts
about the human body. I’ ve been making my way through those.”

“Let’s hope they’ re examinable,” | said. | banged the sheet music against the stand to
knock the papersinto place, before lining them up to start rehearsing.

“Hey, Ollie?” Will said just as | picked up my bass. “I’ ve been thinking.”

Well, the bass went right back down at that. “Hmm?”’

He took so long to answer, | was gearing up to prod him into speaking when he



finally spat it out. “I was angry at you for a while because | thought you should
understand that | had to act in certain ways because I’m not out. So, when you didn’t
take my side, | thought it meant you didn’t have my back.”
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To say | was surprised to hear that was an understatement. It hadn’t even occurred to
me that Will could have seen it that way.

“But,” he went on, “I thought about how 1'd feel if you acted like you didn’t know
me, or danced with someone else or whatever. And then | got it.”

“Got what?’
| mean, | knew what, from the tone of hisvoice, but | wanted to hear him say it.
“That | was being a fucking asshole to you.”

We sat in silence. | didn't want to say it was okay, because | didn't know if
itwastotally okay. Not yet. But it was nice to hear him acknowledge that. And also, |
had a bit of thinking to do. I'd been upset because | wanted him to care about me
more. But if he'd interpreted my behavior asmenot caring enough, even if | didn’t
agree with what he did, still, maybe that was a little more forgivable. At least, it was
better than him just totally disregarding my feelings.

Will broke the silence in a small voice. “Do you wanna come over after school
sometime? Asfriends,” he added quickly.

| couldn’t stop the surprise from flashing across my face. After that reaction from his
dad the last time, I'd assumed visits were blacklisted now. Anything that seemed to
make people suspicious had to be off-limits with Will. 1I'd been working hard on
accepting that, and not getting too close or assuming it'd change, and here he was
pulling the rug out from under me. Why did he always manage to catch me off guard,



no matter what | expected from him? “What about your parents?’

“We can keep the door open.”

| hesitated. “It seems like your dad might suspect something, though.”

“1 know. But | miss hanging out with you, and I’ d like to see you more.”

| thought about it. “How about you come over to mine sometime? I'm only five
minutes away from school.”

Will gave me a huge smile that warmed my stomach. “ Okay.”

| made as if to start playing, but he spoke again. He was lucky he was cute, or 1'd
have to kick him out for distracting me when | had a deadline. “Hey, also, uh, are you
busy Friday? We' re playing the regionals round.”

Right, becausethat’show | wanted to spend a Friday night—watching guys throw
balls at each other's heads and congratulating each other on their excellence and
athletic prowess when they managed to throw the ball injustthe right way. Thrilling.
“I can't, sorry. | have this gig with Absolution on Friday.”

Hisface fell so suddenly | kind of felt guilty. | hadn’t realized he actually cared about
having me there. But | wasn't lying—Ididhave a gig. And it wasn't exactly optional
attendance. Anyone who didn’t think bass was important hadn’t tried listening to a
punk song withoutit. Picture a chocolate sundae without any sauce, or a movie
without any extras in the background. It'd work, technically, but the overal
experience would lack a certain oomph.

“Oh. That'sfine. | hope it goes well.”



“I"d likeit if you could come to the show, though. Maybe after the game?’

He could’ ve thrown a tantrum about me missing the basketball game. Told me he was
too busy with his own life to come to something that was important to me, just like |
was too busy to go to his. But, like he aways did, Will nodded immediately and said,
“Of course.”

Then he went back to studying.

“How come you're not in the library?’ | asked suddenly.

“What?’

“1t'd be easier to study in there, wouldn't it? Quieter?’

He hesitated. “Is this you hinting you want me to go?’

“No, | swear. I'm honestly just curious.”

“Oh. | don’'t know, | just like spending time with you.”

“But why do we always do what | want to do? Y ou could ask me to go to the library
with you, you know.”

Will gave me afunny, questioning smile. “I don’t mind?’
But that was the thing. He didn’t mind. He never minded.
Over the summer, Will had eagerly sat with me while | introduced him to al the

bands | liked, without giving the bands he listened to the time of day. He'd taken up
Music Appreciation, a subject he was never going to naturally excel in, because he



wanted to see me without the judging eyes of his friends. When I’ d escaped from the
cafeteria to practice, Will followed me there, happy to sit by while | did my thing,
even though there were probably a dozen ways he' d rather be spending his lunch.
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And for the first time, it occurred to me that I'd askedfor plenty of things from Will
this year. Some things he' d given, some things he wasn’t ready to.

Then | heard Aunt Linda s voice somewhere in the back of my mind.You only have
control over your own actions. But what have you done to meet him halfway?

Nothing.
I’d never even gone to one of his basketball games.
And he'd never guilted me about it. Not even once.

Now that | thought about it, | hadn’t gone out of my way to do something just for him
that didn’t benefit me in any way. I’d been so focused on what | wanted from Will
that I'd never really stopped to think about what he might want from me.

What did that say about me?
Juliette had set up avision board.

| reminded myself to introduce her to my mom sometime, while she stood in front of
the board in jeans and socks. Niamh, Lara, and | sat in a row on her bed, a well-
behaved, captive audience. The girls were about to get ready to head to the basketball
game. And | was, to be honest, not sure what | was doing. I’d aready dressed and
prepared for the gig, but sound check didn’'t kick off until later that night. I'd been
planning to hang out with the girls until they left for the game, at which point | might
grab some dinner and go hang at home alone for an hour or so.



But, before that, it was vision board time.

“So, here's a little kid with a clarinet,” Juliette explained, indicating one of the
printouts she'd pinned to a poster board. “That represents my plan to get an after-
school job teaching clarinet. | could use the money next year, andit should strengthen
my application, and make sure I’m forced to keep practicing.”

The three of us nodded agreeably.

“The picture of the A-plus paper represents the fact that | am going tonailmy subjects
next year. | want the strongest GPA | can swing if I'm going to get into the
Conservatory.”

More nodding.

“And, of course, we have the Conservatory itself over here. I’'m gonna spend all year
studying, and practicing, andperfectingmyself before the next round of auditions. I'm
not gonna be going to anyfrat parties.| will be committed.”

“No frat parties?’ Lara asked skeptically.

“Okay,somefrat parties. But mostly, next year's version of Juliette is a girl on a
mission. | am good enough to get in—"

“Yes,” | said firmly.

“And | am not going to let myself be locked out of where | wanna be, and where |
deserve to be. | don't have connections, and | don’'t have parents who can make
donations to the school right before application day, but | do have talent. | am going
to be so perfect, they won't haveanyexcuse to turn me down next year.”



“Y es,duliette!” Niamh said.

“Just because | didn’'t get in on my first shot doesnotmean | have to give up my
dream. It only means | have to work that much harder than some people to get there.”

“If anyone can do it, it's you,” | said, and Juliette skipped forward to bowl me onto
her bed in a bear hug.

“Can | borrow your eyeshadow?’ Niamh asked Juliette, getting to her feet and
wandering over to the desk. “We'll need to go soon.”

“Why do you want eyeshadow for a basketball game?’ Lara asked.

“It'sabig game for Darnell. He' s been walking on air all week.”

“Wait, so you two have been talking again?’ Juliette asked. She bent in front of the
desk to pull out afew palettes, crusty with dried makeup powder, and handed them to
Niamh along with an eyeshadow brush.

“Yeah, we have. | think he needed some time to process the New Y ork thing, but he
called me alittle while back and apologized.”

Huh. So he had listened. That, or the guys had shamed him into it after | |eft the table
that day. Either way, | was basically Jerry Springer now.

“Anyway,” Niamh went on. “It's a big deal for him, al right? This is the first time
they’ ve ever gotten into the regionals round.”

Something pricked at me. Something that felt an awful lot like guilt. “I didn’t realize
it was such abig thing,” | said.
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“Huge,” said Niamh as she held a compact mirror up to work a purply-taupe color
onto her lids.

| looked down at my hands. So that’s why Will had seemed so gutted when I’ d turned
him down. Now that | thought about it, the way he'd asked me to go along was way
too casual. The kind of casual that only comes out when the speaker wants to sound
like something that’ s really important to them doesn’t matter at all.

It turned out | could be pretty oblivious when it came to the person | apparently
loved.

How many times had | said to Will that | just wanted him to do something because he
cared about me, not because | asked him to?

So why hadn’t | done thisfor him because | cared about him?
| should be there tonight.

“You know, sound check doesn’t start until a bit later,” | said. “I wouldn’t be able to
stay for the whole game or anything, but maybe | could come for the first quarter or

two.

Juliette squealed and abandoned zipping up her knee-high boots. “Yes, Ollie-oop!
Comewith us, it’ll be so much fun.”

Even if it wasn't fun, which | seriously doubted it would be, Will wanted me there.



And it wasn't always about me.

Admittedly, the vibe at the game was pretty exciting, even for someone who didn’t
care about sports. Most people in the crowd either wore or held something with their
school colors, and banners and streamers waved around wherever you looked. On our
side of the stadium, the Collinswood High cheerleading team was putting on a much
more impressive—if less adorable—show than I’d been treated to on Thanksgiving,
complete with flips, lifts, and twirling.

On the court, both teams were already out doing warm-ups, the squeaking of their
sneakers on the waxed floor echoing throughout the stadium. | spotted Will right
away among the sea of black and white, the number four splashed in bold white
lettering on the black of his jersey. His wavy dark hair was aready plastered to his
red forehead with sweat, and the rest of his light brown skin seemed to glow under
the bright lights. He was completely focused on his teammates as they did some sort
of group drill that involved dribbling and passing six balls aroundthe team at once.
There was some sort of pattern, I'm sure, but to me it just looked like balls flying
everywhere, and | kept expecting someone to take a ball to the head. But no one did.
They were coordinated and calm.

Especialy Will. But that was probably my bias showing.

The game itself started not long after we got there. It was hard for me to follow the
rules of who was supposed to go where, and what kind of moves were allowed, but at
least | had the gist of things. And the gist was, this was probably going to be a close
game. Fifteen minutes in, and so far the pattern had been home score, away score,
home score, away score. The boys from Frankston High—the team in green and
white—played well, but so did we. Some of the sheer bodily feats, the dodging,
sprinting, blocking, and leaping, were kind of blowing my mind. It was one thing to
watch it on TV, but it was another to see it happen in person. Here, you could really
tell just how high someone soared off the ground, and hear the thud of colliding



shouldersif two guys got in each other’ sway.

AndWill.He was amazing. Totally focused on the game at all times, he threw himself
into things, not a single cheeky smile in sight. If any of the Frankston guys were
unlucky enough to come up against Will defending him, it was amost guaranteed
they’ d lose the shot. He didn’t jump to intercept balls so much asfly.

In fact, by halftime | was almost sorry I'd have to leave soon. Watching him out there
gave me a rush of pride that | hadn’t quite expected. But if | was going to make it to
sound check, | couldn’t hang around for more than another fifteen minutes or so.

It was during halftime, though, that Will spotted me in the stands for the first time.
He' d tipped back his head to take a swig from his water bottle, right after leaving
somesort of strategy talk led by the coach and Matt, when his eyes locked onto mine.
His blue plastic bottle went right back down to his side, and his lips spread into a
slow smile. | tucked my hands between my knees and rocked to the side a hit, to say,
“Yes,you got me here, happy?’

From the looks of things, he sure was.
| hung around for the beginning of the second half, and then turned to Juliette. “I'm
gonna have to head off—" | started, when her back snapped straight and she let out a

gasp, pressing her hand over her mouth.

| whipped around to see Matt rolling along the floor near the farthest hoop. When he
stopped rolling, his body was totally motionless.

“Oh my God,” Larasaid, half-standing in her seat.

The coach, the referee, and a teacher ran onto the court to crouch by Matt’s side. Will
sprinted over at the same time, trying to look through their shoulders to check on his



friend, with Darnell coming up behind him. Someone in the crowd screamed over a
wave of urgent murmuring.

Then, thankfully, Matt kicked out a little, and the adults rolled him over. The crowd
clapped and whistled with relief, including the sea of green and white on the
Frankston side of the stands. Matt was conscious again, but dazed, and they slowly
lifted him under his arms to a sitting position. They seemed to do a quick examination
to see if anything was hurt, then painstakingly helped him to his feet and walked him
off to the sidelines. The coach sent one of the guys on the bench on the court in his
place. Larajumped to her feet and hurried down the steps to meet Matt.

“What happens now?’ | asked the remaining girls. “Do we finish the game?’

On the court, Will hooked his hands behind his neck and watched after his friend,
looking distressed. The coach went over to him and said something, and Will nodded,
wiping his forehead with the back of his arm. “All right, guys, huddle up!” Will
shouted, and the rest of the team fell into a semicircle.

“Yup,” Juliette said. “Will’s vice-captain. We can play on. Matt seems okay, at
least.”

“They should’ve put him on a stretcher or something,” Niamh said, shaking her head
at the referee and the teacher, who were still chatting with Matt on the bench while
Lara hovered nearby him, frowning. “He could have a concussion.”

| agreed with Niamh, but hedidseem all right, at least—he laughed at something, even
with his hand pressed on the back of his head, and scooted over to make room for
Larato sit with him.

The referee blew the whistle, and the team moved into their places on the court, Will
shouting out short instructions to everyone.



Will had to act as captain for the rest of the game. | couldn’t leave him now. No way.
And, redlly, did it matter if | missed setup and warm-up? It wasn't ideal, but
hopefully 1zzy and the guys would understand if | explained there’d been an
emergency here. I'd still be able to make it for the gig itself, easily. | shot 1zzy a
quick text, then settled back into my seat.
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The rest of the game was just as close as the first half. The crowd got more and more
invested as the end drew closer, screaming and whooping and booing, and even
standing up to cheer at one point when Darnell managed to land a shot from almost
halfway down the freaking court. And every time the whistle blew for a break or
time-out,Will glanced up at me, to check if | was still there. | was so glad | was.

There was only about fifteen seconds left on the clock when | realized we were going
to win. Even | was into the game now, cheering and clapping along with everyone
around me as Will passed to Darnell, who passed to number twenty-two. It looked
like this guy was going to land a shot, but as it left his hands it was intercepted out of
nowhere by a Frankston player, who dribbled the ball a little down the court. Then,
way too far away for it to possibly go in, he took a shot. And then, impossibly,
itdidgo in, increasing their score by three points and putting them one point above us
on the scoreboard.

“No!” | shouted, and Juliette swore emphatically beside me.

We only had a few seconds left. There was no way we could win now, right? The ball
was passed quicker than | could keep up with down the court. Back and forth, back
and forth. Then, one of the Frankston guys went to pass to another, but Darnell
quickly dodged around the front to block the second guy from receiving. The ball
bounced out of bounds, and Darnell crossed the line to take the pass. He bounced the
ball a couple of times, scanning the Collinswood team. He brought the ball in, and it
looked like he was going to pass to a blond guy who broke free of his own defender.
But then, Will tore through out of nowhere, and Darnell shot the ball at his chest.
Will grabbed it, flipped around, and in one fluid motion took the shot.



It went in with a swish of the net.

| knew from the roar of the crowd surrounding me that it had been a winning shot.
The scoreboard flipped over to put us one point ahead of Frankston. A few seconds
laterthe buzzer sounded to signal the end of the game, and the Collinswood team
swarmed inward to Will and Darnell, hugging them and clapping them on the back,
shouting with joy.

Then a couple of the guys lifted Will onto their shoulders. Unlike the way he usually
acted around that group, though, he didn’t look self-impressed or cocky. Actualy, he
looked kind of astounded.

“Comeon,” Niamh said to me, grabbing my hand.

“What?’

“We're going down there, come on!”

We weren't the only ones going onto the court, but it clearly wasn't the norm for
people in the crowd to spill in around the players, though. It seemed like more of a
close friends and family thing. But Niamh tugged me, pulling me after her down the
stairs. Then she broke away from me and ran to Darnell, who picked her up and spun

her around.

Will spotted me as the guys lowered him to the ground. | hung back on the edge of
the court, suddenly self-conscious. | didn’t want to ruin thisfor him.

But he came over anyway, approaching me with long, confident strides. “Hey,” | said
when he got closer. “That wasamazing,|—"

He cut my sentence in half by grabbing me by the shoulders and kissing me.



| let out a squeak of astonishment. This was the exact last thing | could’ ve expected
to happen at that moment. Well, maybe that wasn’'t true. Maybe thelastthing |
expected would’ ve been the grand entrance of the Great, Ethereal Being, floating in
on a cloud and playing the accordion while a group of warehouse aliens performed an
interpretive dance to the tune. But in the realm of things that were actually possible,
Will throwing his arms aroundme and kissing me hard on the mouth in front of
everyone who mattered ranked approximately number one million, five hundred and
fifty-two thousand, three hundred and seven. Point five.

He broke away, and didn't even check to see who was looking. He just locked his
eyesonme. “I loveyou,” he said.

There were no words. | couldn’t think of a possible way to reply to this. | just stood in
dumb shock. Then | looked around on Will’s behalf. About half of the basketball
team had paused in their tracks, staring at us with open mouths. For them, this was
probablylessexpected than synchronized dancing warehouse aliens, | guessed. In the
stands, Juliette was beaming down at us. And Will’s parents, who'd gotten about
halfway down the stairs to congratulate him, were simply standing and watching with
blank expressions.

| turned back to Will who, it seemed, was purposely not looking behind him to check
on peopl€ s reactions. “Why aren’t you at your gig?’ he asked.

Why had the world suddenly tipped upside down? What, exactly, was going on? “ Uh,
| skipped sound check. It startsin fifteen minutes.”

“Did you drive here?’

13 Yeah.”

“Come on.” He grabbed my wrist, and now it was him who was dragging me. This



time, toward the side door. Dizzy with shock, and suddenly surged by an adrenaline
rush, | broke into a run with him, as we pushed through the door and broke into the
cold evening air to sprint across the parking lot to my car.

22

| could barely focus during the gig. Throughout the whole performance, | fixed my
attention on the table at the back of the room where Will sat. For the first couple of
songs, he sat with his shoulders hunched over, making himself small. All | wanted to
do was throw my bass on the ground and run across the room to hug him and tell him
everything was going to be fine, but | couldn’t.

Then, during song number three, Darnell, Matt, and the girls burst through the front
doors of the Lost and Found in a group. Will watched them through dull eyes as they
filed into his booth. | was desperate to know what they were saying, but heartened by
the fact that the girls were there. | couldn’t imagine Matt giving him a hard time
without Lara tearing him a new one, and there was no way Darnell would say
anything that might upset Niamh.

But still.

The worst part was later in the set, when Will’s parents entered, pulling their coats
tightly around them. Assoon as the rest of the group saw them enter they scattered to
stand against the far wall, giving the family some privacy. | wondered if Will had told
them where he was, or if they’'d figured it out.

| wondered if they were mad.
Sayid and Emerson definitely noticed how distracted | was, because they kept

looking at me with pointed expressions. | just gave them a smile and shook my
head.Don’t worry. I’ll explain | ater.



They were probably the last few kids left in school who hadn’'t yet heard about
what’ d happened at the game.



Page 87

Source Creation Date: June 26, 2025, 4:46 am

Finally, we played our last song. The place cheered for us—including Will's
parents—and the band started packing up. | began rolling up an aux cord as Sayid
checked his phone. His eyes went wide, then he looked straight at me. It wasn’t hard
to figure out what he’ d seen.

“Hey, Ollie,” he said, shoving his phone back in his pocket. “If you need to go and
speak to Will about something, don’t worry about the rest of the equipment. We've
got this.”

“Areyou sure?’

“Y eah, buddy, go.”

So, my head spinning with tension, | went.

| dragged my feet, waiting for Will to make eye contact with me and indicate if it was
agood idea for me to come sit. He gave me anod, so | swallowed, sent a quick prayer

to whatever the hell might be listening in, and sat at the booth next to him.

Mr. and Mrs. Tavares both smiled at me, which was the biggest relief ever. Even if
the smiles were allittle tighter than usual.

“You did agreat job up there, Ollie,” Mrs. Tavares said. “You have areal talent.”
“Thank you,” | said. My voice came out as athin sort of squeak.

An awkward silence fell over thetable. | don’'t think Will’ s parents knew what to say.



And |definitelydidn’t know what to say. Did | ask if everything was okay? Apologize
for kissing their son? Bring up Will’s amazing shot at the end of the basketball game
that now felt like it’d happened sometime the year before?

“Areyou kids going to be out for awhile?” Mr. Tavares asked.

Out asin, out of the closet, or out asin, out celebrating?

“Yeah—the rest of the team is partying at Reese’s house. | think Matt and Darnell
want to swing by,” said Will.

Okay, yup, out celebrating. Glad | didn’'t reply with “I’'m planning on being out
permanently,” then.

His parents nodded, and Mrs. Tavares looked to me. “Would you make sure Will gets
home safely after?’ she asked.

Unless | was very much mistaken, that sounded like something a parent might say to
her child’s boyfriend. “Y eah, yeah, of course | will.”

“Thank you. We're going to head home,” Mrs. Tavares said, scooting out of the
chair. “We still haven't had dinner. But, Will?’

He jumped.

“Remember what we told you.”

Asthey walked out of the building, their heads bowed together so they could speak in
low voices, | turned to Will. “What did they tell you?’

His eyes were glassy, and he drew in a ragged, shaky breath. “That they both love



me.

Oh.

Oh, thank God.

Juliette was waving to catch my attention across the room, to see if their group could
come back over. | held up my pointer finger. “And what did Matt and Darnell say?’

Another deep breath. “More or less the same thing?’

“That’s great. So why don’'t you seem okay? Aren’t you happy?’

“1 just, uh, I’'m just waiting for something bad to happen.”

All the adrenaline and excitement from earlier seemed to have trickled out of him.
His eyes were puffy, and his shoulders tense, his hands curled up into fistsin hislap.

Under the table, where no one in the room could see, | grabbed his hand. “Nothing
bad’ s going to happen. That’sit. You’ re through the bad part.”

“But what if my parents were just pretending to be okay because they’re in public?
Y ou saw them; they weren't exactly jumping up and down with joy.”
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“They said they love you. They asked me to bring you home. Do you think they
would’ ve done that if they didn’t want us to be around each other?”

He grabbed a napkin off the table and squirreled it away into his lap so he could pick
at the edges. “No. | guess not.”

“Are you okay?’
“I’'m okay. | am.”

His smile was less shaky now. | returned it, and bumped our knees together. “ So...
you kissed me.”

HY%h.”

“In public.”

“Yeah.”

“We weren't even together, though.”

“I"'m sorry,” Will said. “I’m an asshole. | wasn’t eventhinking straight. It'sjust, | was
high off winning the game, and youcame, and it just made me realize that you had my
back, and also | don’t think | knew how badly | wanted you there until you were. I’ ve
been meaning to ask if we could try again, but | didn’t know how to when | couldn’t

promise anything. | wasn't ready yet, and | didn’t want to drag you down with me
while | figured myself out.”



“1 shouldn’t have said that. You weren’t dragging me down because you needed to
take your time.”

“No, but | wasn't in aplace where | could give you what you needed.”

| nodded. “ So what changed?’

“1 don’t know. A few things. Like, my dad being suspicious enough to ask me to keep
the door open, but not demanding | tell him what was going on or steer clear of you.
And aso, Lara coming out, and Matt still wanting to be with her even if she likes
girls, too. It made me feel alittle braver, | guess. | was still scared, but | was tired of
being scared. The not-knowing was getting worse than the thought of just jumping in
and dealing with whatever happened.”

“And now the hard part’s over,” | said. “Your parents know, and your best friends
know. And they still love you.”

“Yeah. | really think they do.”

| took a deep breath. “Andsodol.”

This, | was pretty sure, was finally an appropriate time to say that. And Will didn’t
reel away from me, or panic, or scramble to respond. Instead, he grabbed my hand
and tilted his head back so he was looking at the ceiling. It seemed like he was trying
to force histearsto dip back down their ducts. “1 don’'t deserveit.”

“But | do anyway.”

He let out his breath like every bit of tension in his bodyseeped out with it. “I love
you, too. | think | always did. | was just scared of what saying that might mean.”



“And now you're not?’

“Not even abit, Ollie.”

After everything. Meeting by chance, and falling too fast, and breaking up, and
falling again, and pushing him away. All of it. This was the first time anything to do
with us felt calm and rational. There was no impulsivity in this moment, or thrill of
being discovered, or the passion and lust of discovering someone. It was just us. Two
people who weren’t strangers anymore, and who were now well versed on all the
things that could stop them from working out, and who’ d maybe figured out a way to
fit together anyway.

Apparently tired of waiting for us, the rest of the group made their way back over to
the table as one.

“All right, well, they didn’t look too angry,” Matt said, waving at the door with one
hand.

“Nah, not angry,” Will said offhandedly, the affectionate tone of his voice gone right
out the door. Some things never changed. “They’re chill.”

He kept hold of my hand under the table, though. So.That’ dchanged.

“Oh, sweet. And, uh,” Matt said, turning to me with aflourish.”Hi, Ollie.”

“Hi, Matt.”

“1 cannot believe this has been going on since summer,summer, and no one thought
to loop mein,” Matt said, obviously joking. “That is a bad start. We have bad blood

now, Ollie, I'm sorry. You'd better do a fine job getting on my good side from now
on. Everyone knows the best friend getsto call the shotsin arelationship.”
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“Who died and made you his best friend?’ Darnellasked, bouncing his head to one
sidein disbelief. “But for real, whydidn’ twe know?’

Will shrugged, self-conscious.

No. Nope. Not good enough. “When was he supposed to tell you guys?’ | asked.
“When you were making jokes about who wants to marry me? Or when you were
throwing shade at him forgrabbing my armat the dance? Or, maybe when you were
laughing about us being boyfriends if he mentioned something about me at lunch?’
Darnell’s mouth went into anOshape, but Matt looked affronted. “Ah, hell, man, we
were just joking,” he said to me. He looked to Will for backup, but Will wouldn’t
meet his eye. “Wait, Will, we weren't being serious. We didn’t think you were
actually... like...”

“But | was,” Will said. “I’'m bi, | think. Just like Lara.”

“I’'m sorry. We serioudly didn’t know.”

“Yes, well, maybe from now on we can cut the gay joke crap as a blanket rule,” Lara
said in a cutting tone. “How about it?’

“You'vegot it,” Darnell said, and Niamh squeezed his arm.
“S0,” Juliette said. “ Are we going to that party now, or what?’

We all looked at Will. He flushed red, and shrugged. He didn’t seem capable of much



elseright now. “I dunno. People might be weirded out about before.”

“Hell no, you have to go, you won us the game,” Matt said. “If I’'m going with a
goddamn concussion, you're going.”

“Isit the same thing, though?’ | asked, and Lara choked back alaugh.

“But what if...” Will trailed off.

“You’'ve got uswith you,” Darnell said.

“Yeah. Likethey’'d even try that shit,” Matt added.

“Besides,” Larajumped in, grinning over at Juliette as she did. “Even if they did. We
can scream louder.”

“S0, when are you telling Will?” Mom asked. She sat in the living room, clutching a
steaming cup of black coffee, along with Uncle Roy and Dad, both of whom had
beersin front of them instead of coffee. | was running in and out of the living room,
packing my car with blankets, folding chairs, and a cooler filled with soda. | didn't
know if everyone wanted Coke, or Diet Coke, or root beer, or Dr Pepper, or
Mountain Dew, so screw it, | wastaking all of it.

“Tonight. | told you it was tonight.” | grunted under the weight of the cooler as |
shuffled it through the propped-open front door to load into my trunk. | kicked
something unidentified, and | peeked around. A marble. “Crista, | told you to pick up
your marbles, people can slip on those things!”

“Oops! Sorry, sorry, sorry.”

“You should be,” | said under my breath, fighting a grin as she abandoned her iPad



and scooped up the stray marble. What kind of new-age kid played with marbles
these days, anyway? Wasn't that alittle vintage?

Not that | was going to hold it too hard against her. It was only pretty recently that
she' d started poking her head out of her turtle shell again. A laughing, noisy Crista,
tormenting Dylan and running around the house experimenting with new toy setups
was far preferable to the quiet, nonchalant kid she’d turned into after Aunt Linda
passed away. It wasn't that she didn't miss her mom anymore, of course. She still
brought her up. All the time,in fact. It was just that she’ d adjusted to the idea that life
would keep on going without her mom, and she'd finally decided to catch back up
with it.

“1 know it’ s tonight, butwhentonight?’

| blew my bangs out of my face and shrugged. Honestly, did it matter when? “I don’t
know. I'll wing it.”

“Don't do it in front of everyone,” Mom said.

“Uh... why?’

“Because. He should get the chance to react in private before everyone else jumpsin,
okay?’

Dad tapped the neck of his beer against his chin. “Clearly, your mother has never
forgiven me for proposing in front of a crowd of strangers,” he said.

“Well, al I’'m saying is you' reverylucky | was going to say yes, anyway,” Mom shot
back.

“Good thing I’'m not proposing,” | said. “All right. I’ve got to go, so—"



“Ollie, can | play your guitar while you're gone?’ Crista asked.
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“I'll supervise,” Uncle Roy promised. “Only verygentleguitar playing tonight, all
right, Crista? We aren’t in arock band. If Ollie comes back to find another scratch on
that thing he might lock you up and throw away the key.”

He pulled Cristainto his lap and tickled her while she shrieked with laughter.

“Fine.” | smiled. “ Supervised rocking out only. Deal. But if it’s scratched, you' Il have
to take her place in the dungeons.”

“Duly noted.”

With that, | sprinted to my car, and practically broke the time and space barrier on the
way to Will’s. Why was it that | managed to be late foreverything?

“What took you so long?’ Will asked as he climbed into the passenger seat.

“Hey, count yourself lucky I'm here at all. Napier is a hell of along way to go for a
drive-in movie.”

“It' sworth it, | promise. Where are the others?’
“They all went in Matt’s car in the end. | totally missed out on the road trip.”

“Those motherfuckers.” Will grinned.



“But it kind of works out, because | have to talk to you about something,” | said. | put
the car into Park and flipped around in my seat. Momdidsay to do thisin private. And
this was the only moment of privacy we' d be getting, so.

Will looked wary. “Oh no, what?’

There was no point dragging it out. “I got into the University of Southern California.”

“Oh,” Will said. He cleared his throat and gave me a forced-looking smile. “Wow,
Ollie, amazing. That'sredly great. When did you find out?’

“A couple of weeks ago.”

He drew his brows together. “What, and you just kept it a secret this whole time?’

“Well, | wanted to wait and see, first.”

“For what?”’

“If 1 got into NC State.”

He waited, shrugging to tell me to go on.

“And | did,” | finished.

“... And which one are you going to pick?’

“What would happen if | picked USC?’

He swallowed, looking hurt. He'd gotten into the nursing program at the University
of North Carolina not long ago. An amazing school, but it couldn’t have been any



farther away from California. “Well, we'll figure it out. It's far away, but it's not
impossible. We can keep an eye outfor cheap flights and do weekend visits whenever
we can. I'll come up and stay for breaks, if you're happy to let me crash with
you—obviously, you can stay at mine whenever you want, but LA is more exciting
than Chapel Hill, so—"

“So you wouldn’t want to break up?’ | asked.

“What?No.” Will’s eyes went wide, and he reeled back alittle. “Do you?”’

“No, not at all. Plus, it wouldn’t be necessary, because I'm going to NC State.”

“What?Wait, seriously? Y ou’ re not joking?’

“Not joking. | just wanted to make sure that was still what you wanted.”
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“Areyou trying to kill me? Y ou’ re so ridiculous, why wouldn’t | want that?’

| shrugged like | didn’t know, but | did. Because after a year of everything being
uprooted again, and again, and again, | was constantly bracing myself for something
elseto fall apart so | could somehow preempt it.

But Will didn’t fall apart, or reject me. Instead, he grabbed both of my hands and
grinned so wide he could’'ve auditioned to be a suitcase model onDea or No
Dedl.” So, we're going to be, like, a thirty-minute drive from each other next year?’

| nodded, and he threw his arms around me and hugged me so tightly he nearly
squeezed my lungs out of my mouth.

“Thank God,” he whispered.

Picking NC State hadn’t exactly been a no-brainer—I still missed California, and the
people, and the culture. Not to mention the weather. But | couldn’t deny that the day
I’d gotten my offer letter for NC, 1'd felt like a set of fifty-ton weights I'd been
lugging around since | got the USC offer had been lifted. Partly because of Will, for
sure.But not just for Will. My parents had decided to stay here for at least another
year to keep an eye on Roy and the kids, for a start. And even though | missed Ryan
and Hayley, they weren't really mygroupanymore. They didn’t know what | did with
my days, and | knew barely anything about theirs. We'd kind of grown apart. And
maybe that was okay.

Sayid, Emerson, and Izzy had been offered places at Duke, NC State, and UNC.
Juliette and Larawere both going to NC State. And for all I'd sulked and cried when |



found out | was moving here, North Carolina had grown on me.

My friends had grown on me.

Living near my cousins, uncle, and parents suddenly seemed more important than
living near the beach. Aunt Linda might be gone, but I still had everyone else. And
I’d cometo realize | wasn't guaranteed a lifetime with any of them.

Funny how much seven months could change.

As soon as we pulled into the parking spot next to Matt’s car, Will launched himself
out and ran over to the others.” Ollie’ s going to NC State!” he shouted, so loudly that a
few families looked over at us from the hoods of their cars.

“Hey, that was supposed to be my news.” | grinned as the girls let out a chorus of
squeals and screams. Even Matt and Darnell cheered, as Niamh threw her arms
around Darnell in celebration, rocking him from side to side.

Will dug through the trunk of my car and started pulling out the collapsible chairs
we' d shoved in there. “Nah. It's my news, too.”

Niamh let go of Darnell as Will joined the guys, then she came over to dig around in
the trunk of Matt’s car. She was dressed in her usual workout gear, and had herhair
pulled away from her face by a fabric headband, presumably left over from an
afternoon gym session. “So,” she said, passing me some blankets. “1 have something
to say aswell.”

“You do?

“Yup. | got cast in amascaraad in New York. I'm going up to do a photoshoot for it
over aweekend, soon.”



| gaped. “Oh, my God, Niamh, that’s amazing. Congratul ations.”

“Thank you.” She wrapped her blanket around her shoulders and pulled it tight. “I put
it down to the photos | took a few weeks back. It's amazing how much having
someenergyagain improved my pictures.”

“Freaking awesome. What does Darnell think?’

She glanced over at him. He was sprawled in his own chair, chatting easily with Matt
and Lara, who were set up on the ground on a beanbag chair Matt had insisted on
bringing along. I’d argued it'd get covered in mud and grass, but apparently it'd been
a lifelong dream of Maitt’s to watch a drive-in movie from a beanbag chair, so who
was | to crush it? “Darnell’s supportive. He still doesn’t want to move there, but he
said he's happy to try long distance while we figure it out. So, | guess we'll see.”
Niamh gave a happy giggle, then wandered back over to join Darnell.

Who knew if they’d manage to make it work? But that wasn’t the point, was it? We
had no way of knowing what the future held. People changed their minds, people
passed away, people moved unexpectedly. The only thing we could ever really do
was play it by ear. And if this was what Darnell and Niamh wanted right now, then |
was totally on their team.

Back by my car, Will focused on trying to push our chairs closer together while |
stood by with our blankets.

“Wait, are you two together?’ asked an unfamiliar voice.

| thought the question was being directed at me, and | instinctively took a step closer
to Will while | looked up. But the speaker was a blond guy | didn’'t recognize,
standing in front of Lara and Matt, who were technically sitting in the beanbag chair
together, but realy enough of Lara's legs were over Matt's that you could say she



was usinghimfor a chair.

“Yeah, we are,” Matt said. “Couple weeks.”

“1 thought you were into girls now?’ the guy asked Lara. He wasn't giving her a hard
time, exactly; he looked genuinely confused.

“I'm bi,” Lara said, before elegantly giving him both a sweet smile and the finger.
“Not that it’s any of your business, isit, Xavier?’

Matt shrugged, beaming. “Y ou heard the lady. Move along.”
The guy looked between Lara and Matt, and then his gaze trailed over the rest of the
group, who were all watching him pointedly. He rolled his eyes. “1 was just asking,

chill. No need to be so sensitive.”

“Good-bye, Xavier,” Larasaid firmly, and this time he walked off.
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“Go Lara,” | said under my breath, and Will and | shared a secret smile while he took
ablanket from me.

We tried a few different setups, but settled on loading both blankets on top of us,
holding hands under them. Then, as the movie started playing, Will shifted and put
his arm around my shoulders.

It was, | realized, the first time we' d sat like thisin public since the lake.

So maybe | owed Disney an apology.

Maybe our Happily Ever After hadn’t worked on thefirst shot. And maybe Happily
Ever Aftersweren't asingular event. Maybe they were something you had to work at,
and build, and never give up on, aslong as they were something you still wanted.
And, maybe they weren't perfect. It wasn't like having Will right here and right now
somehow erased al of the terrible things that had happened this year. And it didn’t
prevent terrible things from happening in the future. Sometimes in life, terrible things
happened. And sometimes really, really amazing things happened. And sometimes,
those things all kind of happened at once.

But screw tomorrow.

Even if no one could promise that everything would work out perfectly, right here
and now, in this exact moment, it was perfect.

And right here and now was the only thing that ever mattered anyway.



