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One

I really hate having to pretend I’m not in love with my best friend’s boyfriend, but here I am, trapped in a car with Kalani and Emmett, pretending I don’t care that they’re making kissy faces at each other. It wouldn’t be so bad if I weren’t driving, or if Kalani were riding shotgun, but no, they’re both in the back practically on top of each other while I drive them around like an unpaid chauffeur instead of their friend.

We could’ve all fit in one car, but Emi’s father just bought her a two-seater Corvette, so she’s driving with her girlfriend, Daphne, for the almost hour-long drive to wherever we’re going. That leaves me stuck here, following behind her bright-yellow convertible, mentally cursing Emi for coming up with this surprise Friday night plan that’s left me a perfectly unobstructed view of Kalani and Emmett’s sickening cuteness in my rearview mirror.

Kalani snuggles her face into Emmett’s neck as she laughs at something he said, and my teeth grind together. I love Kalani—she’s been my best friend for almost ten years, ever since she moved here from Hawaii in the second grade—and for that reason I try not to be bitter, try not to imagine my face snuggling into Emmett’s neck, try not to imagine my laughter responding to stupid inside jokes.

I must make a face visible in the rearview mirror that says I’m going to puke because Emmett clears his throat and turns the full power of his magnetic gaze toward me. It burns right through to my soul.

“Carina, I saw your latest project in the art room. It’s coming along great.”

He noticed my work? Don’t blush, don’t blush. I focus on the trees blurring past us on the open back road.

“You think so? Thanks. Clay isn’t really my favorite medium, but that’s the assignment.”

“No, it’s great! You really captured the emotions on the model’s face,” he says.

My name wasn’t on the piece, and it was on the counter with everyone else’s. That means he must’ve asked which one was mine. Oh my God.

My crush on Emmett started in the ninth grade when I was carrying a bunch of art supplies to class. I dropped everything, and paint splattered all over my shirt. I was petrified and doing a poor job of holding back tears when Emmett showed up, practically surrounded by glowing white lights and a church hymn, as if an angel itself had materialized in front of me. Not only did he help me to my feet, scold the people around us for gawking and laughing, and help me pick up all the materials, but he also gave me his sweater. Like right off his back. That’s Emmett for you: he’s just so good. He doesn’t have a mean bone in his body.

As if that wasn’t enough to make me fall in love, I discovered shortly after that he was into art too, and we became fast friends. I’m still as smitten as I was the first time I met him, and it’s been more than three years. It doesn’t help that he’s gorgeous with his curly chestnut hair and eyes so blue I could swim in them. Eyes that are currently trained on me, waiting patiently for me to respond.

I’m spared having to think up a coherent response when Kalani shoves her phone screen toward Emmett.

“Guys, it’s couples’ night at Murphey’s tomorrow! Free appetizers for couples and trivia night! We have to go—ohhhh.” She trails off as she notices me in the driver’s seat, a neon sign pointing at me declaring I’m Single! “Never mind,” she huffs. “Guess we can’t bring a single person.”

“Don’t say that!” Emmett reprimands as I shrink into my seat. “I’m sure they’ll make an exception. You can be on our team, Carina.”

“No, it’s okay, you guys have fun,” I tell them, trying not to think about how Saturday night used to be our night. Mine, Emi’s, and Kalani’s. We also did stuff together all the time during the week, but Saturday night was the dedicated girls’ night.

Things mostly stayed the same when Kalani and Emmett started dating at the beginning of this year; we would still hang out just us girls and laugh and gossip and stuff our faces. Emmett tagged along every once in a while, which was super awkward for me due to the whole I’m-in-love-with-him thing, but it was easier for me to ignore since it wasn’t often, and I always had Emi. But ever since Emi and Daphne became official about a month ago, our girls’ nights have always included their partners, and now my single status is even more blatantly obvious, something that Kalani just loves pointing out.

“Come on, Carina, we need you!” Emmett says earnestly, and I internally scream at my heart not to get the wrong idea, at my pulse to slow the heck down, because he doesn’t mean it like that.

When Emmett and Kalani started dating nine months ago, it devastated me. I was never discreet about my crush on him around my friends, so when my best friend came over and gushed about how amazing her date with Emmett was—a date she hadn’t even bothered telling me and Emi about—I was stunned. But Kalani’s always been the type to go on a few dates with someone and get bored, so I said nothing, figuring she’d tire of him on her own and I wouldn’t look like a jealous friend. Clearly, that didn’t work, so now I have to silently wallow in my misery, repeating I don’t like him, I don’t like him in my head while my heart laughs and says, Yeah, right!

In the beginning, I compared myself to Kalani all the time. She has long, flowing dark hair, and mine is boring brown with some added lowlights to spruce it up. Her eyes are dark and sultry and bottomless, and mine are plain hazel. She’s Samoan, tan, curvy, and gorgeous, while even with the help of my Italian genes, I can go a few rounds with a self-tanner and still look pasty. I used to wish I looked more like her so Emmett would finally see me the way I wanted him to, but then I realized that made me a terrible person.

I don’t want to steal him from Kalani, and I truly wish them the best and hope they’re happy, but it stings when we’re all together because my breath still quickens and my pulse still races whenever I see him—I can’t help it, it’s my body’s natural response. I try to ignore it. I try not to think about how I wish it were me instead of Kalani: me he stares at when I’m not looking, me he wraps his arm around. But it’s not, and I tell myself that’s okay, I’m happy for them.

“I don’t always have to tag along with the four of you,” I say, even though my stomach twists at the thought of them all hanging out while I’m home alone, wondering if they’re having fun.

“We can find something else to do tomorrow night,” Emmett suggests, sending me an encouraging smile in the mirror while Kalani pouts.

He’s always so thoughtful, so considerate of other people’s feelings. I shake my head to clear it. I need to stop going off on Emmett tangents!

“Why don’t you find someone to bring along, Carina?” Kalani suggests as she places her hand on Emmett’s arm. Lovingly. Possessively. “It would be a fun date!”

“I don’t think—”

“Hey, my friend Wyatt has asked me about you before.” Emmett sits up straighter. “I can set you two up.”

I have no idea who Wyatt is and have zero interest in dating him. No one has ever made me feel the way Emmett does, and it wouldn’t be fair to someone else to pretend to like them in hopes it might work out.

“No thanks, Emmett. I’ve told you guys before, I’m happy being single.” And I am, really. The only guy who would make me happier is Emmett, and obviously he’s off-limits, so I’m perfectly content the way I am.

Kalani leans forward. “You know, prom is coming up in just over a month.”

“Yes, I’m aware.” It’s a fact that both scares and depresses me since we graduate next month too, and then we’ll all go our separate ways to college. I’m losing precious time with my best friends, and who knows what will happen once school starts?

She stares at my profile. “You can’t come by yourself and awkwardly fifth wheel us and Emi and Daphne.”

“What?” Awkwardly fifth wheel them? Is that what I do? Is that what I am?

Whatever she’s going to say is cut off as Emi slams on her brakes and I do the same, barely avoiding rear-ending her.

“Sorry,” I toss over my shoulder as they get choked by the automatic locking seat belts.

“I thought Emi knew where she was going,” Kalani grumbles, adjusting her seat belt so it fits comfortably again.

Emi turns to her immediate left, not bothering to signal, and starts down a tiny gravel road at a speed I guarantee will leave chips in the Corvette’s paint. I follow at a more reasonable pace, concerned about preserving the paint on my Mercedes. It’s used and not the newest model, but it’s still gorgeous and mine. I’ve been working every summer since I was thirteen—and now all year round—and since my parents volunteered to pay for half of whatever car I chose, I went big.

The road, if it can even be called that, is barely big enough to fit one vehicle, and tree branches slap at my car as we drive through. Every scrape makes me wince. As we drive further and further away from the already deserted main road and into what looks like a forest in the middle of nowhere, I seriously question why we let Emi convince us to go along with her surprise plan for the night. If it weren’t so bright outside, this could be the start of a slasher movie where the stupid teens travel to the middle of nowhere and get murdered. Actually, the cheery atmosphere probably wouldn’t stop a murderer. Plus, sunset isn’t too far away, maybe an hour or two.

“Mr. Nakayama is going to kill Emi.” Kalani smirks as Emi’s car fishtails before righting itself and continuing down the twisting path.

“Her dad can’t kill her if she does it first!” Emmett exclaims, ignoring Kalani’s lack of concern. “Can you call Daphne and tell her to yell at Emi to drive more responsibly?”

Kalani sighs, but before she can unlock her phone, Emi swings into a clearing and parks near some other cars. I pull in beside her and shut off the Mercedes, surveying the ten other cars scattered around the makeshift lot. Considering it’s a “secret spot,” there sure are a lot of other people here.

“How did Emi hear about this place again?” I ask as I step out of the car, my stiletto heels unstable on the muddy ground. “And why did she tell me to dress like this?”

In my tight red minidress and strappy stiletto heels, I’m entirely out of place; it looks like we’re about to hike, not attend one of Emi’s dad’s prestigious parties. I could never outrun a serial killer like this. I eye Kalani’s looser purple designer dress and sandals, and yeah, out of the two of us, I’d definitely be the chick that dies first.

Holding onto my open car door for support on the uneven ground, I survey the surrounding area. There’s a warm breeze blowing where we stand surrounded by greenery, making the entire area smell fresh and calming. There’s a distinct sound of water rushing somewhere in the distance, though I didn’t realize we were near the water. Kalani and Emmett look around from the other side of the car. Emi and Daphne still haven’t emerged from the Corvette.

“Hey, Princess!” calls a deep voice from behind me.

When I turn, my breath hitches as I make eye contact with a boy—no, a man. I don’t know, but he looks to be around my age and, Emmett aside, is the most gorgeous guy I’ve ever seen. From the way he’s leaning against the side of a gray car, muscled arms crossed against his chest and a smirk on his face, it’s clear he knows that. He’s shirtless, leaving his broad shoulders, tall, toned body, and smooth brown skin on display—and what a display it is.

“Are you lost?” he continues, his voice laced with amusement rather than concern. He pushes off the car and rakes his eyes down my frame, slowly, leisurely, making me shiver and fold my arms across my chest self-consciously.

“I don’t know. Maybe. Probably,” I confess, glaring at the Corvette, from which Emi has yet to emerge.

He chuckles, and so do the two other guys standing with him, but it sounds mocking. The guy’s eyebrow rises as his gaze jumps from me to my Mercedes and back to me in my skimpy little outfit. He shakes his head as if he’s found me lacking, and my jaw clenches.

“You’re clearly in the wrong place, Princess,” he states with finality, giving me one last once-over before turning with his friends and heading off through the forest.

I scoff at the dismissal in his tone, watching as they disappear through the foliage, and only then do I realize they’re all in swim shorts. His were pink, and he rocked them.

“Yeah, well, you’re in the wrong place!” I call after him, groaning at my stupid comeback.

Kalani snorts. “Smooth.”

“Whatever,” I grumble as Emi finally gets out of her car.

When we met up to drive here, no one got out of their cars, so this is the first time I’m seeing her, and she and Daphne are dressed nothing like the rest of us. Emi is wearing her leather jacket, like usual, but underneath it is a triangle bikini top and ripped jean shorts. Daphne is in a flowy white dress with a pink one-piece swimsuit visible underneath.

“What the hell are you guys wearing?” Emi asks us, and we all glare at her.

“You told us to dress like this!” Kalani exclaims. “I asked you if I should wear my purple dress and you said yeah! You should’ve just told us where we were going instead of keeping it a surprise.”

“No,” Emi says, “I swear I told you to wear your purple bikini.”

The tension in the air thickens like it has since the beginning of this year whenever Kalani and Emi are in the same vicinity. Kalani pulls out her phone. “In the group chat, you said, and I quote, ‘Daphne’s friends invited us to a secret spot where only the hottest, coolest people go. I’m hijacking our Friday night, but it’s a surprise.’ And when Carina asked you if she should wear her red dress, you said, ‘Yeah, red looks hot on you. Kalani, wear purple.’” Kalani gestures at the two of us. “And here we are.”

“Well, I must’ve misread the text,” Emi says, her shoulders tensing. “Sorry for wanting to keep it a surprise.”

“You’re always so careless,” Kalani starts, and I can tell both girls are gearing up for a fight, so I step between them.

“It’s fine. Really.” I turn to Emi. “It was an innocent mistake, it’s okay. I’m sure we’ll still have fun. Right, Kalani?”

She crosses her arms over her chest and glares at a tree behind me.

“I should’ve just told you guys what we were doing, but Emi was so excited and wanted it to be a surprise,” Daphne says in her soft voice.

Daphne is almost completely the opposite of Emi, looks-wise and even personality-wise. Daphne’s super pale and embraces her freckles and her red hair, preferring to let it fall to her waist in its natural waves. She’s sweet and innocent, whereas Emi rocks the punk vibe with her leather jacket and nose ring. Emi wears her dark hair shaved close to her head except on the top, where she’s left it longer to flip over to the side; she dyes it a different color every couple months. This month’s color is purple, and it suits her perfectly.

“It’s all right, Daphne,” Emmett says, his eyes kind as he smiles at her. “Why don’t we go see what we’re doing?”

Grabbing a jacket for when the sun goes down, I close my car door and walk a few steps toward Emi, but my useless stilettos make my legs buckle like a baby deer trying to take its first steps. Kalani laughs, and I don’t even bother to shoot her a glare. With a huff, I hastily undo the straps of my shoes, take them off, and chuck them into the trunk of my car. Better to walk barefoot than twist my ankle.

Emi slips her arm through mine and starts leading us deeper into the trees, following the same path the snooty guys took. Daphne’s on her other side, and Emmett and Kalani follow us.

“That guy was totally eye-fucking you,” Emi states, leaning in conspiratorially.

For a split second, I think she’s talking about Emmett, and then I realize she meant the arrogant hot guy. I shove her with our linked arms, surprised she noticed him at all since she took her sweet time getting out of the car. “Pink swim shorts? He was not.”

“He totally was.” She waggles her eyebrows. “You should ask him to come to couples’ night at Murphey’s tomorrow. Kalani sent their Instagram ad in the group chat a few minutes ago.”

A shiver runs down my spine as that guy’s face pops up in my mind. He was hot, hotter than hot in that bad boy way, but a complete asshole. I don’t even know him, but from that very brief interaction I know that I can’t stand him, and asking him on a date is the absolute last thing I want to do.

“That guy was a jerk,” I say. “And the way he called me ‘Princess’ all condescendingly? Rude.”

Emi laughs. “Don’t be so dramatic. That’s my thing.”

“I’m not being dramatic! He obviously didn’t want us here.”

“You know what your problem is, Carina?” Kalani says from behind us. “You never put yourself out there. I say give the guy a chance. We’re gonna see him again in like two minutes or whenever this trail ends. From the way he was looking at you, it’s clear he totally liked what he saw. He was undressing you with his eyes. Right, Emmett?”

Emmett nods along encouragingly, which only makes me more defensive.

“You guys are delusional. He was looking at me with hate, not lust or interest or whatever you guys think it was. Plus, why are we talking about it like it’s a thing? If we see him again, I’m ignoring him.” Even if he is annoyingly handsome and tall and has abs. That’s beside the point.

“There’s a fine line between hate and love,” Emi singsongs, pushing a tree branch out of Daphne’s way, and the view makes me forget to reply. Because we’re standing on a cliff.

“Whoa,” Emmett says as we reach the end of the path.

Whoa is right. I was so busy talking that I didn’t realize we were walking slightly uphill, although we must’ve driven up most of the incline.

The line of trees stops where we emerge, and the rest is open ground until it suddenly ends. I’m standing too far from the edge to get an accurate view of how far up we are, but the blue water that I can see from here looks calm. It’s not an ocean—we don’t have one of those in Ontario—but rather a decent-sized swimming hole surrounded by tall cliffs. On the opposite side of the pool from where we are, there’s a small waterfall that even I must admit is pretty. The breeze is colder here, even if it is an incredibly warm May evening, but it still brings a fresh, calming scent.

The guy from earlier is here with his friends, as well as a bunch of other people, all in swim gear, which is odd because we’re nowhere near the water. People send Kalani, Emmett, and me weird looks, but no one says anything like Pink Shorts did.

“Hey, Ralph!” Emi unlinks her arm from mine and leads us toward a tall White guy wearing an ugly unbuttoned shirt decorated with random shapes and patterns that desecrate everything I understand about color theory and harmony.

“Hey, Emi! Daphne!” he greets with a bright smile. “Glad you made it!” His eyes rake over me, Emmett, and Kalani before resting on me. There’s a gleam in his eye, and his voice seems to deepen. “Hi there. That’s a bold outfit choice for cliff jumping.”

“Cliff jumping?!” Kalani and I exclaim at the same time.

As if in answer, we hear a yell and, a few moments later, an answering splash. The people standing on top of the cliff cheer as they look down at whoever just jumped. A girl backs up a few feet before running and catapulting herself off the edge. My heart stops until I hear a splash and her calling up that she made it.

Cliff jumping? This is what I’m supposed to be doing today?

“You look a little pale, Princess,” says a deep voice I’ve already come to recognize. Pink Shorts. I force myself not to notice his muscled chest, or his abs, or his arms as he reaches into a cooler and pulls out a beer.

Drinking and cliff jumping? That doesn’t seem responsible at all!

“Should you be drinking that if you’re about to plummet to your death?” I ask, mentally cursing myself for breaking my promise to ignore him.

The corner of his lip tilts up, but instead of answering me, he turns to Ralph. “Did you really invite Oakwoods kids?” He says the name of my private school like it’s a curse. “Now it’s only a matter of time before they all invade and ruin it for the rest of us like they always do.”

“Relax, man,” Ralph answers in that breezy way of his. “Daphne vouched for them. They’re cool.”

Pink Shorts scoffs in disbelief, and I choose to pretend I didn’t hear the snarky comment about my school.

“How far up are we?” I can’t stop myself from asking. I might not like him, but I might as well satisfy my curiosity while I’m not ignoring him.

Creeping closer to the edge of the cliff, I peer down. The drop seems bottomless, and the longer I look, the further and further up I feel, as if the cliff is moving and stretching toward the clouds. I scoot away from the edge immediately.

Pink Shorts pops open the tab on his beer. “Only about sixty feet, give or take.”

Only sixty feet? I’m dizzy. Emmett appears beside me and places a steadying hand on my shoulder. “You all right, Carina?”

Pink Shorts looks between me and Emmett. He shakes his head, though there’s a smirk plastered on his face. “Knew it.” He turns his back on us and joins his friends, hands one of them his beer, then runs to the edge of the cliff and throws himself off it.

Before I can help myself, I’m at the edge to witness his drop, and he falls more gracefully than anyone has any business doing. He performs two flips before splashing into the water. Holding my breath, I count four whole painfully long Mississippis before his head emerges, and everyone cheers.

Rushing away from the edge as fast as my numb legs can take me, I rejoin my friends. Someone else yells out, “I can top that!” but I force myself not to watch them jump off.

“Do you not like heights, Carina?” Daphne asks gently, not at all condescendingly like Pink Shorts.

“Me? No, no. I’m fine. Totally fine.” Lies. I’m not totally fine. I want to hug a tree in case the wind throws me off-balance and I plummet to my death.

“You know how Carina gets with heights, Emi,” Kalani reprimands. “And you didn’t tell me to bring my swimsuit! You know I can’t swim, but I could’ve at least tanned before the sun disappears.”

“Shit, I’m sorry, Carina. I totally forgot,” Emi says, her shoulders slumping.

“It’s okay, really!” I rush out. They’re already including me in nights out, so I don’t complain about the activities they’ve picked. All I want to do is hang out with my friends and get in as much quality time with them as I can, especially before we head off in opposite directions. “You guys go . . . jump . . . or whatever.” I can barely even say the word. “I’ll hang here.”

I see a log nearby, and it doesn’t seem dirty or anything, so I lay my jacket down and sit, setting my purse beside me. Ralph grabs a beer from his cooler and offers it to me, but I shake my head. “Driving, but thanks anyway.”

He shrugs and removes his hideous shirt, handing it to me for some reason. I drop it on the log beside me.

“Let’s go then!” he calls over to his other friends. “Emi, Daph, ready?”

“Hell yes!” Emi chucks off her leather jacket and jean shorts, tossing them to the ground. I wonder what she did with her car keys? Daphne removes her white dress but is more meticulous than Emi, folding it tidily and setting it on top of her purse and shoes.

“I’ll stay with Carina,” Emmett says, sitting down beside me on the log, and my stomach tightens. If I look at him, they’ll all see the adoration in my eyes, so I stare at Ralph’s ugly shirt, trying to find a discernable pattern. “That doesn’t look safe, anyway. Are there rocks under the water?”

Ralph shrugs, unbothered, and Kalani huffs. “Pass me a beer.”

She sits beside Emmett on the other side as Ralph hands her a beer and then introduces Emi to some of his friends. The whole time, others have been jumping, but I’ve forced myself not to pay attention, not to count the seconds between the yells and the splashes, not to listen to them cheering when they emerge from the water. I’ve been failing.

A few people who’ve jumped have come back to the top following some path, plopping down to drink, and I can’t help the nagging voice in my head saying you shouldn’t drink and swim. My leg hasn’t stopped bouncing, and my skin feels itchy. Some people engage Kalani and Emmett in conversation, but I’m too busy staring at Emi and Daphne.

They hold hands, and before I can even blink, they run and launch themselves off the cliff. My heart stops. Scrambling to the ledge, I land on my hands and knees and peer down just in time to watch them splash into the water. I hold my breath the entire time, frantically scanning the surface. It’s been five torturous Mississippis and still no sign. Where are they? At seven Mississippis, Daphne’s head emerges, followed shortly by Emi a few feet away. She spits out water, and I finally exhale.

“That was awesome! Carina! Come on! Just do it!” Emi calls up to me, and now that my fear of my BFF dying isn’t occupying my mind, my fear of heights comes back tenfold. I’m on my hands and knees with the top half of my body suspended over nothing. My vision blurs, and my arms turn to jelly. This is it. This is how I’m going to die: fainting over the side of a cliff. The world spins, and before my arms give out, large hands grab me by the waist and haul me up and away from the edge.

Emmett. My hero, as always. Leaning against him while I wait for the dizziness to pass, I register that Emmett feels more toned than he looks, that his body against mine feels better than I could’ve imagined. With my back pressed against his front, his hands still on my waist holding me steady, I’m in heaven, but I’m also a terrible friend. Now that my legs don’t feel like overcooked spaghetti and I can stand on my own, I move off him before I get any ideas and turn around to thank him for quite literally saving my life.

I freeze. It’s not Emmett. It’s Pink Shorts, and he’s looking at me with an annoyed frown. I step away from him, surprised at how much I enjoyed his touch.

“You obviously don’t want to be here and hate heights, but you keep looking over the edge,” he states, his eyebrows furrowing.

Does he know I waited for him to break the water’s surface too? I say nothing, instead just staring up at him. His eyes are dark, and his hair is shaved close to his scalp. He’s got a nice jawline, nicer than Emmett’s even, but I shove that thought down.

“Thank you?” he says, but it comes out like a question.

Oh shit, did I say that out loud? No, I’m sure I didn’t. “For what?”

He takes a deep breath as if asking a higher power for patience. “I meant you should say thank you. You know, since I just stopped you from plummeting into the water after hitting your head on every rock on the way down.”

I’m struck silent as the horrible truth sinks in. He’s right.

My silence only makes him angrier. He shakes his head. “God, the second I spotted you, I knew you didn’t belong here.”

His words are a punch to the stomach. Of course I don’t belong here. I’m crashing my friends’ date night, and they’re only keeping me around because they feel bad not inviting me. I really am pathetic. A bigger person would tell them to enjoy their date night, but if I keep saying no, they’ll stop inviting me.

Tears well in my eyes, but I blink them away before he notices. I won’t let him think he made me cry. He didn’t make me cry; my own pathetic self did. But he does make me angry. Everything about him does. From his stupidly tall height to his annoyingly broad shoulders to his deep voice, which I’ve only heard laced with irritation.

“No one asked you to grab me,” I huff, crossing my arms against my chest.

“You’d rather I let you fall?” he deadpans.

“If it meant I wouldn’t have to stand here and talk to you, then yes.”

There’s a hard set to his jaw, then he straightens up. “Fine,” he says, then he bends down and sweeps me off my feet. I land in his arms bridal style as he holds me against his chest.

“What are you doing?” I exclaim, squirming, but his grip on me only tightens. He walks toward the ledge.

“You’d rather go off the cliff than talk to me? Fine. Your wish is my command, Princess.”

Pure terror claws at my chest as his words sink in. He’s going to throw me off the cliff. Now I cling to him instead of pushing him away, my arms wrapping around his neck, clutching him as close to me as humanly possible.

“I don’t want to jump!” Even I can hear the fear in my voice, the shakiness of my words.

“Are you sure? You seemed so determined before.”

My shaking hands are gripping onto him for dear life as he stops at the top of the cliff. The wind whips at my hair.

“You don’t want to fall?” He’s going to throw me.

I don’t want to look down, but I have to. As soon as I do, my stomach drops, as does the distance to the water. It stretches further and further away from me, and my vision swims.

My throat is too tight to force any words out, so I shake my head.

“You’re telling me,” he continues, his deep voice calm, “that you actually didn’t want to fall before, and that it’s a good thing I pulled you back?”

“Yes! You’ve proved your point! Put me down!”

He takes a few steps backward, away from the edge of the cliff, and sets me down on my feet. I scramble all the way to the tree line on shaky legs and brace a hand against a sturdy tree trunk, letting my breath come back to me. I cannot believe he just did that.

He comes to a stop in front of me, and I realize that everyone is staring at us. Everyone. Kalani and Emmett march over to us, but I’m busy staring at Pink Shorts.

“See. Was that so hard to admit?” He lifts an eyebrow, and it hits me: he was never going to throw me off, and I just embarrassed myself in front of everyone.

“Rot in hell.” My voice shakes a little. I turn and stomp away before he can say another word. The dirt and small rocks on the trail sting my bare feet, but I don’t care. I don’t even know his name, but I know I hate him; I hate him like I’ve never hated anyone before. I can feel it in my chest, tightening and hardening like rage taking shape under my ribs.

“Carina!” Emmett and Kalani are right beside me. We’ve put enough distance between us and Pink Shorts that I can’t see anyone through the forest, so I stop walking.

“Are you all right?” Emmett asks, and now I’m doubly embarrassed because he witnessed me being all crazy.

My cheeks heat. “Yeah, that guy’s just a jerk. Do you mind if we go now, though?”

Kalani and Emmett glance at each other.

“Actually,” Emmett starts, “I’m kind of worried about Emi. She just left all her stuff at the top of a cliff, including her car keys, with a bunch of people she barely knows. And you know how she gets with alcohol around . . .” He trails off, leaving me to fill in the rest. Emi’s not the most responsible person we know, and I’ve had to cover for her more than once.

I should stay here with Emi, but can I really face all those people again? Can I really deal with Pink Shorts’ intimidating gaze for the rest of the night? I visibly deflate. “Yeah, you’re right. We should stay.”

“Hey, that guy we were talking to, Eric, lives about a block from me,” Emmett says with a sympathetic smile. “I’m sure he won’t mind if we catch a ride home. You go ahead.”

I was angry before, but Emmett’s charitable pity makes me bite my lip to stop myself from crying. He knows I don’t want to be here anymore, and he’s giving me an out. It makes me feel even more pathetic than I usually do.

“Yeah, sure,” I say, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Ask him if it’s okay and text me. I’ll wait if it’s not.” But it will be okay, because Emmett will make it okay; that’s the kind of guy he is.

“Want us to walk you to the car?” Kalani asks, handing me my purse. I’m grateful she grabbed it from where we were sitting, or I would’ve been forced to go back to get it, and that would’ve been mortifying.

Even from the middle of the trail, I can hear shouting and splashing. The sun is setting, and the air is colder.

“No, go back and talk to Eric. I’ll be fine.” And I want to be alone. I want to get home and cuddle with my dog, Kevin, who’s never pitied me or judged me or tried to throw me off a cliff.

“Are you sure?” Emmett frowns, but I’m already stepping backward toward my car.

“Yes, have fun! Text me.”

I make it back to my car in record time, just as my phone pings with a message from Kalani informing me that Eric agreed to drive them home. I don’t even bother putting my shoes back on—the bottoms of my feet are disgustingly dirty now anyway—and I pop my address in the GPS. The entire ride home, even though it’s the absolute last thing I want to do, I think about Pink Shorts, and all the insults I’ll hurl at him if I ever see him again.


Two

Saturday mornings in my house are always the best because that’s when my dad tries out new recipes. My house smells like freshly baked goods, and today, mouthwatering sugared strawberry lingers in the air.

“What are you making and why don’t I have a slice yet?” I ask Dad as I sit at the kitchen island.

He’s stirring something over the stove as he sends me an amused glance. Dad has hazel eyes, like me, but his are a smidge greener, and his hair is a deep brown. I get my lighter brown hair and height from Mom.

“It’s not ready yet,” he reprimands with a smile as he stirs. “Strawberries will be in season soon, so I’m trying to perfect our strawberry pie recipe before offering it at the bakery.”

My parents own one of the largest fresh bakery chains in the Greater Toronto Area. They started with a small store about ten minutes from where we live now, and the business has been expanding ever since. Dad is the genius behind the recipes, and Mom takes care of the corporate side of things. She’s the reason why they’re thriving and keep expanding; Dad’s content with simply hiding in the kitchen. They make a great team, and their hard work pays off. The bakeries are always busy, and the customers are going to multiply tenfold now that it’s spring and summer’s just around the corner.

“I’m sure it’s delicious,” I reassure him, trying to peek into the pot to see if it’s something I can sample.

“Don’t you have to get ready for work? Shoo!” He doesn’t like being bothered before the final product, throwing random stuff into the pot without measuring. I have no idea how the result is always so good when he makes it up as he goes along.

“Yes,” I say begrudgingly, crossing into the family room. “But there better be a slice with my name on it when I get back!”

He laughs, but I know he’ll save me a slice even if he decides he doesn’t like the recipe. In the family room, Mom sits on the couch, her laptop on the coffee table in front of her. Kevin is curled up beside her, sleeping the morning away.

“Hey, honey. How was last night? I didn’t hear you get in,” she says, pushing her glasses up her nose.

I plop down beside her on the leather couch, and Kevin ambles onto my lap. She’s only fifteen pounds, so her fluffy weight is comforting. The windows are open, letting in the fresh early morning breeze and making the couch slightly cooler than normal.

“All right, I guess.” I pet Kevin’s brown-and-white coat to avoid Mom’s gaze. It was not all right. It was terrible: I embarrassed myself in front of everyone, and I met a jerk whose name I don’t even know.

Mom lowers her laptop screen to focus on me. “What happened?”

I am not admitting to my mother that a hot jerk almost threw me off a cliff. “Nothing. It was a usual night out.”

She presses her lips together. “Just you, Emi, and Kalani?”

“And Emmett and Daphne.”

“Hmm.” She studies me. “They’ve been bringing their partners out an awful lot.”

Squirming under her glare, I study the ends of my hair. I hate when she goes all analytical on me. One comment makes me spill my guts even though there are some things you just shouldn’t tell your mother. “I’m just happy they’re still inviting me out on their couples’ nights.”

She grabs my hand to stop me from pulling on a split end, forcing me to look at her. “They’re your best friends. It’s not a chore for them to hang out with you.”

“I know. But ever since Daphne and Emmett started hanging out with us, I never get any quality time with Emi and Kalani. Kalani always brings up how I fifth wheel them, and I don’t want them to stop inviting me out . . .”

Mom frowns, so I add, “And it’s hard to hang around them all the time because of how in love I am with Emmett.”

Mom is the only person who knows how I still feel about Emmett. I was very vocal about it to her, Emi, and Kalani in grades nine, ten, and eleven. After Kalani and Emmett became official, I stopped talking about him to everyone, but Mom got it out of me with her weird, forced confessional glare superpowers.

“Have you told them how you feel? You’ve been best friends with Kalani for years, you should talk to her,” Mom says, and she’s not wrong. Maybe I should talk to her, but how can I realistically go about doing that?

“And say what, Mom? ‘Hey, stop bringing your partners around because I’m in love with your boyfriend and seeing him all the time is making it really hard to get over him. And I miss girl-time?’ That would make me sound dumb and petty.” Am I dumb and petty? Maybe. It would be worse if I actually said those words out loud to them.

She shakes her head, an amused smile pulling on her lips. “You don’t sound dumb and petty. You sound like you miss your friends.”

I do miss my friends, but it’s not like I don’t see them or anything. They’re just occupied with love, and I’m not. Well, technically I am, but it’s unrequited, and I’m trying to get over it before it ruins my friendship. “Yeah, yeah.” I dismiss her. “I gotta get to work.”

Mom opens her laptop screen again. “Yes, you do.”

Even though I work at my parents’ bakery, I don’t get any special treatment. “I’m going, I’m going.”

“Knock knock!” calls a voice. Kalani’s standing on the front porch, visible from where we’re sitting through the open windows. “Let me in!”

Kevin jumps off the couch and growls at Kalani when I open the door. “Hey! What are you doing here?”

Kalani eyes Kevin warily as she steps in. “Hi, Kevin, you grumpy girl.”

I lean down and pet Kevin, and she calmly sits beside me. Though she stops growling, she doesn’t stop glaring at Kalani.

“She’s not grumpy, she just doesn’t like people.”

“But I’ve known her since she was a puppy. She should like me.” She pouts, then she notices Mom on the couch. “Hey, Paola.” Kalani waves to Mom, and Mom greets her back. Kalani holds out a jacket. “You left this last night.”

My face heats up as I remember my haste to get out of there. “Oh, thanks.”

“No problem!” She smiles cheerily. She’s in an awfully good mood this morning. “I know you’re going to work, so I’ll get out of your hair. But don’t forget we’re doing trivia at Murphey’s tonight.”

Couples’ night? My grip on the jacket tightens. “But you didn’t want me to come? Remember? Fifth wheel?”

She waves me off, stepping back onto the porch. “Don’t be ridiculous. I have to drive Maleah to soccer practice this afternoon since my parents are . . . you know. Maybe I’ll stop by the bakery. Text you later. Bye, Paola!”

“Bye, Kalani!” Mom calls from the couch.

Clutching my jacket in my hands, I watch as she hops in her car and honks as she drives away. I was worried she was getting annoyed with me, but apparently that was unwarranted. Here I am wondering how to tell her I want a partner-free night, and she’s inviting me to a partner-specific date night. I can’t say something to her like Mom suggested or I’ll really look like a selfish jerk.

—

Ottavio’s Bakery was my dad’s dream. Named after him, the building I’m standing in opened twenty years ago, before I was even born. It’s been through renovations since then to keep the inside looking modern, but it’s his favorite bakery of all the Ottavio’s they’ve opened, purely for sentimental reasons. It’s not a large building, but it does the job with its high ceilings and light wood everywhere. There’s a counter for espressos and other kinds of coffees, a large baked goods section offering desserts that my dad created and perfected himself, and an ice cream counter with tubs of gelato made fresh in-house.

I’ve always been more interested in art than baking, so Dad’s given up trying to get me to work as a baker in the back. My job is at the front counter, taking and packing orders, cashing people out, clearing the tables, and whatever else needs to be done. There aren’t a lot of tables inside, only a dozen small ones, but outside there are eight large picnic tables, and those fill up really quickly in the warmer seasons. Now that it’s spring, we’ll always be busy, especially since soccer season is starting and we’re right across the street from the large park that hosts multiple teams’ practices and games.

As I munch on a cannoli and wipe the counter down, a voice says, “Stealing from your place of work? Wow, Princess, that doesn’t surprise me.”

Everything in my body freezes as dread inches up my spine. It’s Pink Shorts. Standing right in front of me with a righteous smirk. But he’s not in pink shorts today; he’s in jeans and a white T-shirt that does nothing to hide how hot his body is. I was so busy trying to stuff my face that I didn’t even notice him come in. He’s just as handsome and tall and broad-shouldered and annoying as he was last night.

I dust the powdered sugar from my mouth. “Are you stalking me?”

His eyebrows draw together. “No.”

“Are you sure? Because it seems like you’re stalking me.”

He leans on the counter, forcing me to take a step back. “Not everything is about you. I didn’t know you worked here. If I did, I would’ve saved myself the trip.”

His jawline really is sharp, too sharp. How old is he? He can’t be any older than I am since he goes to school with Daphne. The memory of his large hands on my waist floods my mind, as does the feeling of him lifting me in his arms. I can’t decide if I’m attracted to him or repulsed by him.

I glance away. “Well, you’re here now. What do you want?”

He straightens up. “That’s a great way to talk to a paying customer.”

I wish I could tell him off, but my manager, Wilma, is within earshot, so all I can do is grit my teeth and force a tight smile on my face. “Fine. How can I help you?”

His face lights up with amusement. “That’s more like it. I’ll have two scoops of chocolate ice cream in a cone.”

“That’s not very original,” I mutter to myself even though nothing is wrong with the choice of flavor other than the fact he chose it.

“So,” he says, leaning casually against the glass as I begin to fill his order. “Is red your favorite color?”

I pause scooping and tilt my head at him. “No, why? Because of my dress last night?”

“That. And your nail polish was red. And you had one of those little red decorative scarfs tied to your purse.” His smirk tells me I’m not going to like the rest of his answer even before he continues. “Also the matching panties.”

My mouth drops. “What?”

He looks like he’s trying to maintain a casual demeanor but is failing miserably; he’s way too smug. “When you were kneeling over the cliff last night in that tiny dress, we all got a show.”

My mind reels. Is he lying? I couldn’t have flashed my ass at everyone last night, but then again, how can he be so confident that my underwear was red?

“You’re lying,” I accuse, scooping the ice cream faster and walking over to the cash register. He follows me from the other side of the counter.

“Oh, don’t worry, I blocked everyone’s view before they noticed too much.” He bites back a laugh. He’s enjoying this. He enjoys getting under my skin. It may be his new favorite hobby. He leans in closer and lowers his voice. “But I liked the lace and the cut.”

“I—you—that’s not—” I sputter. He’s not lying. He really got a show last night, since my panties were red and lacy, and they didn’t cover much. I hate panty lines, and I like matching my underwear to my outfit.

“Are you sure red isn’t your favorite color? Because even your face is red now,” he teases, this time not bothering to hide how much he’s enjoying my embarrassment.

The indignation burns my face even hotter. The nerve of him!

Before I can think about it, I smash the ice-cream cone in my hand against his chest. He stares at me, unmoving, eyes wide. Holding on to the cone, I smush the chocolate ice cream around a bit, painting most of his white shirt an unflattering shade of brown.

My hands are a sticky mess, and it isn’t until I step back and view the scene that my actions truly hit me.

Holy shit. Holy shit! I cannot believe I just did that! Why did I do that?

The ice-cream cone slips from my hand and splats onto the counter in a crumbly, goopy mess.

He glances down at the mush on his shirt then back up at me, the shock on his face matching my own.

“Carina!” Wilma booms, running over with a speed she shouldn’t possess for a woman in her seventies. “I’m sorry,” she says to Pink Shorts, handing him a bunch of napkins. “Carina has never done that before. Please choose whatever you want to replace the ice cream, on the house.”

Pink Shorts takes the napkins but doesn’t bother wiping the mess off. He’s too busy studying me. I’m too busy staring at his shirt in horror.

I’ve encountered many horrible and rude customers during my time here, as most people who work in customer service have. I’ve been called names, yelled at, publicly humiliated, and talked down to, and one kid even puked on me. But never, never, have I done anything other than smile tightly and get through the shift without any type of confrontation on my end, even if the opportunity to mash an ice-cream cone on a rude customer’s head presented itself. I would never put myself out there like that or risk my job. So why, after a mere five-minute interaction with Pink Shorts, did I completely lose my cool?

“I just want the chocolate ice cream,” he says, still watching me. He doesn’t look mad. Instead, he looks intrigued, and maybe even a little amused.

“Of course,” Wilma says, directing her stare at me. “Carina, get him another ice cream.”

She doesn’t leave any room for argument, not that I offer any. I scurry away, my face flaming hot, keeping my head down so the front pieces of my hair that are too short for my ponytail help block my face.

Pink Shorts doesn’t say anything, but I can feel the force of his gaze on me. I wash the mess off my hands before scooping the ice cream silently as Wilma continues to apologize and promise that I don’t make it a habit to throw food on customers. I really don’t, but apparently there’s something about Pink Shorts that can easily rile me up, and I still don’t even know his name.

“Here you go.” I hand it to him, refusing to let my eyes dip to the mess I created. When he takes it, I make sure our hands have minimal contact. The thought of his skin on mine sends shivers down my spine. I tell myself it’s because I’m repulsed by him.

“Thanks,” he says, still eyeing me like I’m a puzzle he can’t wait to solve. “See you around, Princess.”

“God, I hope not,” I say before I can stop myself as he leaves.

He pauses at the door just as Kalani walks in, sends me a wink, then disappears outside, hopefully out of my life for good.


Three

It’s Emi who ends up convincing me to come to couples’ night at Murphey’s. She called the restaurant, and they said it was fine if I teamed up with her and her girlfriend, but we’d forfeit our right to win their grand prize of a $100 voucher, which Emi and Daphne insisted they didn’t care about. So I show up on time and feel grateful that my friends made the effort to include me when it would’ve been so easy to just hang out without me. Besides, I hang out with them and their partners all the time, so I shouldn’t feel weird about this specific event being designated for couples only.

“Welcome, everyone,” a waitress greets us. Murphey’s isn’t a fancy restaurant, but it’s still nice. The atmosphere is lively, and there’s hip music playing in the background over the buzz of conversation. The lighting is dim, giving the space a casual vibe, but it’s still a popular family restaurant. Because we signed up for trivia tonight, we’re led past the dining area to the all-ages bar section, where couples have gathered at tables and booths around a makeshift little stage where I’m assuming the trivia leader will stand. My friends and I squeeze into a booth that was clearly designed for four people. The waitress sets menus and waters down on the table as she says, “Trivia starts in thirty, so feel free to check out the menu, and I’ll be back in a few to take your orders.”

“How great is this,” Emmett says once she leaves. He’s sitting beside Kalani on the bench across from me, but thankfully she’s the one directly in my line of sight. That should help me avoid getting caught up in his ocean-blue eyes every time I look up. “I’m so glad you came, Carina,” he adds with a brilliant smile that has butterflies erupting in my stomach. “I wouldn’t have felt good about excluding you.”

He wants me here! “Yeah, I, um . . .” I take a sip of water and pray my face isn’t beet-red. “I just feel bad I ruined Emi and Daphne’s chances for that gift card.”

Beside me, Emi waves my concerns away. “Please, we were going to lose anyway. I’m really here to order two tons of nachos and watch Emmett panic every time someone pulls out a phone.”

“It’s not allowed!” Emmett says, defending his strict rule-abiding. “You can’t use a phone during trivia because searching for answers defeats the purpose and takes away the integrity of the game.”

Emi grins and exchanges a sly look with her girlfriend on her other side, one that says she proved her point.

Kalani lays a supporting hand on Emmett’s arm. “We’ll all play according to the rules,” she assures him, looking at Emi when she emphasizes her point. “But maybe we should’ve invited Wyatt along for you, Carina. That way we would all be coupled up.”

They brought up inviting Emmett’s friend multiple times, all of which I shot down. He transferred to Oakwoods this year and shares homeroom with Emmett, but our school is so big I have no idea who he is, and I don’t want to be set up with a random guy. It would already be awkward enough going on a triple date with my best friend and her boyfriend—my secret crush whom I know I can never be with—so I don’t need the added pressure of trying to get to know a guy I have no interest in. All I want to do is have fun with my friends.

“Again, that’s very kind of you,” I start, “but I don’t need help dating.”

Kalani snorts a laugh. “We all know you need a little help when it comes to boys. Remember what happened with Kenji in third grade? Or Andre in fifth grade? Or Josh in seventh grade?”

I sink deeper into the booth, my stomach churning with the remnants of shame. “All you’re doing is proving I have a thing for jerks, not a problem with dating.”

“Wait, what happened?” Daphne asks innocently, her curious eyes bouncing between us.

Kalani doesn’t wait for further prompting. “They’re all boys she had crushes on. And she went up to them and told them about her crush, and they all essentially very loudly went ‘Ew!’ and ran away. Josh even shoved her into the mud trying to get away.” Kalani leans in like she’s sharing something juicy, not dragging up some of my most mortifying childhood memories. “She was the talk of the school each time. That’s why it took her two years after each one to gather the courage to talk to her new crush.”

“I’m sitting right here, you know,” I grumble, only slightly annoyed. I don’t care if my friends know about my past—it’s something I’d share with them anyway. But the way she tells it makes me sound like I’m unlovable or something.

Emmett sends me a soft, pitying smile. “Boys are idiots at that age, Carina. Don’t let it get to you.”

He’s trying to be helpful, but it only makes me wish the table would swallow me whole.

Three different boys. Three times I worked up the nerve to talk to them. And three times I was horribly and embarrassingly rejected. It took three cataclysmic crash-and-burns for me to finally learn my lesson: keep my crushes to myself, hope they feel the same way, and wait for them to make the first move. It’s the only way I’ve found to protect both my heart and my pride, and so far, it’s worked.

If I had said something to Emmett about my feelings, he would’ve had to turn me down and awkwardly explain that he was into my best friend. Then once they started dating, I’d be the last person he’d want around. He wouldn’t want to hang out with his girlfriend and the girl who spilled her guts about being hopelessly in love with him. If I had put myself out there and told Emmett how I felt, I wouldn’t only have embarrassed myself and made things super uncomfortable for everyone, I’d also have lost my friend.

My voice comes out strong when I say, “And then Kalani called Kenji a poopy butthead and threw his lunch bag out the window, beat Andre so badly at one-on-one basketball during recess that he didn’t step foot on the court for the rest of the year even though that was his favorite sport, and made Josh grovel to get an invite to her birthday party, which the whole grade was constantly talking about, just to turn around and say it was a ‘no jerks allowed’ party and he wouldn’t be allowed in.” I smile as I remember how mad he was when he got up from his kneeling, groveling position and stormed away. “I don’t need guys when my best friend has my back like no one ever will.”

Emi gives Kalani an appraising look, as if begrudgingly impressed. “That’s cool of you. I would’ve kicked them all right in the balls. Do they go to Oakwoods? I can still do it. They won’t even see it coming. They’d be all, ‘Oh hey, Emi,’ and I’d be like bam! ‘That’s what you get for being a dick to my best friend!’”

I laugh, knowing that she’s not just joking to lighten the mood, it’s a real offer. Of the three of us, Emi is the too-cool-to-care edgy girl. Her hair and piercings break school uniform policies and she has more decorative pins tacked onto her backpack than books in it, but she still makes honor roll and will call you out in front of the entire class if she hears you talking badly about one of her friends. In fact, she did exactly that at our welcome assembly in ninth grade when one of the assholes on the lacrosse team called Kalani fat. Emi didn’t even know Kalani, and yet she stood up right on the bleachers and embarrassed that jerk so badly he hasn’t so much as looked in Kalani’s direction in the last four years.

“There is no need to kick anyone in the balls,” I tell Emi with a laugh. “I’m not focusing on boys right now. I just want to get through exam season and hang out with my friends as much as I can before we start university in September.”

Kalani and Emi are both incredible and could’ve been friends with anyone, but they’re friends with me. I didn’t even have to try hard to get them to be my friends—fate intervened for me. Kalani was assigned the seat next to me at snack time on her first day of school, and when she pulled out her container of delicious-looking fried dough balls—panikeke, I later learned—she set one in front of me. I offered her one of the pizzelle my dad had packed for me, and it started a tradition of splitting our snacks that lasted until high school ended snack time. At that ninth-grade assembly, when Emi stepped down from the bleachers, I turned in my seat and told her she was the coolest girl I’d ever seen. Then I noticed her Aerosmith pin, and she immediately added me to a joint Spotify playlist so we could swap song recommendations.

“There’s no reason you can’t do both,” Kalani starts, her eyes drifting over my head to something behind me. She gives a surprised gasp. “That’s Jamie and Alonso. We had English lit together last semester—don’t turn around!” Emi, Daphne, and I freeze, all caught mid-turn. Kalani holds up her phone and uses the camera function to check her makeup and smooth out her hair. “I’m going to go over and say hello. If I can get their vote for prom queen, the drama club is basically locked up. Come on, Emmett.” She drops her phone onto the table and grabs her boyfriend, hauling him up before he even has time to register who Kalani’s talking about.

“I don’t know why she cares so badly about being prom queen,” Emi comments, tugging on a wild piece of Daphne’s long hair. “It doesn’t even mean anything. A bunch of kids you’ll never talk to again check off a box on a list of names a week before prom, and if you’re the one with the most checked boxes, you get a cheap plastic crown and get to awkwardly dance with your guy counterpart. It’s not worth all this campaigning she’s doing.”

“You know how Kalani is,” I answer with a shrug. “This kind of stuff is important to her.”

Kalani is the effortlessly put-together girl who’s always sporting the best and hottest designer clothes and purses and never has so much as a hair out of place or a dark circle under her eyes, and she makes it her mission to know at least two personal facts about everyone at school. She even joined almost every single extracurricular activity and is on a first-name basis with pretty much everyone, which is an impressive feat considering I barely know the names of everyone in our grade, never mind all of Oakwoods. She likes being liked, likes feeling like everyone is her friend. So I wasn’t surprised when she said she’d signed up to run for prom queen; I only asked how I could help.

Daphne nudges Emi. “Lay off. She doesn’t say all the video games you play are meaningless.”

“Yes, she does! Literally all the time!”

Daphne only giggles. “You’re cute when you’re hungry.” She opens the menu and holds it out to Emi. “Let’s figure out what to order so we’re ready when the waitress comes back. Obviously nachos, but what about the potato skins? We can split those, and then what main do you want to share?”

They debate which dish to share, since they’re the kind of adorable couple who love splitting their food. I let them have their moment and quietly grab my own menu, trying not to feel like a total third wheel. Kalani’s phone is resting on top of it, so I pick it up to move it. Just as I do, it vibrates in my hand, and I glance at the screen out of habit. It’s a text from Maleah, Kalani’s eleven-year-old sister.

They’re at it AGAIN! I’m putting on my headphones to block it out so don’t scare me when you come in.

I set the phone down so I don’t accidentally snoop anymore and focus on finding something to order.

“That went really well,” Kalani says as she returns, sliding into the booth after Emmett. “It totally helps that I got Emmett to tell them about the community cleanup he’s organizing next month since they’re both super into the ecosystem and climate change like he is.”

Emmett started a community cleanup last year where, at the beginning of each new season, he and a bunch of volunteers go out into the neighborhood and pick up all the trash that the wind has blown into our parks and trails. He’s so thoughtful and kind and good and—stop it, Carina!

Now settled into the seat, Kalani picks up her phone and reads the text on the lock screen, immediately tensing up before dropping the phone and checking out the menu, trying extra hard to appear nonchalant even though her shoulders never lose their stiffness.

I set my own menu down. “Hey, Kalani, do you want to sleep over tonight? I got a few new face masks we can do, and we can binge-watch that new reality dating show that just came out. Apparently, one of the girls in it is from Toronto.”

The tension immediately drains from her body, and her eyes flick to her phone resting face down on the table for a nanosecond before she smoothly says, “Only if you let me do your eyebrows. It’s been a while since I’ve tweezed them for you, and they’re starting to look a little uneven. And I can braid your hair the way you like, that way it can be out of your face for when you paint tomorrow.”

I do hate having my hair in my face when I’m painting. Normally, I tie it up or put it in a bun. But then it inevitably falls out, and I get paint all over my hair trying to fix it, which only makes more hair fall out of the elastic, and the cycle continues. Kalani noticed how much time I waste fiddling with it and how it pulls me out of my creative flow. Now, whenever she can, she makes me sit still so she can twist two tight French braids down either side of my head. They stay put, keep my hair out of my face, and let me focus. I’ve tried to learn how to do them myself, but I can never get it right. Luckily, I have the greatest best friend who never complains about how many times she has to braid my hair, even if it’s twice in the same day.

“You’ve got yourself a deal,” I say, just as a high-pitched microphone screech cuts through the air, making everyone flinch.

“Hello, everyone,” says a man on the stage wearing a Murphey’s T-shirt, speaking into the mic. “We’ll be starting trivia in a few minutes, so please take this time to silence your phones and put them away in your bags or pockets.”

Emi makes a joke about secretly keeping her phone out, most likely just to see what Emmett would say, and because he’s so good and pure, he immediately takes the bait and lectures her about following the rules. Kalani taps out a quick message on her phone, probably letting Maleah know she’s staying over at my house tonight, and her smile is light and unburdened when she slips her phone into her purse, ready to enjoy couples’ trivia night with her boyfriend and best friend.


Four

Sunday passes in a blur once Kalani leaves, and before I know it, I’m standing in the halls of school on Monday morning. Oakwoods is the largest and most up-to-date private high school in the district. There are three floors with state-of-the-art science and tech labs, brand new sports equipment, and, my favorite, a fully stocked art room. People get bussed in from out of town to attend school here, which means there are so many students that I’ve only ever had two classes with Kalani, neither of which was this year.

Kalani appears and leans against the locker beside mine. “You know, I’m still dreaming about those Belgian waffles your dad made us for breakfast yesterday,” she says without a greeting.

We had a great time Saturday night, and even though we got home late from Murphey’s and didn’t spend a lot of quality time together before bed, it was still nice to have a good, old-fashioned sleepover. They’ve happened less and less frequently over the year.

“We’re just lucky he didn’t have to rush in to work until later on,” I reply as Alexis, the head student editor of the yearbook, waves at me.

“Thanks again for that interview, Carina!” she calls as she passes me in the hall. “Ms. Maldeen loved it! The yearbook is going to print this week, so I really appreciate you looking it over so last-minute.”

“No problem at all,” I reply with a final wave as she continues toward her locker.

Kalani crosses her arms against her chest, frowning. “I can’t believe they wanted a whole page about you and art for the yearbook. I’ve been asking Alexis to interview me for something, but she keeps brushing me off. I mean, I’m in eight different clubs!”

“I explained I didn’t have anything interesting to say, but she was adamant they wanted to feature my work,” I say with a shrug, unzipping my backpack.

Kalani turns thoughtful for a moment, looking down the hall where Alexis disappeared before straightening up, her attitude bright again. “So, I’ve been thinking.”

“Don’t hurt yourself,” I joke, grabbing books from my locker.

“Ha ha,” she says flatly. “I was thinking about how you’re always such a fifth wheel. Like this weekend?”

My head snaps up to look at her, and my heart leaps into my throat. She told me it was cool if I came to couples’ night and didn’t say anything when she slept over after. Did I make the evening weird for them?

“You keep saying you’re okay being single, but it can’t be fun for you to hang around the four of us all the time,” she continues.

“No, I don’t mind!” I rush out before she can tell me I shouldn’t hang out with them anymore.

“Sure,” she says. “Still, it would bother me if I was single and had to watch you and Emi with your partners all the time.”

For a moment, I’m stunned. Does Kalani get it? Was my mom right? Is it as simple as suggesting a girls’ night every once in a while? A wave of relief washes over me. I won’t offend anyone by suggesting leaving Daphne and Emmett at home every once in a while, and I won’t have to stare longingly at Emmett all the time anymore.

“So that’s why I set you up on a blind date,” she continues, her tone casual.

“Wait, what?” Apparently she and I are on different wavelengths.

She leans on the locker again and adjusts the ends of her uniform shirt. “Think about it. Prom is just over a month away, and you have no prospects for a date. You can’t fifth wheel us at prom. Actually, you’ll be more like a ninth wheel, or an eleventh wheel. And I’ll—most likely—be prom queen, and everyone’s going to be looking over at our table and wondering why my best friend, who’s cool and beautiful and interesting even if she talks about color theory a bit too much, doesn’t have a date.”

“I talk about color theory the perfect amount—”

“Either way,” she interrupts pointedly, “you can’t be at the table and make us all worry about you not having anyone to talk to, because then we’ll neglect our own dates, and no one will have any fun. And I’ll already be too busy as prom queen to worry about you.”

I can’t even process what she’s saying. Blind dates? Prom? Ruining their fun? Is my being single an actual hindrance to my friends? “I don’t think I need a prom date to have fun . . .” I start, but it comes out weak, especially compared to Kalani’s determination.

“You wouldn’t be so left out if you had a date for prom. And not some random guy you agree to at the last minute, because that will throw off the whole dynamic of the group if it’s awkward. It has to be someone you actually have chemistry with, who will get along with everyone. It needs to be someone you’re actually dating and know will be a perfect fit. Prom is the event that caps off our entire high school experience. It has to be perfect.”

Kalani often says things that are insensitive, so I shouldn’t be as offended as I’m feeling, but I can’t help it. “But I’m not dating anyone.”

“Exactly.” She rolls her eyes. “That’s why I set you up on a blind date. Are you not listening?”

Yes, I’m listening. I’m listening way too hard, listening to the things she’s leaving unsaid. She doesn’t want me to awkwardly tag along with her and Emmett, or with any of the other couples coming to prom. I’m perfectly content being single, and while sure, Kalani has made remarks here and there, I never thought it was really a problem for her. But maybe it was always a problem, and she was just being nice by inviting me along? Maybe the thought of me showing up to prom by myself, which is completely normal for so many people—just not Kalani, for some reason—is what’s bringing all this on.

“I don’t want to be set up on a blind date, Kalani.”

“Well, duh, you never put yourself out there, not after what happened in elementary school,” she says, straightening up from the locker. “I’m giving you your push. It wouldn’t be so awkward when we all go out if you had someone to bring with you. All we need to do is set you up with people until you find someone you connect with.”

She’s lost her mind. “Kalani, I don’t think that’s the solution here.”

“Of course it is! The right solution is usually the most obvious one.”

No. The most obvious solution would be to have a girls’ night, like we used to. Relaxing spa nights where we would pamper ourselves and chat about nothing and everything, nights where we would take turns picking obscure restaurants we would never be brave enough to try on our own and order tons of appetizers to share instead of one main each, horror movie nights where we would bet snacks on who would be the next character to die. I even miss the nights we would just hang around and do nothing, sitting in the same room on our phones sending memes and funny videos back and forth as we scrolled past them on social media. We don’t do any of that anymore now that they have partners and never go out without them. So having a dedicated girls’ night every once in a while seems like the best solution, because then I wouldn’t feel left out and they wouldn’t feel like I’m fifth wheeling them. But I can’t just say that without offending her.

“Come on, Carina,” she prompts after my silence. She glances around the packed hallway as if to make sure no one is listening. Kids are busy chatting with each other and moving through the space to get to their own homerooms, but she still softens her voice when she says, “This messy year-long divorce process my parents are going through is really stressing me out, and Ailani picked up and moved to California and is being a terrible big sister and not answering her phone. This will be a fun distraction.”

“I’m not going on a bunch of blind dates,” I declare, closing my locker and spinning the lock dial. Especially not just to be a “fun distraction.” Kalani is going through a lot, and of course I want to support her the way she would support me. But that means listening to her and being there for her and helping out however I can, not agreeing to date a bunch of guys so she can have something interesting to distract her.

She frowns. “But I’ve already set you up. His name’s Jalen, but he goes by Jay, and you’ve met him before, so it’s technically not blind.”

I don’t know who Jay is, and I don’t care; I’m not going on a date with him. I’m fine being single, that’s not the problem here. The problem is that I’m in love with Emmett, and the only way to fix that is to not be around him 24/7. And I wouldn’t have to be around him 24/7 if I could see my best friend without him coming too.

“Thanks, Kal, but I’m not interested in being set up,” I say, walking toward my homeroom on the other side of the building.

Kalani falls into line beside me since her room is in the same direction. “Why not? You’ll like him, and you already think he’s hot, so that’s not a problem.”

How she’s so confident I think he’s hot, I’ll never know, especially considering I don’t remember ever saying, “Jay is hot” because I don’t know who Jay is, but that’s not my most pressing concern.

“I don’t need to be set up, Kal.”

She crosses her arms stubbornly. “Really? When’s the last time you went on a date?”

The summer before grade nine. That was before I met Emmett and became obsessed with him, therefore making anyone who asked me out irrelevant and not worth my time. He’s so genuine and sweet, like a real-life Prince Charming, and I feel like a better person whenever I’m around him. No other guy has ever measured up. No one’s had his kind smile or passion for art or been so genuinely nice. Emmett’s the kind of guy who would go out of his way to return a missing wallet or help an elderly person cross the road and sit and talk with them for thirty minutes just because he knows they’re lonely. He’s actually done both of those things. The last guy who asked me out told me old people are gross and he hates visiting his own grandmother.

I shrug. “I don’t know.”

“You haven’t been on a single date throughout high school! Come on, Carina! You never put yourself out there!” She’s uncrossed her arms, flinging them around as she talks and the passion builds. “Go on a few dates; you might meet someone you really like. And who knows you better than your best friends? With Emi and I setting the dates up, you’ll meet someone perfect in no time.”

“I don’t want to go on any dates, Kal.”

Her frown deepens. “Why are you so insistent on not going on a date? You haven’t expressed interest in anyone since . . .” She hesitates and glances away. “Since Emmett.”

I freeze. I’ve literally stopped walking in the middle of the hallway. My blood stops pumping, and my lungs stop breathing air. Maybe if I freeze long enough, the universe will decide this conversation doesn’t need to happen.

Kalani stops too, turning to look at me. People continue to walk around us, but I’m only focusing on the way Kalani studies me with her intense brown eyes that have possibly been seeing too much.

“What . . . what are you implying?” I ask, even though I know exactly what she’s implying. And she’d be right. She’s thinking I’m a terrible person pining after my best friend’s boyfriend, and that’s why I haven’t gone on any dates, because the person I really want is taken.

She shrugs and bites her lip. “I don’t know.”

Alarm bells go off in my head. This is bad. Really bad. Kalani can’t think I’m still in love with Emmett, even though that’s the truth. I told her I was happy for them when she announced they were official and promised myself to never mention my feelings for Emmett again, because she means more to me than any crush. But if she found out my real feelings, it would ruin our friendship; it would ruin everything. She’d never believe that I can be in love with him but also wish her and Emmett the best; feelings don’t work that way. How could she believe that I’m not planning on stealing him from her, even though I’m not? I wouldn’t believe it if the roles were reversed. She’ll never believe my true intentions when I’m around her and Emmett, and all trust in me will shatter. I need to save this, and I need to do it fast, before the thought has time to simmer in her mind and the truth absorbs into her brain.

Forcing myself to breathe, I continue walking with her to class. “You’re right. I haven’t gone on any dates because I’m too shy to put myself out there. Maybe you’re right about needing to set me up too. Obviously, I’m not meeting any guys with my current tactic of ‘wait for people to come up to me.’” It’s a straight-up lie, but I say it with enough conviction to be believable.

The wait-and-see tactic is working. I’ve been asked out plenty of times, I just turn everyone down because none of them are Emmett, and I’m not in any rush to date someone just for the sake of dating them.

My lie seems to work because she perks up. “I knew it! I’m a genius. Emmett, Emi, and Daphne all agreed that this was a great idea.”

They’ve all talked about this? They’re all annoyed with me? It shouldn’t, but hearing that Emmett thinks I need to be set up hurts. I know he’s in a happy relationship and doesn’t feel the same way about me. I should stop being so pathetic. Maybe this really is a good idea. Maybe I will meet someone I connect with, someone who will take my mind off Emmett, someone even better than Emmett. Plus, if Kalani suspects my feelings toward Emmett, going on a successful date will help ease those fears.

“Who’s Jay, and when’s our date? Am I supposed to, like, text him?” I’ve never been on a blind date before, and the protocols are confusing.

“I’m so excited!” she squeals and jumps up and down. “It’s this Friday at Murphey’s. I figured that was a safe bet because it’s casual but not too casual; that way there’s not a lot of pressure on the date, you know? And it’s not safe to get in a car with someone you’ve never met, so I told him you’d meet him there at seven.”

I’m taken aback by her eagerness. “Wow, you put a lot of thought into this.”

She nods. “We’re all really excited,” she says, reminding me again that apparently all my friends hate my fifth wheeling.

“You’ll like Jay if you give him a chance, I’m sure of it,” Kalani continues. “And if it doesn’t work out, I already have the next guy lined up—not that I don’t have faith in Jay, but you know, just in case.”

She already has a lineup of guys for me? Obviously, it’s important to them that I’m no longer single. But she says it weirdly, almost conspiratorially. I am giving Jay a chance; I’m going out with him Friday night.

“I can’t wait to tell Emmett!” Kalani exclaims, and my stomach twists. I hope for everyone’s sake Jay is as great as Kalani is making it seem. I don’t know if I can go on a bunch of dates and pretend to be interested in guys who aren’t Emmett, but I’ll try, with three guys maximum. That sounds like a good number. Then I can say I tried and call it quits.

—

The week flies by, and I’m so swamped with work and school that I push the date out of my mind, even though it’s basically all my friends talked about for the first few days. Friday after school, I’m working on my painting when Emi rings my doorbell.

“Why are you in paint-splattered overalls?” she asks, patting Kevin on the head when she sniffs her.

“Because I’m painting?” I say, closing the door behind her.

“You’re going to Murphey’s like that?” She makes a show of checking me out with a grimace.

My hair is thrown in a high ponytail, and I’m wearing my painting overalls paired with fuzzy socks decorated with unicorns and ice cream. “Well, I’ll probably get changed and wash the dried paint out of my hair. What are you doing here?”

She shakes her head at me and scoops Kevin up, though she quickly starts wiggling out of her embrace.

“Kevin, I’m trying to give you some love,” Emi scolds, but Kevin doesn’t enjoy getting picked up by non-family members. To me, Emi says, “I’m here to help you get ready. Plus, I wanted to see if you suddenly ‘got the flu’ and canceled.”

“I would never!” Although the thought did cross my mind three times in the last hour. The only thing stopping me is that I don’t have his number and didn’t want to stand him up.

“Uh-huh.” She raises an eyebrow and gently places Kevin on the floor. “You’re going to get dressed up, right? You’re cute, don’t get me wrong, but this is a first date, and you need to bring your A game instead of looking . . . washed out.”

I wasn’t planning on it, but I guess now I have to. “You come to my house, insult me, and harass my dog? Why am I even friends with you?”

“Because I bring snacks and good music.” Emi laughs and opens her bag to reveal it’s stuffed with different chocolates.

“Ah, that’s why. Come on up then.” I lead her up the stairs, and Kevin trots along behind us. Once in my room, I pick Kevin up and place her on my bed, where she curls up and promptly falls asleep.

“Where are your parents?” Emi asks, sitting down beside Kevin and scratching her head. Kevin growls and scoots over on the bed. She tolerates Emi only slightly more than Kalani.

“They went out for dinner.” And I’m glad for that. I didn’t want to tell them I’m going on a blind date. They’d ask a million questions, my mom would do that truth-inducing stare thing, and I’d spill my guts about not wanting to come clean to Kalani. It’s a whole situation I’d rather avoid.

Emi turns on the Bluetooth speaker sitting on my nightstand and pairs her phone. “‘Emi and Carina’s Ultra Cool and Fun Playlist’ coming right up!” she says, and a Metallica song fills my room. Emi created that Spotify playlist after we met in grade nine, and we’ve been adding to it ever since. She literally titled it “Emi and Carina’s Ultra Cool and Fun Playlist.” It’s currently fifteen hours long and growing since we put all our favorite 70s, 80s, and 90s rock songs into it and play it on shuffle whenever we’re together.

“Wow, that’s really good.” Emi jumps off my bed and inches closer to the easel in the corner of my room. “Better than good, it’s gorgeous. Daph is going to freak when she sees it.”

The portrait is a gift for Daphne, whose birthday is next month. I haven’t known her for long, but she’s told me many times that she always stares at the portrait I painted of Emi and would love one of herself. I figured she’d like it, plus I needed a new subject, and painting is fun for me anyway.

“Thanks. It’s not done yet, though.”

The portrait is from her shoulders up, and I painted her realistically but with unrealistic colors. It’s a mostly monochromatic piece all in reds, with subtle hints of green and blue thrown in for contrast. Emi’s was in blues and purples, and Kalani’s was in oranges and yellows. I’ve never painted Emmett because I’m scared that they’ll all see the emotion in the art and be able to tell how I feel, even though it sounds dumb and probably wouldn’t happen.

“You should’ve applied to university for art instead of business,” Emi sighs, sitting back beside Kevin.

I shrug, closing my paints and quickly cleaning up. “Probably wouldn’t have gotten in.” I had the grades to get in to a business program. It’s safe.

She scoffs. “You would’ve gotten a full ride. Stop doubting yourself.” She leans against the headboard. “You know, for once, I agree with Kalani. You should put yourself out there. Apply to OCAD.”

I don’t turn to face her, instead focusing on wiping up my workspace. “Art is . . . just for fun. I’m not good enough to compete with everyone else.”

If the Ontario College of Art and Design, the oldest and biggest art university in Canada, rejected me, I would’ve been crushed, maybe even so crushed that I never painted again. My fears about not being good enough would’ve been confirmed, and I love art too much to give it up. By not applying and not having to face rejection, I can keep blissfully doing art without the bad thoughts constantly looming over me, reminding me I’m not good enough and never will be.

“That’s bullshit and you know it!” Emi exclaims. “When I become a lawyer, I’m going to sue you for not living up to your potential and following your dreams.”

“I don’t think you can do that, Emi.”

“I’m the future lawyer here. I’ll decide who I can and can’t sue and for what.”

I roll my eyes, but a smile tugs at my lips anyway. She’s joking, but I’m touched she believes in me that much, and a smaller part of me is thrilled she’s so confident we’ll still be friends after her eight-plus years in school. She’ll still be in Ontario, like me, but she’ll be a few hours away from me. Kalani, however, is moving an entire province away and going to McGill in Montreal.

“What do I need to know about Jay?” I ask. I haven’t really cared to ask for any details, but now that I’m about to meet him, the nerves are kicking in.

The distraction works, and Emi drops the art school stuff. “You’ll think he’s hot, and he thinks you are too.”

I pause cleaning to send her a quizzical look. “He told you that?”

“Not in so many words. Are you excited?”

No. Not at all. “Yeah, totally.”

“Did you know I met Daphne on a blind date?” Emi asks, fondness in her eyes as she remembers the night.

My eyebrows rise in surprise. “Really? You never told us that.”

She smiles sheepishly. “I was embarrassed. Vic and Tracy are the only other lesbians at Oakwoods, and I’m not interested romantically in either of them. But Vic said she had a friend from Northbrook High School who she could set me up with, and I figured, what the hell, I have nothing to lose. And that was the best thing I ever did, because now I’m with Daph.”

“I had no idea. You should’ve told us; we would have supported you.”

“Yeah, well. I didn’t want you guys to think I was a loser for needing to be set up.”

I raise an eyebrow at her as her words sink in.

“Not that you’re a loser,” she adds quickly.

“Sure.”

Does Jay think I’m a loser for needing to be set up? I didn’t think I’d care about what this faceless guy thought, but I’m about to go on a date with him, the first one in years, and I don’t want him thinking I’m some weirdo who can’t get a date on her own, even though that’s exactly what I am.

Oh, God. Does Emmett think I’m a loser? Is that why he’s never been interested in me romantically? Not that it matters. I can’t be with Emmett anyway, and the sooner I get over him, the better. But I wonder if Jay has Emmett’s sweet smile, or his kind eyes, or his floppy, curly hair.

“You’re not a loser. I’m just glad you’re finally putting yourself out there! Stepping outside your comfort zone! Meeting new people! Exploring the—”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it.” I cut her off with a laugh. “Should we make a code word that I can text you in case the date is going horribly and I need to be bailed out?”

“I have a hairy possum.”

“What?”

“That’s the code. ‘I have a hairy possum.’”

I laugh. “You came up with that super quick.”

She shrugs, scratching the side of her shaved head. “There’s no way that would come up in a normal conversation, so we couldn’t misconstrue it for something else. But don’t worry about your date, it’ll be great, just like mine and Daph’s.”

My phone chimes. It’s a message from an unsaved number.

This is Jay, Kalani sent me your number and told me to check that you didn’t suddenly come down with the flu.

I laugh out loud. “You guys really have no faith in me.” I show her the text.

This is technically my out. I have his number now. I know he’s joking about me getting the flu, but it would be so easy to message him back and say, Yes, I have the flu, forever, and cannot meet you, ever. Emi’s glaring at me like she can read my thoughts, then she snatches my phone from my hand.

“Ha ha, very funny!” Emi says aloud as she types. “See you soon! Looking forward to it! I haven’t gotten laid in forever so I can’t wait to fuc—”

“Emi!” I rip my phone from her hands as she collapses backward on the bed in fits of laughter. Kevin sighs and scoots further away from Emi as she jostles the bed.

Emi didn’t send all that. Ha ha, very funny. See you soon is all she sent.

“You should see your face,” Emi says, wrapping an arm around Kevin, who struggles to get out of her grasp before settling on the opposite side of the mattress. “Why doesn’t Kevin ever let me cuddle her?”

“Because she knows you’re mean to me, and you can’t bribe her with chocolate.”

“I am not mean to you.” Emi rolls her eyes and leaves the bed to dig through my closet. She pulls out a tight, baby-pink short skirt and a white crop top. “Now put this on. I want you to look like slutty Carina, and right now you’re looking more like granny Carina.”

She throws the clothes at me, and they hit me right in the face.

“Fine,” I grumble, grabbing new underwear to match. “But only because I was going to pick this outfit anyway.” I was going to wear jean shorts. I guess I’m not supposed to dress casual.

“Perfect. Hurry now! We can’t be late!”

“I’m going, I’m going,” I tell her, closing the bathroom door and turning on the shower.

It won’t be that bad. Emi and Kalani are both excited about this, and who better to pick someone out for me than my two best friends? This is a good thing. Maybe it will be the start of a beautiful relationship? Maybe I can finally stop obsessing over Emmett, and maybe I won’t be the forever fifth wheel.


Five

I forgot to bring a jacket. It’s late May, which means it’s spring, but that doesn’t mean shit when you live in Canada and it can snow in May at the drop of a hat. We’ve been having a warm season, but the temperature drops at night, and today is no exception. The skirt, crop top, and wedges are doing very little to keep me warm as I dash through Murphey’s parking lot and into the heated restaurant.

“Reservation under Jalen,” I tell the hostess when she greets me.

“Right this way,” she says, leading me through the restaurant.

The nerves didn’t really hit me until I sat in my car. I promised Emi and Kalani I’d text them when I got here, but that was less for my safety and more so they knew I’d actually come. As we walk through the restaurant, my heart pounds in my ears, and I scan tables to figure out who my date is.

“Here you are,” the hostess says, stopping at a booth and gesturing before walking away.

I don’t bother sitting down. “This is a joke, right?”

There’s a guy sitting in the booth: a hot guy, but the worst guy. It’s Pink Shorts, and he’s wearing a black button-up shirt with a nice silver watch on his wrist.

“I wish, Princess. But here we are,” he says with an amused tilt of his lips.

I cannot believe Kalani and Emi would set me up with Pink Shorts, or Jay, whatever. I ranted about him to Kalani for an hour after the ice cream incident! And Emi says he thinks I’m hot? As if!

“My name is Carina.” I should turn around and walk away. This would never work, and we both know it. Jay must’ve known who I was when he agreed to this date, and my curiosity about why he came is what prompts me to slide into the seat across from him.

Pulling out my phone under the table, I quickly open my chat with Emi and send her our bail-out code.

Jay glances down, then looks back at me. “Why did you just text me, ‘I have a hairy possum’? Is that supposed to be code for . . .” His eyes drop suggestively to where the lower half of my body is hidden under the table before moving back up to my face.

Mortification hits me as I realize I sent the message to him instead of Emi, and it takes a moment for his meaning to sink in. “Ew, what? No!”

Jay looks like he’s trying not to laugh. “Okay. On that note, are your panties pink today?”

My face heats up as I sputter a response. “I—you know—it’s—why did I even sit down?” I start shimmying out of the booth when he reaches out an arm to stop me.

“Wait, stop. I’m sorry, I couldn’t resist.” His smile is wide, and my eyes narrow at him.

My curiosity outweighs my outrage, and I settle back into my seat.

“Not that you’ll ever see for yourself, but yes, they are pink,” I admit out loud for some strange reason. “I like matching them to my outfit.” It makes me feel like I have my shit together.

“That’s weird,” he says, that stupid smirk still present.

“You’re weird,” I huff, crossing my arms over my chest. Now I get why he agreed to this date— it’s because he enjoys making fun of me, and for some reason I keep making it easy for him.

His smirk widens. “Still quick with the comebacks.”

“Why are you here?” He doesn’t like me, and he’s aware that I don’t like him, so it’s not like he was looking forward to an actual date like I was.

“I’m on a date.”

It’s almost laughable that I thought my blind date would be anything like Emmett. Emmett’s eyes are kind and as blue as the ocean, and Jay’s are teasing and captivatingly dark. Emmett’s smile is sweet, and Jay’s smirk is annoying. Emmett loves helping people, and Jay makes it a hobby to bother or embarrass me. Jay would not take the time to nurse a baby bird back to health, not like Emmett did in tenth grade. Jay wouldn’t stay up all night with me, helping me practice for the French exam, not like Emmett did in ninth grade. Jay wouldn’t take me to the beach at sunrise with an easel and paints so we could capture the landscape together, not like Emmett did last year. Jay wouldn’t do any of the things Emmett has done for me over the years.

“With me?” I ask. “Why did you agree to this?”

He leans forward. “Why did you agree to this? Why do you need to be set up? We already know you don’t know how to talk to boys, and you have very poor manners, but why a blind date?”

The judgment of his stare and his condescending tone cause my face to heat.

“I was forced,” I state.

“You were forced?” he repeats. “Are you sure it has nothing to do with the fact that you haven’t been on a date since eighth grade?”

I can’t believe Kalani told him that! “It was the summer after grade eight, thank you very much.”

“Either way, that doesn’t really surprise me,” he says, pausing before adding, “The ice cream came out of my shirt, by the way.”

I ignore the pang in my chest from his insult. “Aw, it did?” My frown is exaggerated. “I hoped it wouldn’t. I wanted to give you something to remember me by.”

Just like I’ll always remember him as the jerk who threatened to throw me off a cliff.

“Oh, I remember you, all right.” His gaze is heated and makes me squirm in my seat. I suddenly remember that I bent over and basically exposed my entire almost-naked ass to him.

Desperate to change the mental image in both our heads, I say, “If it makes you feel any better, I got written up at work because of the ice cream incident. And my dad lectured me for an hour about being a representative of his company.”

He raises an eyebrow. “That’s right. Kalani told me your dad owned Ottavio’s, so getting written up doesn’t mean much. You could’ve done a tap dance on the counter while cussing me out and you would’ve been fine.”

My dad made me wash the floor three times each night before closing my first month there because I didn’t do it to his standards, when the other workers barely even move the chairs out of the way. He makes me count, balance, and close the tills without using a calculator when everyone else gets to plug their numbers into the spreadsheet and be on their way. I’m always expected to pick up shifts when people call in even if I have other plans. He definitely doesn’t let me slack off because I’m his daughter, and he’s probably trying to teach me a bunch of lessons about working hard, but Jay’s right that I enjoy a certain level of privilege and protection with my dad as my employer.

“There might be a mutiny if I did that and still got to keep my job, but I see your point,” I tell him honestly. “That was my very first time doing something that got me written up.”

I can tell by the way he’s looking at me that he doesn’t believe me.

“I’m serious,” I defend myself. “Apparently, I only risk getting in trouble at work when a jerk who threatened to throw me off a cliff comes into the bakery and purposely gets on my nerves.”

That earns me a cocky smirk. “I’m nothing but charming.”

He’s got as much charm as a pop quiz on a Monday morning.

“Do you have a job?” I ask.

“I’ve been at Delphine Chophouse for just over two years. Started as a busboy when I was fifteen years old and worked up to serving.”

That’s a really pricey steakhouse and one of the most popular restaurants in town. He must make really great tips from working there, but he also must deal with way more snobby people than I do at the bakery.

“Have you ever done something like what I did? Pour gravy on a rude customer? Knock a drink over in their lap?” For some reason, I’m genuinely curious about the answer. He threatened to throw me off a cliff for simply existing within his vicinity, so I think there’s a good chance he’d snap at an obnoxious table.

Jay raises an eyebrow at me. “I’m a Black teenager from the lower-middle class that got a job at one of the most prestigious restaurants in town. I can’t afford to risk my job like that.”

He’s right. I didn’t think about that when I asked the question or when I acted out at work. I sink a bit lower in my seat, feeling like an asshole and ready to apologize, then Jay says, “But there was this one time . . .”

I perk up, immensely interested. “Do tell.”

Jay’s lips curl up in the corners, like he’s trying to fight off being amused by my reaction. “Last year, I was training a new server, Imani. It was her first job, and she was young and shy and very grateful to get a server position—Delphine usually prefers their servers to be at least twenty-five years old, but we were short-staffed and needed good people.” Jay pauses, likely thinking about his trainee as he adjusts the menu lying on the table in front of him.

“I’m not sure what it is exactly, but something about her reminds me of my little sister; they even hold a pen in the same weird way and only wear that one aggressively bright shade of pink nail polish. Imani has a good head on her shoulders and is really sweet, and it turns out she grew up only a few blocks away from me. She wants to be a veterinarian and has a spreadsheet calculating how many shifts she needs to afford that amount of schooling.” A smile begins forming, but he drops it just as quickly.

“The first shift she had by herself was on a fully packed lunch, and our sections were on opposite sides of the restaurant. She was mainly responsible for a group of seven senior guys from your school, celebrating some asshole named Preston Whitmore’s birthday— and I only remember his name because I couldn’t make up a more pretentious one if I tried.” He adds the last part quickly, like he’s justifying why he bothered to remember the guy’s name.

I immediately recall the tall athlete who graduated last year. He’d walk in the middle of the packed hallway and expect people to jump out of his way, not caring if he hit them with all his lacrosse equipment. He and his friends were jerks, and I hated sharing a lunch period with them because they were so loud and obnoxious in the cafeteria.

“That guy is the worst,” I confirm, and Jay sends me a look that says obviously.

“They were all being assholes to her. Dropping stuff on purpose to make her pick it up. Loudly complaining about dirty utensils that were perfectly clean. Purposely intimidating her and then laughing when she stuttered because she was nervous. Just general Oakwoods douchery.”

“It’s not an Oakwoods thing, it’s a Preston and his friends are assholes thing.” I can imagine exactly how Preston and those guys would sneer and laugh at the poor girl just trying to do her job. The whole lacrosse team is terrible. Preston’s teammate is the one who called Kalani fat in front of everyone at that ninth-grade orientation.

Jay clearly disagrees but continues his story instead of arguing with me. “I found Imani crying in the walk-in freezer, where she told me everything. I marched over to their table and barely even got a word out before they demanded the bill. Apparently, they had Leafs tickets for round two of playoffs and needed to leave to make it in time for puck drop.”

I lean forward in my seat before realizing what I’m doing and stop. I’m totally not drawn in by his storytelling or his deep, hypnotic voice. No, of course I’m not. I’m merely being a polite conversation partner. “What did you do?”

“I told them, ‘Of course, I’ll be right back with that,’ then made myself scarce for half an hour. When I brought the bill, Preston whipped out his card, and I took another twenty minutes to bring over the machine.”

I can imagine Preston and his friends hemming and hawing over being late to the hockey game. “I hope they missed the game, but at least you didn’t dump soup on their heads or something.”

Jay shakes his head. “No. But when I came back to run his card, I didn’t actually swipe it and loudly told him his card declined. Did it a few times, too. His face turned all red, and it didn’t help when his friends started in on him.”

I can’t help the laugh that bursts out of me. “He must have been so embarrassed.”

Jay smirks as he says, “He was. And maybe it wasn’t my proudest moment, but then I also very loudly told him if he was having trouble affording things I could get him a job, but he’d have to have an IQ higher than a squirrel to work there, so I didn’t think he’d qualify. He really didn’t like that. And before things could escalate any further, my manager heard the commotion and came over. He properly ran the card, and the table of assholes were on their way, too late to cause more problems.”

I image Preston sputtering to his friends and all the tables around him that there’s nothing wrong with the card while Jay stands over him apathetically, stating with a detached stoicism that his card is declining. Maybe it’s not the same thing as smushing ice cream all over someone, but it’s just as devastating to a guy like Preston. And I have to begrudgingly admit that it is a much smarter, slyer way of being petty than what I did to Jay.

“Well, they deserved it,” I say, stopping myself short of saying I’m proud of him for standing up for Imani against the bullies. He’s still a jerk and we’re still not friends, even if we are on a blind date. “Did you get in trouble? You seem to have more plausible deniability than if you had cussed them all out.”

Jay shakes his head. “Nah. I was lucky that Jamal was the manager that overheard me. He got me the job since his mom goes to church with my granny, so he let it slide. If it was anyone else working, I would’ve gotten written up for sure, even though it wasn’t the worst thing I could’ve done.” He pauses, eyes scanning the menu though I’m not sure he’s actually seeing it. “Honestly, looking back, I wish I had done or said more. They were terrible to Imani—terrible in general. But I really couldn’t afford to get fired, especially not from a job that gets really good tips.”

I understand how it feels, to want to speak up but feel like something is holding you back. For me, it’s fear of confrontation, but for Jay, it was fear of losing his job, and yet he still stepped in for his friend. That was actually kind of cool of him. Guilt gnaws at my stomach, and now I feel even worse for smearing ice cream over his shirt, even though he definitely goaded me into doing it.

Jay leans back and says, “You know, I’ve never had one positive interaction with someone from your school. Whether it was at interschool sporting competitions, at work, at a party, and now even at the cliff, a spot we kept just for us.” He sends me a pointed look, implying he’s talking about me. “You’re all the same: conceited and arrogant. You’re all a bunch of Preston Whitmores.”

My jaw drops, indignation clear on my face. “We are not!”

Jay sets the menu down to cross his arms against his chest, doubling down. “I’ve yet to meet someone from Oakwoods whom I didn’t instantly hate.”

“Maybe you just have a personality that makes you easy to hate,” I snap, heat rising in my chest at the mere thought of being lumped in with Preston. Two years ago, we had a once-in-a-lifetime lesson with a guest artist on glassblowing. I was carrying two structural vases I was so proud of down the hallway, and he purposely went out of his way to bump into me and make me drop them. He thought it was hilarious, and I cried for two weeks straight over my shards of irreparable glass.

“Guess that makes two of us,” he quips back, causing me to glower at him. Here I was actually starting to feel like we were connecting, or at least capable of having a human conversation, and he had to go and remind me that he’s a huge jerk.

He’s saved from my comeback when the waitress drops off water to our table and informs us that she’ll be right back. I take a sip of it to avoid his eyes. Maybe I should just leave now and save myself from what’s sure to be a horrible date, especially when we started off with agreeing on our mutual hate for the other.

“So,” he says before I can decide to leave or stay. He casually mixes the ice in his drink with his straw. “Still in love with your best friend’s boyfriend?”

I choke on the water. It dribbles down my chin before I manage to swallow the rest. “What?” I ask, but it comes out too loud, too rough. Wiping my chin with the back of my hand, I clear my throat and try again, calmer and less conspicuous this time. “What?”

The smirk I hate so much is on his face, but now it’s a knowing smirk, one that tells me he’s been paying a bit too much attention to me, that he’s in on my secret.

“That’s kind of a shitty thing to do, you know. But I get it. The heart wants what the heart wants and all that bullshit.”

Deny. Deny deny deny. That’s the best way to handle this situation.

“What are you talking about?” I force myself to seem unbothered, like he’s not hitting the nail right on the head.

He exhales a sharp, amused laugh. “You’re telling me you don’t know you’re in love with him?” He studies my face, which I hope isn’t giving off deer-in-the-headlights vibes, and he shakes his head. “No, that’s not it. You definitely know. Do your friends? I’m assuming they don’t since you’re still friends.”

Words fail me. What can I say to him when he’s one hundred percent right about his assumption? I can’t confirm his suspicions, though. What if he tells Kalani? My life will be over.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lie, squeezing my hands together under the table to stop them from shaking.

“Don’t I?” His eyebrow rises. “Apparently, you’re better at hiding it around them because I caught on fast. But you’re going to have to get over it quick, because they don’t look like they’re breaking up anytime soon.”

How does he know? Am I super obvious? Kalani would’ve said something if she suspected me, right? She wouldn’t want me around Emmett if she knew I was in love with him. And if they knew, Emi definitely would’ve said something to me—she’s not scared to tell people what she thinks. He has to be bluffing.

“I’m not in love with Emmett,” I say, putting conviction behind each word, as if it can make the statement true.

“Right. And I’m not Black, six foot two, and incredibly handsome.”

My eyebrows draw together. “But . . . but you are—”

“Exactly,” he says, cutting me off. “I thought we were lying about the obvious.”

Frustration builds in my chest. “I wasn’t going to agree with the handsome part, by the way.” Even if he is. “Can we just drop this? You shouldn’t make serious accusations like this with no proof. What if people heard and rumors spread?”

He waves me off. “I’m not going to tell anyone. It’s more fun watching you squirm.”

A pounding starts at the back of my skull, and I take a deep breath for patience. “What is wrong with you? From the second I met you, you’ve been nothing but a huge jerk.”

“Same can be said about you, Princess.” I stumble for words. How can he say I’m a jerk? He started it! “You know what your problem is?”

“Oh, please, enlighten me.” Everyone seems to take joy in informing me what my problem is. First Kalani, then Emi, now him.

He’s not deterred by my harsh tone. If anything, it spurs him on. “You don’t know how to live a little.”

“Of course I do.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Yeah? When’s the last time you pushed yourself out of your comfort zone and did something you normally wouldn’t?”

I rack my brain for an example to prove him wrong. “Well, there was that time when—” Wait, no, I chickened out. “Okay, this other time—” No, that was Emi. Have I really never pushed myself? I glare at him, and a lightbulb goes off in my mind. “Right now! I’m here! I didn’t want to go on a blind date, but here I am!” I cross my arms smugly across my chest. Ha! He’s wrong!

He shakes his head. “No. You just told me you were forced to be here. You didn’t come willingly.”

“Yeah, well, what do you know?”

“I know that you walk around like you’re too good for everyone else.”

I wasn’t expecting that. “What? You don’t even know me.”

“From the moment I first laid eyes on you, I knew it. Getting out of your fancy car in an expensive dress at a cliff jumping party, looking around at everyone like we were all beneath you, terrified to slum it with a bunch of public school kids instead of your uppity private school friends. Then there’s the whole yelling at me for making sure you didn’t nosedive off a cliff thing, acting like my touch was offensive. I know you, Princess.”

I’m too stunned to defend myself and my actions, to tell him that I didn’t even know we were going to a cliff jumping party, to tell him I was looking around with fear and confusion, not contempt. That I pushed him away not because I didn’t like his touch but because I liked it too much.

“If I’m such a terrible person, why did you agree to this date? Why are you here?”

“Curiosity.” He shrugs. “Plus Kalani said if we made it through appetizers she’d give my sister Harry Styles tickets. That concert sold out, and my sister loves him, so let’s order some apps, huh?”

My heart drops into my stomach. Kalani bribed a guy who thinks I’m shallow and judgmental to go out with me? Is this what I’ve been reduced to? So undatable that the only person who’ll go out with me is someone my best friend paid?

“You are unbelievable,” I tell him, gathering my handbag. “I’m not so pathetic that I need my friends to pay someone to date me.”

He leans back in the booth and crosses his arms against his broad chest. “Really? My being here says otherwise.”

My nostrils flare as my face heats up. As if bribing someone to date me wasn’t bad enough, now the guy that’s currently a giant pain in my ass has more ammo against me. The thought of him thinking I’m a loser makes my throat tighten.

“If anyone’s pathetic, it’s you for believing I’d sit through a whole date with you, never mind the apps.”

“Right back at you, Princess. I’m only here for the concert tickets.”

There’s a sharp pain in my chest, and my vision blurs as I try not to let him see how much his words affect me.

Sliding out of the booth, I adjust my skirt. “Well, I hate to break it to you, but we didn’t even last long enough to order drinks. Looks like you showed up for nothing.”

He doesn’t look bothered in the slightest, his expression calm and collected. “It’s probably for the best. I couldn’t make it through the whole dinner pretending to be nice to you.”

“That was you being nice?” Insulting me and talking about my panties? “And I’m the pathetic one for being set up? No wonder you’re still single.”

He slides out of the booth, his height forcing me to tilt my head up, a challenge in his eyes. “Believe me, Princess. If I didn’t want to be single, I wouldn’t be.”

“Doubt it,” I shoot back, though with his good looks, I don’t really doubt it. He probably doesn’t have trouble finding dates, it’s keeping them around with his terrible personality where the problem must lie.

“Is everything okay?” comes a new voice. It’s our waitress. “Can I get you guys something other than water to drink?”

“No,” I say, looking squarely at Jay. “I’m leaving.”

Without giving him time to reply, I spin on my heel and march through the restaurant. The chill of the night doesn’t even penetrate the hot layer of rage emitting from my body. I keep my head held high and my shoulders back the entire time. It’s not until I’m in the safety of my car that I let them sag, let the truth of the night hit me, let his words play over in my head until I’m fighting back tears.

What’s so wrong with me that my friends need to pay a guy to date me? Is my presence so terrible that they’ll set me up with anyone, including someone they know hates me, just so I won’t fifth wheel them anymore? Am I so pathetic that the only person who’ll go out with me is someone who’s getting paid for their time? If I tell my friends how terrible this date was, are they going to make me go out with someone else, and is he going to be even worse than Jay?

Worst of all, Jay knows my true feelings about Emmett. Is Kalani going to ask him about our date, and is he going to tell her what he knows? How far am I going to have to go to keep Kalani in the dark about my feelings for Emmett?

I put myself out there by going on this date, and it was exactly the worst-case scenario. It couldn’t have gone worse if I tried.


Six

Before Emi and Kalani found partners, the three of us would go bowling once a month. Now we always include Daphne and Emmett, or more accurately, they include me. I had actually messaged the girls’ group chat inviting them to check out Boscoe’s pop-up art exhibit with me tonight, but Kalani vetoed that in favor of bowling, then promptly invited Emmett and Daphne. I like having Daphne and Emmett around, but it would’ve been nice to check out the art exhibit with my friends as it’s only on for a limited time.

The bowling alley is outdated and smells like popcorn, but the lanes are in good condition and the nachos are the best in town, even better than Murphey’s. We’ve got some privacy at our lane, but the alley’s strangely crowded for a Monday night.

“How bad was it, really?” Daphne asks me as Emmett throws a ball down the lane. He knocks down all the pins, which isn’t surprising because he’s good at everything.

“Terrible, and I’m still mad at Kalani for paying him,” I emphasize, sending her a glare as Emmett rejoins us at the table.

It was a disaster, and Jay couldn’t be further from my type. Emmett would never ask about the color of my panties. He’d never tell me I’m stuck up or think I’m better than others. He doesn’t thrive when I’m embarrassed or uncomfortable.

“And I told you,” Kalani starts, her spiel already prepared, “that Emi and I both thought he was madly in love with you and just needed an excuse to go on a date with you, because he knows you don’t like him. He never would’ve asked you out if we didn’t give him a little push.”

“But I,” Emi interrupts, “didn’t know you were going to pay him. Seriously, Kalani, use some common sense next time.” She turns to me. “I’m sorry it sucked. But I honestly thought all that sexual tension would work out in your favor.”

“It wasn’t sexual tension,” I mutter.

Again with that term. Sexual tension. I’m beginning to really hate it. When I called Kalani on the drive home, ranting about how she paid someone to date me—someone I hate, and who hates me, to be exact—she rationalized it by saying she could see the “connection” we had, and how everyone could see the “sexual tension” between us. I laughed at her and told her this little blind date agreement was done, then went home to seethe. She might have the best intentions, but between the cliff and tonight, I’ve faced enough humiliation to last a lifetime.

I haven’t heard from Jay, not that I was holding my breath, but I also haven’t been able to delete his phone number. I don’t know why. Maybe I want to save it in case I want someone to yell at? He says I don’t know how to live a little? Ha! Maybe I’m keeping his number to prank call him or sign him up for a bunch of annoying marketing phone calls. That’ll show him! I can live a little and he knows nothing.

“Technically, I didn’t offer him any money, I offered his sister concert tickets,” Kalani clarifies before adding in a mumble I almost don’t catch, “Plus, he wasn’t supposed to tell you about the tickets.”

I shoot her a look, and she holds her hands up in innocence. “Okay, okay, I’m really sorry,” Kalani says. “Honestly, I was trying to help. I thought it would be like a movie where the two people who hate each other are forced to spend time together and they realize how much they have in common and give into their attraction and sparks fly and they fall in love and it’s happily ever after. There’s totally a connection there, it’s only you and Jay that are too stubborn to see it.”

No. The truth is, Jay and I are clearly two people who will never get along. “Stop looking at me like that. You all need glasses because there is not a connection between me and that jerk.”

“There totally was, but if you say there wasn’t then that’s fine. The concert tickets were an incentive, a push you both needed. I went about it the wrong way, and that’s totally on me. I was only trying to play your fairy godmother. Or fairy matchmaker? Or cupid?” Kalani shakes her head, stopping herself from getting off track. “The point is, I was too excited about the idea of you two and overstepped. Forgive me?”

Kalani delicately plucks a nacho from the pile—a perfect one loaded with the perfect balance of cheese, olives, and jalapeños—and holds it out to me as a peace offering. I can’t really stay mad at her. She was only trying to help me in the way she thought I needed. Just like that time in seventh grade when the city of Toronto was holding a junior art competition, and even though I was too scared to enter, she secretly submitted one of my paintings anyway. I came in sixth place out of three hundred submissions and won $500 and an incredible week at an art camp where I learned different painting techniques from local accomplished artists. She overstepped, but she did it out of the goodness of her heart because it was the push I needed. That’s just how she is, and I can’t really be mad at her for wanting to see me happy.

I take the nacho and pop it in my mouth. It really is the perfect ratio of ingredients. “You’re forgiven. But never try to bribe a guy into dating me again. And don’t try to set me up with Jay again because I promise there is no connection.”

Her smile is bright, and she perks up immediately. I didn’t realize how down she had been thinking I was mad at her until I see her whole face change and the confident set in her shoulders return.

“Deal!” She offers me another perfect nacho from the pile, and I take it. “Your date this Friday is going to be much better. No offer of payment, I promise. He’s really sweet and genuinely excited to take you out.”

The nacho in my hand freezes midway to my mouth. “What?”

“How did you know Jay had a sister anyway, Kal?” Emi asks through a full mouth.

“Her soccer team practices on the field beside Maleah. I saw him there Saturday afternoon,” Kalani explains, but I’m still stuck on what she said a few moments ago.

“Wait, let’s go back to the whole ‘you have a date Friday’ thing. I didn’t agree to any date.”

“Yes, you did! Remember? At school before your first date, you said you’d go out with a couple guys until you found one you connected with. Prom’s coming up, remember? Obviously it didn’t work out with Jay, that was a miscalculation on my part, but Arthur is great, and you guys will have fun together. He’s the complete opposite of Jay personality-wise, which is what it seems like you’d prefer.”

“Wait, who’s Arthur?” Emi asks. “It should be my turn to pick. Emmett told me about his friend Wyatt, and he’d be perfect for you, Carina.”

Kalani sends Emi a seething stare. “No, I already have Arthur set up.”

“That’s not fair! You picked Jay, and it was terrible. It’s my turn.”

“May I remind you that you agreed to the Jay pick. You can’t put it all on me.”

Emi and Kalani bicker back and forth about whose turn it is to pick the date I don’t want to go on, while Daphne, Emmett, and I sit there and watch, our heads moving back and forth like we’re watching a tennis match.

I don’t want my friends to argue, especially about this. I don’t remember agreeing to multiple dates, but I remember the way Kalani looked when she suggested I haven’t dated anyone because of Emmett, the betrayal crystal clear. Jay’s words about needing to get over Emmett ASAP come back to me. If my feelings about Emmett are obvious to a guy I’ve only had a handful of unpleasant encounters with, then it’s only a matter of time before my closest friends figure it out.

I’m going to have to do this. I’m going to have to go on another dumb date with some random guy that I probably won’t like and hope it works out anyway. I have to do it for Kalani. Plus, I’m feeling vindictive about Jay thinking I don’t put myself out there. It’s basically the same thing Kalani and Emi have been saying, and that bothers me. I’ll show him; I’ll show them all.

“Fine,” I say, “I’ll go out with Arthur since you’ve already set it up.”

Emi huffs and crosses her arms across her chest while Kalani settles in her chair, seeming smug.

“But,” I add, pointing a nacho at Kalani, “if I find out you paid him too, I’ll kill you.”

She raises her hands innocently. “I promised I wouldn’t do that. I didn’t pay him. He’s really excited about Friday.”

“Who’s Arthur?” Daphne asks as Emi leaves the table to take her shot.

“He’s in my business class. You had math with him last year, Carina,” Kalani says, resting her head on Emmett’s shoulder. I look away quickly.

“Doesn’t ring a bell,” I say, thinking back to Mr. Fulconi’s grade eleven math class. I don’t remember there being an Arthur. If he was hot, wouldn’t I know who he was? But then again, I was so obsessed with Emmett, a team of male models could have paraded naked in front of me and I still wouldn’t have noticed.

“It doesn’t matter. You’re meeting him at La Mesa for dinner Friday. He picked the restaurant; he said it’s his favorite. I hope that’s okay,” Kalani says casually, clearly not caring if it’s okay with me or not since she already set everything up.

“We’ve been there before, haven’t we, babe?” Emmett asks, wrapping his arm around Kalani. I ignore the feeling of being kicked in the stomach. He continues, “It was fantastic.”

I force a smile, getting up to take my turn bowling as Emi returns. “Then I’m sure it’ll be great,” I say.

I wish I wasn’t in love with Emmett. I wish it didn’t kill me inside every time he calls Kalani “babe.” I wish my thoughts didn’t turn to him every twenty minutes. I wish my friends didn’t think I needed to go on dates in the first place. I wish they understood that I’m happily single and don’t care if I have a prom date or not. I wish a lot of things, but most of all, I wish this date with Arthur will go well, that he’ll be nothing like Jay, and that I’ll fall in love with him so I can stop having naughty thoughts about my best friend’s boyfriend.


Seven

As summer approaches, the days grow longer. The calm between day and night has always been my favorite, but today, on a Thursday evening, it signals the end of multiple soccer games, meaning the bakery is about to be swarmed with kids in uniforms and their parents wanting ice cream and various other sugary treats.

The park across the street has six fields, so there are a bunch of games going on. Kalani’s sister’s soccer game ended an hour ago, so she already popped in to say hi. We’ve had a steady influx of people as parents wait for their kids’ game to end, so I was too busy running around to talk to her or anyone else.

As I’m wiping down some tables near the end of the night, a large group of young girls come in, all ten or eleven years old, wearing matching pink soccer jerseys. They’re loud and excited, and from their laughter and cheers, it’s clear they’ve won their first soccer match of the season. I’m sure they won against the blue team, because there were some girls in here just a few minutes ago talking about how they lost to the pink team. One of the older girls was even talking about how the pink team’s coach was “hot.” I grimace as I picture Kalani’s sister’s soccer coach, a balding man in his fifties who spends the entire game blowing his whistle and yelling until the veins bulge in his forehead. I sincerely hope a bunch of preteens weren’t talking about a coach like him.

Kids usually go straight for ice cream over baked goods, so I take my position behind the ice cream counter and wait for them.

“Hi!” says a girl with blond braids. “We won tonight!”

“Congratulations,” I say to the entire team, who crowd around the ice cream counter looking at all the flavors and getting their sweaty handprints all over the glass.

I’ve always had a thing about handprints on glass; they drive me crazy. When I first started working here at thirteen years old, I’d clean the glass the second the customer left the store. I’m still obsessed with handprints, but now I wait for them to accumulate a bit before I clean, especially during soccer season when kids can’t order anything without smudging their sweat all over the glass. Even armed with the knowledge that I can clean the display when they leave, it still makes me shiver when the entire pink team presses their hands and noses against the glass.

“Our coach said he’s buying us all a scoop of ice cream to celebrate the first win,” the blond girl says.

“That’s very nice of him,” I reply, though I don’t see an adult with the group of kids. “Where is he?”

During busy times, we don’t start scooping ice cream until they’ve paid for it. Once, a new girl scooped ice cream for two soccer teams before realizing no one was going to pay for it, and kids were just ordering ice cream and walking out, assuming it was free. Now we charge before we scoop during soccer nights.

Jay walks into the bakery, his eyes meeting mine instantly. I resist the urge to groan. Why is he stalking me?

“Hey, Princess,” he says, cutting through the group of kids.

His face brings back fresh memories of our terrible date, and that’s the last thing I need right now considering I’m going on another blind date tomorrow.

“You can’t just cut in front of a bunch of kids, Jay,” I tell him, gesturing to the group of girls. But none of them are glaring at him for jumping the line. In fact, they’re looking at him with . . . adoration?

“Coach Jay, I want rocky road,” the same girl says, tugging on his hand.

“Not a problem, Celeste. Let me pay this grumpy lady first,” he says, gesturing at me.

My surprise is overshadowed by my annoyance, and my frown deepens. “I’m not a grumpy lady,” I say in a tone that does make me sound like a grumpy lady, which amuses him and makes the girls giggle.

He follows me to the cash register while the girls poke at the glass and call out what flavors they want to one another. I force my eyes not to track their fingerprints.

“What’s a grade A jerk like you doing coaching a girls’ soccer team?” I ask him as he pulls out his wallet.

I can’t picture it. This is the boy who wears a permanent smirk and enjoys taunting people, specifically me. I imagined him kicking puppies or stealing candy from babies in his spare time, not coaching a girls’ soccer team and buying them all ice cream. But here he is, and not a single girl looks like she hates him.

He points to one girl at the end. “My sister, Niyah, loves soccer. This is the first year she’s on the same team as her friends. Her coach was in an accident and had to quit, and their team would’ve been split up between different teams, so I stepped in.”

He’s coaching a soccer team for his sister? He cares that she would’ve been separated from her friends? None of this new information meshes with what I know about the tall guy standing in front of me. Niyah spots us looking at her and smiles shyly, then joins in the discussion with her friends. She’s a cute girl. Her dark hair is braided away from her face with her tight curls left natural in a short bun at the top of her head. She’s taller than most of the other girls, but she’s still super short compared to Jay.

I squint at him. “Who are you and what have you done with the jerk I know?”

“You’re so dramatic. I’ll get twenty cones, please.”

I punch in the code and take the bills from his hand while eyeing him suspiciously. Stepping in as coach, buying ice cream for the entire team, and saying please? Who is this Jay?

“So, are your panties black today?” he asks casually.

There he is.

I scoff, not even offended at this point. “They are.” My yoga pants are black, so obviously my thong is too.

His smile is teasing and secretive. “It’s fun knowing what color your panties are.”

“Too bad you’ll never get to see them,” I say, handing him his change.

“Have your friends paid someone to go on another blind date with you yet?” he asks. He doesn’t say it meanly; instead, he’s entertained. My current situation amuses him. Apparently, everything about me does.

My eyes narrow at him. “Technically, they never paid anyone, since you received nothing for showing up.”

“Except the satisfaction of annoying you,” he replies.

“Yes. Except that.”

He leans against the counter. “Are you going on another date or what?”

“Yes, tomorrow. Why do you care so much?” I ask as I put on a pair of latex gloves.

“I’m curious.” He shrugs. “Plus, your friend made it sound like you were really desperate for a boyfriend when she bribed me to take you out.”

I’m going to kill Kalani.

“I’m not desperate for a boyfriend,” I explain. “I agreed to be set up because Kalani and Emi think I’m annoying tagging along on their dates and being a fifth wheel.” And to throw Kalani off about my crush on Emmett. “And I’m living a little.”

He raises an eyebrow. “A fifth wheel?”

“Yeah. Like a third wheel, but there’s another couple. Two couples, then me. It’s basic math.”

“I understand the math—I received the math award two years in a row.” He waves me off, straightening up from the counter. Before the shock can sink in that Jay—Jay!—is so smart he got the highest grade in math two years in a row, he says, “She’s setting you up so you’re not fifth wheeling their dates anymore?”

I don’t understand why I’m telling him any of this. I count out ice-cream cones. “Exactly.”

He ponders this for a second. “And because you’re in love with Kalani’s boyfriend, right?”

“Exa—wait. No.” I was too distracted counting, and we were having such a civil conversation, I forgot who I was talking to for a second. “Again, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Uh-huh. Still denying the obvious, I see.”

Deciding the best tactic is to ignore him, I turn to the excited kids, who are growing impatient while we bicker. “Okay, girls! If you know what you want, line up here.”

One by one, the girls give me their order and I hand them their ice cream. Out of habit, my eyes flick to the glass every time they tap on it to point at their ice cream.

Niyah orders last. “I’ll have chocolate, please. That’s my favorite.”

She thanks me when I hand her the cone, then skips away to an outside table with her friends. She seems very sweet. It’s a mystery how she and Jay are related.

“That was the last cone,” I tell Jay, who’s the last person standing in front of me and didn’t get any ice cream. “Did you miscount when you ordered?”

He shakes his head. “No. I don’t like ice cream.”

With a calculated look at me, he lifts his hand and slowly wipes it on the glass, dragging it from the top to the bottom. My eye twitches, and his smile widens. He is such a jerk, a jerk who notices way too much.

“See ya, Princess,” he says, turning to leave.

“And you think I’m the weird one,” I call out to him as he chuckles and exits the bakery, joining his team at the picnic table. Who doesn’t like ice cream? People who can’t be trusted, that’s who.

As I watch through the window, Niyah shifts over on the bench to make room for Jay. He smiles at her, and I zero in on the chocolate cone in her hand. Jay’s last visit to the bakery comes to mind, and so do his words when I smeared chocolate ice cream all over his shirt. I groan as I connect the dots, and even though Jay deserved it, guilt nibbles at my stomach. Outside, Jay hands a girl a napkin, and another girl high-fives him. His smile is wide and genuine, and I realize I’m scowling.

There’s more than meets the eye with Jay, and that upsets me. I liked it better when I thought of him as that jerk who threatened to throw me off the cliff and has an intimate knowledge of my panty colors.

Jay and I make eye contact through the window, and he winks at me. If I could get away with flipping him off, I would. Instead, I grab the glass cleaner and paper towels, walk around to the other side of the counter, and take my anger out by vigorously wiping the handprints away.


Eight

The nerves hit when I park my car in front of La Mesa Mexican Restaurant. I told Kalani I didn’t want Arthur to have my number, lest we have another incident like I did with Jay, so we’re doing this the old-fashioned way. Emi convinced me that this date couldn’t possibly be worse than my last date, and she doesn’t even know the half of it—specifically the part about him calling out my crush on Emmett—so I wasn’t too nervous. But now, gathering my cross-body purse and walking through the parking lot, I am nervous, and I’m not sure if that’s because I’m scared it’s going to be worse than my date with Jay or scared it’ll be better.

I decided on a short jean skirt and a nice purple crop top for today’s date, and when I put on matching purple underwear, my thoughts wandered to Jay. What color are your panties today? Denim? he would ask, and I’d have the satisfaction of saying no, they’re not. He’s never encountered me in jeans before, and I laughed at the thought of stumping him.

My phone vibrates—it’s a text from Jay.

Have fun on your date! Hope he gets paid.

I scoff. It’s like he knew I was just thinking about him. I put my phone away without responding and enter the restaurant.

“Hello, reservation under Arthur,” I tell the hostess. The restaurant has Spanish music playing, and my hips casually sway to the beat on their own. The lighting is dim, but not as dim as Murphey’s. There are traditional Mexican decorations everywhere, and a beautiful mural of women wearing dancing skirts covers the wall closest to me. I study the ten-foot painting, admiring the way the brushstrokes were purposefully left in and how orange and pink hues were used throughout to bring the piece together even though they weren’t needed.

“Right this way.” The hostess smiles and leads me through the dining area.

Like last time, I scan the tables, looking for a familiar face. I never figured out who Arthur is, mostly because I didn’t care enough to try.

She stops in front of a table, and a boy quickly stands up.

“Here you are,” the hostess says, then she turns to leave.

Arthur is about my height, and he’s in a suit. He clearly understands how to use color theory to his advantage, because the deep navy of his suit and the rich, dark plum of his tie work perfectly together to bring out the warmth in his eyes. Even so, it’s not exactly appropriate for our setting since he’s completely overdressed, but who am I to judge? He looks like he’s trying, and I can appreciate that.

“Carina, h-hi.” He swallows nervously and sticks his hand out for me.

“Nice to meet you,” I reply, shaking his hand. He holds on for longer than necessary, and I gently extract my hand, casually wiping it on my skirt to get his sweat off it. His eagerness is endearing but a little off-putting. We sit on opposite sides of the table, but there are three place settings. It must be a mistake, but I don’t point it out.

“When Kalani told me she wanted to set us up on a date, I couldn’t believe it,” Arthur says, staring at me with eyes full of wonder.

Arthur’s not exactly my type, but then again, Emmett’s my type, and Kalani’s not going to set me up with him. Arthur’s hair is short and blond, not floppy, brown, or curly enough for my taste; his eyes are brown instead of ocean blue, framed by black-rimmed glasses. His qualities would make him cute, sure, but to someone who’s been staring at Emmett all day every day for the last almost four years, he’s not what I’d prefer, but I have to get over that because that’s my issue, not Arthur’s.

“Why’s that?” I ask him, opening a menu.

It’s not like I’m a celebrity or Miss Popularity or anything. Kalani is pretty popular, because she cares about that kind of stuff, and maybe I’m popular by association. But I wouldn’t call myself popular. I’m well-liked and have lots of friends in different social circles because I like connecting with people on a deeper level, which is easy to do when I’ve spent the last four years getting dragged along to events by Kalani. She inevitably gets swept up by one group of people or another, which means I’m forced to either talk to people or stand awkwardly in the corner. But like always, Kalani pushing me out of my comfort zone led to something positive, because now I’m always waving at people in the hallway or stopping for a quick chat about someone’s dog or my latest art installation. I try to remember that I’m being pushed out of my comfort zone now and hope it too leads to something great.

Arthur’s jaw drops for a quick second. “Because you’re Carina Costella. I’m on a date with Carina Costella.”

The way he says my full name makes me cringe, as does the reverence in his voice. “Well, here we are,” I say for lack of anything better.

He nods and picks up his own menu. “Yes. Yes, we are.”

I don’t recognize him from Mr. Fulconi’s math class, but I sat at the back and doodled in my sketchbook the majority of the time.

We make small talk about which teachers and classes we have, and he seems to calm down the intensity a bit, which causes me to relax. It’s odd how differently this date is going compared to my last one. It’s been ten whole minutes, and Arthur hasn’t insulted me, asked about my panties, or accurately accused me of being in love with my best friend’s boyfriend. At least Kalani meant it when she said she picked someone who’s the complete opposite of Jay after how vehemently I swore I disliked him.

We order, and the waitress takes our menus. Arthur must be starving because he orders an absurd amount of food for just one person, but I don’t comment on it. Now that the menus are gone and there’s nothing else to look at, we stare awkwardly at each other.

“So, Carina,” he starts, “what do you think of the name Barbara?”

Barbara? “Um, it’s cool, I guess?” I take a sip of water to avoid his unnerving stare.

“Oh, good. It’s my mom’s name, and we’d have to name our first daughter after her.”

I choke on the water, and it goes down the wrong way, making me cough. “What?” He must be joking. He’s trying to break the ice in a weird, memorable way, right?

Wrong. He’s looking at me with a serious frown. He repeats, “We’d have to name our daughter after my mom. Her mom’s name is Barbara too. It’s a tradition. But if we have a boy, I guess we can name him Bob.”

He’s serious. He believes we’re going to have children together. We haven’t even gotten appetizers on our first date, and he’s already picking out baby names.

I set my glass down. “Yeah . . . but maybe baby names are a second date conversation.”

He doesn’t register that I’m joking. His eyes light up, and he sits up straighter. “We’re going on a second date? Yes!”

My eyes widen with alarm. Oh, no. “Um . . . that’s not what . . .”

The waitress arrives with a pitcher of water to refill our drinks, and I let the sentence trail off. Maybe he’s just nervous and I should give him the benefit of the doubt. Maybe he really does just have a weird sense of humor.

“So . . . do you have a job?” I ask to change the subject. He’s still staring at me like I might disappear.

“Not right now. I’m focusing on studying. I want to be an accountant,” he says, straightening his tie, and I can totally see him in an office somewhere, clicking away at a calculator. “Do you work?”

My intuition tells me not to specify where I work in case he shows up, but I shove that thought down because it’s mean and probably unreasonable. “Yeah. I work at my parents’ bakery.”

I say it with a sense of pride, because I am proud of Ottavio’s Bakery and my parents for making it the success it is.

“Oh.” His eyebrows draw together. “Are you planning on taking over?”

His disapproving tone takes me by surprise. “Well, I—”

“Because you can’t run a bakery and stay home with the kids if I’m traveling for work. It’s not reasonable. Though perhaps you can do the paperwork stuff from home and pop in when the kids are at school. As long as it doesn’t interfere with the household chores. I’m allergic to dust, so you’d have to make sure the house is always spotless.”

I gawk at him. Like the baby names, he’s not joking. He’s seriously planning a future with me as if we’re already engaged. Am I on a prank show or something? A quick glance around tells me no, this isn’t a joke, since there aren’t any cameras waiting to pop out at me. Not only has Arthur planned out our entire future, but he also thinks he can tell me what I can or can’t do, and he has an incredibly outdated view of marriage and gender roles within the partnership.

That’s it. I tried, and it obviously isn’t going to work out. It’s time to pull the plug on this date and get out of here before he starts measuring me for a wedding dress. What was Kalani thinking when she set this one up? I didn’t think a date could be worse than the one I had with Jay, but it definitely is. Jay was a jerk, but at least he wasn’t a controlling, clingy jerk.

My phone is barely in my hands when the chair beside Arthur is pulled out.

“Sorry I’m late, I was finishing up with some work. Hello, Carina,” an older woman says, a woman who has Arthur’s brown eyes and a similarly shaped nose. Her hair is a shade lighter than Arthur’s and cut to above her shoulders. She’s in a fitted navy pantsuit that’s only slightly less fancy than Arthur’s.

My eyes flit between Arthur, who stands up to tuck the woman’s chair in as she sits, to the woman. “H-hi?”

It comes out as a question. Are we not on a date right now? Arthur called it a date before, so he definitely knows not to invite other people.

She reaches across the table and sticks her hand out for me to shake. “I’m Barbara, Arthur’s mother.”

Oh. My. God. This isn’t happening right now. My eyes bulge out of my head, and I do a poor job of hiding it.

“Nice to meet you,” I say as I recover, dropping my phone in my lap to shake her hand. I shoot Arthur a what the hell look, and he responds with an encouraging smile.

Barbara straightens her place settings, and I realize why Arthur ordered so much food. “I’ve heard so much about you, Carina, but why don’t you tell me about yourself?”

Okay, now this really is the worst date I’ve ever been on. What I’d give to be back at Murphey’s with Jay’s insults. That date was ten times better than sitting here in front of Arthur and his mom, who are both staring at me from the other side of the table like I’m at an interview. Maybe I am.

“Um . . . I’m seventeen?” I really don’t know what she wants from me. Her stare is even more unnerving than Arthur’s. She’s eyeing me like a lion eyes a steak dangling in front of its face.

She nods. “Yes. What else? How are your grades? Have you gotten into university? Do you have any extracurriculars? What’s your five-year plan?”

I wasn’t aware I needed to bring my résumé for a first date.

“I’m not entirely sure what my five-year plan is,” I say hesitantly. That earns me a frown.

“We can’t have that,” Barbara declares. I look at Arthur for help, but he’s still smiling at me, content with letting his mother grill me. She continues, “When I was your age, I . . .”

I tune her out as she launches into a story about knowing she wanted to get into real estate, nodding along like I’m paying attention. Pure shock and confusion have kept me in my seat so far, but it’s time to call for help.

Since my phone is still in my lap, without taking my eyes off Barbara, I unlock it and text Emi our code phrase while nodding along to whatever Barbara’s saying.

My phone vibrates. Yes! I’m saved! But it’s not a phone call. It’s a text. From Jay. I sneak a glance at it.

Okay, I’m intrigued. Why do you keep feeling the need to update me on your possum’s hair status?

Dammit!

Barbara has paused her story to harass a waiter for a new set of utensils, so I can’t resist sending him back a quick text.

OMG, what’s the point of having a code word if I keep sending it to you instead of Emi?

He replies immediately.

Ah, it’s that bad, huh? Did he find out about your obsessive panty to outfit matching?

I stifle a laugh and text back.

Worse! His MOM is here.

Barbara finally dismisses the waiter, so her attention is back on me. “So, Carina, where was I? Oh, right. Arthur received early acceptance to the University of Toronto. I hope you haven’t applied to a school far from there because distance really puts a strain on a relationship.”

Wow, they’re really putting a lot of stock in this “relationship” working out past this first date, which I can guarantee it’s not.

I’m still so shocked by what’s going on here I can’t help but to answer her questions instead of setting the record straight. “No, I’m not going far. I was accepted to Toronto Metropolitan University for business.”

Jay takes longer to reply this time, but then my phone vibrates, and I glance down to check it.

Guess I’m not looking so bad right now, am I? Wish you stuck around for apps?

This time I actually do laugh out loud, but I bite down quickly when Arthur and his mom send me a questioning look. I have no idea what they were saying, but obviously it didn’t warrant a laugh.

I’m about to text Jay back but then stop myself when I realize what I’m doing. We’re not friends. Why am I texting him?

“Please excuse me for a moment,” I say, standing up and straightening out my skirt.

Barbara gasps. “Carina! Why are you dressed like that?” I glance down at my jean skirt and crop top. It’s a cute outfit, but I guess compared to them, I’m way too casually dressed. But in my defense, they’re the ones dressed too fancy for a Mexican restaurant. I didn’t know I was supposed to dress like this was our engagement dinner.

Before I can point out that I’m actually dressed the appropriate amount of fancy for our current surroundings, and that if anything, even I’m dressed too fancy for La Mesa, Barbara turns to Arthur and continues.

“Arthur,” she scolds, “you let her dress like a slut? You can’t have a girlfriend who thinks dressing like this is okay!”

My face heats from a mixture of embarrassment and anger, but I’m too stunned to say anything. My tongue feels twisted with all the things I want to say, but I don’t know where to start. I bite down so hard my teeth might shatter from the pressure.

“Mo-om,” Arthur whines, casting a quick glance at me then lowering his voice. “I was going to tell her on the second date.”

Yeah, that he would’ve saved for the second date. My eyes roll of their own accord, and I don’t care if they see.

“Right, well, I’ll be back,” I say, grabbing my purse and practically sprinting toward the restroom. I will not be back. I wouldn’t go back if you paid me.

I almost feel bad for Arthur, having to put up with Barbara, but then again, judging by the things he was saying before she arrived, it’s clearly too late to save him.

Once in the bathroom, the blood rushes to my head, and I’m dizzy for a moment. I’m so overwhelmed I can barely think straight. I should march back and tell them this isn’t going to work. I should tell them to lay off any of Arthur’s future dates for his own sake. I should tell them I will never name my daughter Barbara, and that that definitely isn’t a first-date conversation topic. But the thought of that confrontation makes me even more dizzy.

The bathroom is small and empty; there are only three stalls and two sinks. I look around as if someone will pop out and offer to take my place on the date. My phone vibrates, and I realize I’m clutching it in my hand. It’s a text from Jay.

Have they kidnapped you yet? That’s the vibe I was getting from before.

A laugh escapes me before I can stop it. As I glance up, a small window over the sink catches my eye. No . . . can I? Am I that desperate?

Without overthinking it, I shoot Jay a text back.

Do you think it would be terrible if I crawled out the bathroom window? I’m staring at it right now, and it’s looking really tempting.

I can’t leave without walking past the table, and I really don’t want to go back there. What are they going to say next? Demand I drop ten pounds or ask me my medical history for reproduction purposes? At this point, I wouldn’t put it past them, and with each passing second, the window looks more and more tempting.

Am I about to do this? I think I’m about to climb through a bathroom window. I’m about to become every bad date cliché. I open the door to the bathroom a few inches and peer at our table. Arthur’s holding a red velvet box in his hand, showing his mother the contents, and my heart stops. It’s too big to be a ring box, but I’m not taking any chances if it’s for me.

Closing the door, I take a breath for courage and hoist myself up onto the counter. My phone vibrates, and I pause to read Jay’s text.

Are you serious or are you being dramatic? I can’t tell.

It’s like Jay and I are in this together now, so instead of ignoring him, I send a video of my feet on the counter, then turn the camera to show the window just within my grasp.

He texts me back immediately.

The date is THAT BAD? You’re going to hurt yourself. Go back to the table and wait five minutes. Say hi mom.

Wait five minutes for what? The date to be over? Not a chance. And “hi mom”? What is he talking about? I’m not greeting Barbara as mom. I shiver just thinking about it.

Putting my phone in my purse, I fix the strap across my shoulder and push the window open. There’s no screen, so that makes my life easier. Using my arms, I lift myself and scan the drop. There’s a dumpster with a closed lid to the left of the window. If I aim, I might be able to land on it and climb down.

“Carina?”

I freeze.

“What on earth are you doing?”

I’m almost scared to look, but I do. Barbara is standing at the door. She has a frown on her face, and her head is cocked to the side.

“Oh, um . . .” I’m trying to escape! “I thought I heard some kittens meowing in the back alley. I wanted to see if they were deserted and needed some help.” The top part of my body is half out the window, and I exaggerate looking around. “Nope! Must’ve been my imagination.” Holding in a cringe, I hop off the counter, and my mind screams, No! I was so close to freedom!

Barbara nods like that was a perfectly reasonable excuse. “Arthur doesn’t like kittens, so it’s for the best you don’t get attached to any strays.”

Okay. This is just next-level insane. I feel like it must be Thursday night and I’m dreaming the worst date scenario to prepare for my date with Arthur, because there’s no way this is real.

“Are you ready? Let’s head back, the food is at the table,” Barbara says, holding the door open for me.

I can’t go back there. “Don’t you need to . . . ?” I trail off, pointing to a stall. Maybe I’ll have a better chance with Arthur alone. I can end the date as nicely as possible and scamper off into the night all before she returns to the table.

She shakes her head. “Oh, no. You were taking so long I wanted to make sure you weren’t talking to other boys. Come now.”

She ushers me outside, and it’s all I can do not to drag my feet. Our table approaches, and before I can figure out how to escape, I’m standing in front of Arthur again. He stands up, and like last time, he tucks his mother’s chair in behind her. The food is out and smells amazing, but the idea of sitting here for a second longer makes me nauseous.

How can I leave without being rude? With a heavy heart, I sink into my chair.

“Carina, I saw this necklace and knew you’d like it,” Arthur says, placing that velvet box on the table as my breath is sucked from my lungs. I don’t move to open it. I am not accepting anything from Arthur. This is all moving way too quickly.

My phone continuously vibrates from my purse. It’s a phone call!

“Just one second,” I tell him, pulling out my phone. It’s Jay. And now it makes sense.

I accept the call. “Hey, Mom.”

“Hi, Princess. I’m guessing you didn’t jump out the window.” His deep voice is a breath of fresh air.

“Are you serious? Which hospital?” I’m putting my acting skills to good use, pulling out every technique I learned in grade ten drama class. I’m selling this story if it’s the last thing I do.

“I’ll take that as a no,” he says. “Is his mom actually there? I didn’t think that happened in real life. You should text your friends a code word for situations like this.” Even from here, I can hear the smirk in his voice.

If I wasn’t so intent on getting out of here, I would laugh at his sarcasm.

“Oh my goodness! I’ll be right there!” I exclaim, grabbing my purse.

Jay chuckles. “You’re welcome, by the way. I expect a free ice-cream cone next time I’m in the bakery.”

I don’t bother pointing out that he doesn’t even like ice cream. “Love you too, bye, Mom!”

Jay laughs, and I end the call. Arthur and Barbara are watching me with concern. I feel bad until I stand and their gazes shift to my exposed midsection, and I remember their words from before. This is definitely for the best.

“Is everything okay, cutie?” Arthur asks, and I almost throw up right there.

I force myself to seem upset instead of revealing how excited I am to leave. “It is, but unfortunately, I have to leave. It was nice meeting you both, though.”

“Well, that’s very regrettable,” Barbara concedes.

Arthur looks upset but also understanding. “Okay. We’ll just ask for a to-go box for your food and your portion of the bill.”

A snort-laugh escapes before I poorly cover it with a cough. I’m all for splitting the bill, that’s perfectly fine with me, but I find it funny he was picking baby names, buying me jewelry, and mentally planning our wedding but draws the line at paying for my fifteen-dollar chicken tacos.

I am hungry, and the food smells amazing, but I really don’t want to wait any longer.

“Oh, no, it’s fine,” I say, picking up a taco and shoving it in my mouth. A quarter of it doesn’t fit and drops from my mouth onto the table. “Er ruf lef murerph,” I say through my full mouth, though it doesn’t sound like I’ll just leave money like I intended it to.

Still standing and chewing, I pull out a wad of bills from my purse and drop thirty-five dollars on the table, which is more than enough to cover my dinner, plus tax and tip. I swallow, take a gulp of water, then shove the next taco in my mouth. Shredded lettuce, salsa, and cheese fall onto my shirt and the table from my mouth, but I’m in too deep now—I’ve committed, and my escape is so close. Arthur and Barbara watch me with expressions of confusion, shock, and disgust. Now they know how I’ve felt this whole date.

I’m chewing so fast I can barely even taste the food, but I’m starving, and I paid for it. I swallow and wash it down with another gulp of water. There’s another taco left on the plate, but I want to get out of here before I get roped into staying longer.

I pick up the last taco. I’ll eat this one at a normal pace in the car. “Well, enjoy your dinner, bye!”

Barbara stands, and so does Arthur. “We’ll walk you to your car,” she says, straightening her jacket. “I’ll allow you five seconds for a kiss, but keep it PG; I’ll be watching.”

Is she for real? Arthur’s grin reaches from ear to ear. This is normal for him?

“No!” I protest a little too loudly. With my purse across my shoulder, my phone in one hand, and my taco in the other, I take a few steps backward. “I can manage!” I bump into a server and hastily apologize. “Bye now!” I say to Barbara and Arthur, then I turn and speed walk out the door, using every fiber in my being to force myself not to sprint away.

I don’t stop to take a breath until I’m in my car. I lock my door for good measure in case they follow me out to make good on that five-second PG kiss. Who even says that? I haven’t been on a proper date in a few years, but that cannot have been normal. There’s absolutely no way that wasn’t a prank show. I can’t believe there are people out there who think that’s all perfectly acceptable first date behavior. That’s not acceptable second date behavior, or even one hundredth date behavior! That was just bonkers!

Grabbing napkins from my glove compartment, I wipe the condiments off my shirt as best I can, then start my car so music can keep me company. Now that I’m not scarfing down food like I’ve never seen it before, I take my time with the last chicken taco, and it’s delicious. It’s a shame I didn’t get to actually taste my food like I would’ve if this date was enjoyable. I’ll have to come back with Emi and Kalani and, by extension, Daphne and Emmett. I wonder what a date with Emmett at La Mesa would’ve been like? Nothing like the one I was just on, that’s for sure.

My phone vibrates, and I wipe one hand to check it. It’s Jay.

Have you escaped?

I laugh, stuff the last bite of the taco in my mouth, and quickly text back.

Yes. Thank you.

Who would’ve thought Jay of all people would be the one to make tonight not so terrible, whether through his stupid texts or his phone call. He saved the night for me, and as much as I hate to admit it, since I still don’t like him, I do owe him an ice cream. Even if he doesn’t eat it, it’s the least I can do.

A text comes in from Kalani, and I switch from Jay’s chat to hers.

How’s the date going? Are you and Arthur a perfect match or what?

I laugh out loud and drop my phone in the cupholder to put my car in drive and finally get the hell out of here. If Kalani thinks Arthur is my perfect match, I need to seriously reconsider how my friends view me and who they see as my dream date. We’re clearly not on the same page, the same book, or even the same genre.


Nine

By the time I get home, I’m so exhausted by everything that happened that I fall asleep right away; I don’t even tell Emi or Kalani how it went. Saturday morning, I message them in our group chat and tell them it was terrible, then I invite them to come over or visit Boscoe’s pop-up art exhibit with me tonight and I’ll give them details when I see them. It’s definitely an in-person kind of conversation, and I’d really love to go to Boscoe’s exhibit.

Kalani replies instantly and says that Ralph, Daphne’s friend we met at the cliff, is throwing a party tonight, so we’re all going there instead. I don’t really want to go, but my friends are excited, and I don’t want to be left out, even if Kalani tells me I’m fifth wheeling them. Besides, I’ve dragged Kalani to tons of art exhibits over the years, and I know she’d much rather go to a party to take her mind off everything that’s happening at home versus an art show she doesn’t care about and would only be attending for me.

At work, every time the door opens, a small part of me hopes the pink team will walk in. This both confuses and annoys me since Jay and I are not friends and last night changed nothing between us. I only get to talk to Kalani for a minute when she pops into the bakery after her sister’s soccer game—the entirety of which I use to rant about how she has horrible taste in men for me—but Jay never shows. A few members of the pink team come in with their parents before the end of my shift, but I don’t dare ask them where Jay is. Besides, I don’t care about Jay’s whereabouts, I only want to repay my debt to him in ice cream. Yes, that’s all I want.

On the way to the party, sitting in the back of Emmett’s white electric Volvo squished between Daphne and Emi, I tell them all about the date. Every horrible detail.

“You were not going to climb out the window!” Kalani says, twisting from the passenger seat to look at me.

I pull out my phone and show her the video I sent to Jay of me standing on the counter and the open window.

Emi, Daphne, and Kalani all erupt into laughter.

“You really were going to jump out the window!” Emi gasps between fits. “I’m so proud of you; that’s the type of behavior I encourage.”

“It was really that terrible?” Kalani asks, trying to hold in her laughter.

I send her an incredulous look. “He brought his mom, Kalani. His mom! On a first date! And she called me a slut!”

Kalani can’t hold in her laughter anymore, but when I glare at her, she stops herself by slapping a palm over her mouth. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be laughing, but . . . seriously? His mom?”

“Her name was Barbara, and she wanted to know my five-year plan.”

From the driver’s seat, Emmett hums. “That’s actually a really interesting question. What is your five-year plan—ow!” He sends an accusatory look at Kalani for swatting his arm. When she only widens her eyes at him in warning, the message sinks in, and he clears his throat. “Ahem. I mean . . . that sounds horrible.”

“So awful she almost jumped out the bathroom window!” Daphne giggles. “What about the heights thing?”

I would’ve been willing to jump off that damn cliff if it meant getting away from Arthur and Barbara. Maybe. “It was the first floor of the building, it wasn’t bad.”

“Why didn’t you leave through the front door?” Emmett asks. I catch his eye in the rearview mirror and get distracted by their color.

“Carina?” Kalani prompts.

“Oh.” I shake my head. I need to get over this. “Just reliving the awfulness. And because I would’ve had to walk right by the table to leave. They would’ve seen.”

Emmett frowns but keeps his eyes on the dark road. The highway is busy for ten o’clock on a Saturday night, but it’s not unusual.

“Why didn’t you tell him it wasn’t going to work and leave?” Emmett asks. I can hear the disapproval in his tone. “It would’ve been mean if you’d left out the window, and you tricked him by making him think something was wrong with your mom with a fake phone call. You should’ve just been honest about the situation.”

His disappointment is obvious, and my heart sinks. He’s right. That probably was inconsiderate of me. It seemed like a good idea at the time—a great idea, actually—and my accomplice didn’t think the fake phone call was a bad idea. But then again, my accomplice was Jay, and that should’ve been my first hint that I wasn’t acting fairly. I was feeling good about my actions, even amused by them and proud of my acting skills, until this moment, with Emmett looking at me like I’ve failed him.

I study my hands in my lap. “You’re right. When I see him in school, I’ll set the record straight.”

“What? No!” Emi protests beside me. “Don’t do it, Carina! This man has your children’s names planned out! He told you you’re not allowed to work and must clean the house like it’s the 1950s or some bullshit! He called you a slut! You owe him nothing.”

Daphne nods along with her.

“It’s common decency to be straight with people, Emi,” Emmett chides, his lips pressed in a straight line. Even frowning, he’s cute.

I agree with Emi, especially because that means I get to avoid a hard conversation, but Emmett’s always had a pure heart. He sees the good in everyone and is always so considerate of other people’s feelings. It’s one of his best qualities and the reason I fell for him. It would do me good to be more like him, even if I’d rather chew off my arm than have another conversation with Arthur.

“I’m not going on another date with him, but I will let him know it’s not going to work out between us.”

The thought makes my palms sweat. I really don’t enjoy having heavy, emotional conversations with anyone, least of all Arthur. But I’ll have to do it eventually, especially if I don’t want him chasing me down in the school halls to claim his five-second PG kiss. I shiver at the thought.

Emi sulks, crossing her arms and slouching against the seat. “Boo. You don’t owe him anything after that.”

“It’s the right thing to do, Carina,” Emmett adds, nodding at me in the rearview mirror, and my spirits lift. I may have to face a terrible and awkward conversation with Arthur, but at least Emmett doesn’t think I’m a bad person.

Kalani twists in her seat again, and something on my face makes her pause. “Hey, you know what? It’s my fault you had to go out with him in the first place. You just avoid him, and I’ll tell him it’s not going to work out on your behalf.”

She knows me so well. This is just like that time in ninth grade when my assigned lab partner got the flu and refused to stay home or cover his mouth when he coughed and sneezed, and she got him to switch seats with her for the week even though we were supposed to be working on a lab report together. She got me out of sitting with Roger I-sneeze-in-people’s-faces-and-wipe-my-nose-with-my-hand Langford without me needing to say anything to him, and she can do the same with Arthur. My hopes lift.

“You’d do that?” I wouldn’t have to have a terrible conversation with him and relive that awful night? It might be the coward’s way out, but right now I don’t care.

She nods and smiles, making my heart feel less heavy. “Yup. You just run in the opposite way when you see him and I’ll deal with it. I’ll have to vet your dates better from now on. I swear he was normal when I talked to him.”

Emi snorts. “Everyone knows Arthur moves a little too fast, Kal.”

My jaw drops. “You knew?! Why didn’t you stop me?”

Emi shakes her head, shooting a look at Kalani. “I didn’t think Kal would set you up with that Arthur. I thought it was a different one.”

“I didn’t know he was like that!” Kalani defends herself. “You were really adamant that you didn’t like Jay and that his personality and yours would never work together, so I tried to go for someone who was completely the opposite of him. I really wanted to find someone you would get along with, and I guess I swung a bit too hard in the opposite direction. But that doesn’t mean I knew about all the weird comments and his mom. I thought he was just . . . not like Jay. I’m really sorry he was so awful.”

Emi’s phone rings, and she answers, turning to face the window to give herself some privacy, whispering in Japanese.

“Okay, okay, I believe you,” I tell Kalani. I didn’t know his reputation, so I can’t fault her for not knowing either. She was just doing what I asked by finding someone different from Jay, which, technically, she did. She was only listening to what I wanted and trying her best to have me succeed with this blind date thing; it’s not like she wants me to go on shitty dates. Besides, it’s clear she feels bad about how things turned out because she’s volunteering to talk to him for me.

She smiles, releasing a relieved sigh, and faces the front again. “We’ll find you someone better for next week. Maybe someone who doesn’t go to Oakwoods, so you can avoid seeing him in school after.”

A pit of dread forms in my stomach. I just came back from a terrible date, and the last thing I want to do is that again. Jay was bad, Arthur was worse. What’s next? My track record is zero for two, and I don’t want to make that three.

“Kalani, seriously? It’s fine. We don’t need to try again. I don’t have an issue being single. I’m seventeen, it’s not the end of the world.”

“I thought you were trying to put yourself out there and find someone you connect with?” she asks, pulling down the visor to check her lip gloss in the mirror. “You can’t just give up now and go back to hiding in your comfort zone. You did the hardest part—the first real date. Now that you know what to expect, it shouldn’t be as scary anymore. And let’s be honest, it can’t get any worse than a guy who brings his mom. It’s only up from here.”

I like my comfort zone. Everyone likes their comfort zone. It’s literally why it’s named that, because it’s comfortable, and there’s no reason to step out of it. “I don’t know . . .”

Kalani twists in her seat again, her eyes narrowing on me. “Why aren’t you putting effort into your dates? You say you’re putting yourself out there, but you have to do more than show up. Is there a reason you don’t want to form a real connection with someone? Do you already like someone?”

I cross my arms against my chest like it’ll defend me from her inquisitive glare. “Well, in my defense, you paid Jay, and Arthur brought his mom, so it wasn’t my fault. Plus, it is possible to be content being single. I don’t need anyone to make me happy.”

Her eyebrow arches. “I know you, Carina. You always have a crush on someone. So spill. The last crush you told me about was . . .”

She trails off, and the car is silent except for the generic pop song playing softly in the background from the radio and Emi on the phone. Everyone’s thinking Emmett to finish the part Kalani left unsaid, and I can’t have anyone connecting any dots between me and Emmett now. So I plaster on my best innocent face and say, “You’re right. I need to put myself out there more, make more of an effort to get out of my comfort zone.”

My heart’s beating fast from the words hanging in the air about my crush on my best friend’s boyfriend, and Emmett’s silence is so loud it’s deafening.

“That’s the spirit,” Kalani says with a bright smile. “The next guy I pick will be somewhere in between Jay and Arthur—that’s the sweet spot. He also won’t be from Oakwoods in case it doesn’t work out and you’re too scared to confront him.”

She turns to face the front again and types something out on her phone. “I can’t fight all your battles for you, you know.”

My stomach drops at the dig, and I force my face not to crumple. Daphne must sense how I’m feeling because she places her hand on mine and gives it a squeeze for support. Her kind smile makes me feel even worse.

My eyes drift over Emmett, who’s fumbling with the navigation, trying to turn off the toll road option. Unless Kalani finds me someone exactly like him, I fear every date will be a disaster. But the odds of being set up with a clone of Emmett are slim to none. I don’t want to try again, but clearly this means a lot to Kalani, so I’ll do it. I’ll make an effort with whoever she sets me up with next and hope that we click in a way I haven’t with anyone yet.


Ten

The night is fresh, and a cool breeze brushes my hair off my bare shoulders as we cross through the quiet neighborhood. Ralph’s party must be huge, because there are so many cars we had to park almost three blocks away. The walk is good, though, especially since the car ride felt stifling, and the air helps to clear my head.

“Ralph invited practically the entire school, and a bunch of people from your school too,” Daphne says as kids converge and walk in the same direction as us.

“Sounds like a lot of people,” Emmett says as he takes Kalani’s hand in his. “I hope we don’t lose each other.”

“I have an idea,” Emi starts. “If you lose me, just yell the alpacas are invading and I’ll know to check the group chat.”

“What is with you and weird animal code phrases?” I ask with a laugh. “Besides, I don’t think it’ll be necessary.”

Out of all of us, Emi’s the easiest to spot in a crowd. Daphne’s in a white shirt and red pants, Kalani’s in a deep-blue designer dress, and Emmett’s looking drool-worthy in a white dress shirt and pants. Compared to us, Emi’s almost impossible to ignore, with her short purple hair and a dress made entirely of sequins, which she’s paired with combat boots. If we get separated, she’ll be the easiest to find. She’s a walking disco ball.

I have to stop myself from glancing at Emmett the entire time. He really does look drool-worthy tonight with his floppy curls styled away from his face. I’m in a tight white dress, so technically the two of us match, and I bite my lip to stop from imagining us as a cute couple who deliberately match outfits with each other.

“I’m sure we’ll be fine, don’t worry, babe,” Kalani says, twisting her long black hair over her shoulder. “It’s a miracle the babysitter was free to watch Maleah or I wouldn’t have even been able to come out. Let’s make the most of it, okay?”

“Of course,” Emmett says, dropping her hand to wrap his arm around her waist. I glance away.

Ralph’s house is smack-dab in the middle of a subdivision, and the grass only separates his house from his neighbors by about two feet on either side. I have no idea how no one is complaining about the noise, because we could hear it from a block away. Kids are piled on his driveway and lawn, all holding beer cans or red Solo cups. Compared to everyone in their jeans and T-shirts, we might have dressed up a bit too much. But in our defense, we’ve only been to Oakwoods parties, and everyone dresses up for those.

Once we’re in the house, the music blasts us from all directions. Bodies are packed in the small hallway, and you can tell who’s from Oakwoods because we’re the ones dressed like we’re going to a club instead of a house party. At least the five of us don’t stand out too much now.

Emi grabs Daphne’s hand and leads her through the crowd. Emmett does the same for Kalani, and I trail behind, feeling every bit the fifth wheel I am. Emi marches right into the kitchen, where the keg is, and pours beer some into four red Solo cups, passing three of them to me, Daphne, and Kalani. I clink glasses with the girls and take a drink of the warm beer before grimacing. No one else seems to mind, though, so I pretend warm beer doesn’t taste appalling and take another sip.

“Oh, hey!” Emi says as she claps a tall boy on the back.

When he turns around, I recognize his face instantly, though the hideous patterned shirt should’ve given it away.

“Hey, Ralph,” I greet, and his face lights up.

“Carina!” he exclaims, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me in for a hug. I guess we’re on hugging terms now? He’s soaked for some reason, and I force myself not to shove him away.

“How’ve ya been?” He doesn’t wait for my answer, instead moving on to hug Kalani, then Emmett and Daphne.

“Are you guys having fun?” he asks us as a group, then he turns to Daphne. “Daph, Jasmine’s been up my ass asking when you’re coming. She’s probably in the backyard.”

I don’t hear what Daphne says, because I’ve just clued in that this is Ralph’s party. Ralph is friends with Jay. Does that mean Jay is here too? I cast a hasty look around at the faces in the kitchen, but to my relief, I don’t see Jay. That doesn’t mean he isn’t somewhere around here, though, and I run a hand through my hair before I realize what I’m doing and stop it.

Ralph and Emi introduce us to some people in the kitchen, but it’s hard to hear their names over the music, never mind remember them. A few of them are people we met last time at the cliff, and Emmett points out Eric, who drove him and Kalani home after I freaked out.

Daphne leads everyone out through the screen door and into the backyard. The music is louder back here than it was inside. It makes sense when I spot DJ equipment and speakers set up against the house facing the yard, with a kid pressing buttons on a laptop. No wonder we could hear the music crystal clear from the front yard.

It’s a good-sized backyard, and now I realize why Ralph was all wet. There’s a large, glistening in-ground pool filled with floaties back here, but there aren’t a lot of people in it. No one must want to go in wearing their party clothes. I, for one, am going to stay far away from the pool. With my luck, I’ll accidentally fall in or be pushed in, and I didn’t spend all that time on my hair and makeup just to ruin it in two seconds flat. Plus, this dress is not a good substitute for a swimsuit.

There’s another keg set up out here, as well as a folding table with various bottles of liquor and stacks of Solo cups ready to be used. Another table sits beside it filled with various foods. As people come in, they place more platters on the table, which is quickly filling up, and I realize it must be some sort of potluck. Now I feel like a dick for not bringing anything, even though we were told not to.

Ralph, or someone, has strung white Christmas lights against all the fences that border us in, giving the backyard a party feel. Folding tables are set up on the grass where people are playing beer pong or watching or just standing around talking, and the concrete patio is being used exclusively for dancing.

Emi and Daphne help themselves to the bottles on the table, and Kalani drags Emmett over to the makeshift dance floor. I stand awkwardly by the screen door, feeling weird and self-conscious. It’s times like these I wish I really did have someone like Emi and Kalani do, but this wouldn’t be an issue if I just had another single friend.

“Hey! Carina, right?” a girl beside me asks. Her hair is long, dark, and shiny, her lips are painted a deep pink, and there are purposeful sparkles on her olive cheeks. She was introduced to me in the kitchen, but I don’t remember her name.

At my nod, she continues. “I’m Maddie!” She gestures to the girl who just joined us. “And this is Jasmine.”

Jasmine’s tall, with deep brown skin, a short afro, and sparkles on her cheekbones that match Maddie’s.

“Daphne’s girlfriend’s friend, right?” Jasmine asks. At my nod, she continues, “I’ve been waiting for you guys all night! Daphne said you’re amazing at art, and she showed me that portrait you gave her. It was gorgeous! Are you going to OCAD in September? Please say yes! I want to know someone when I go.”

My face heats, and I take a sip of my drink to hide some of the redness. “Um . . . no. I’m actually going to TMU for business. But congrats on getting into OCAD! You must be amazing.”

She frowns. “Thanks, but why aren’t you coming? You’re so good.”

I shift from foot to foot. I can’t exactly tell her I’m scared I’m not good enough, not after she just said she thinks I am good enough, so instead I shrug.

Maddie must sense that I don’t want to talk about it, because she gasps and exclaims, “I love this song! Dance with us?” She grabs the full beer in my hand and sets it down on a table before pulling me onto the makeshift dance floor.

I’m not familiar with the song that’s playing, but it’s catchy enough to dance to. The three of us dance together in a circle not too far from the DJ, surrounded by a bunch of other kids dancing as well. The music pounds in my chest, and bubbles float through the surrounding air. We giggle and poke at the few that enter our airspace.

Against my will, my gaze wanders over to Emmett to see if he’s watching us, but he’s talking to Eric. Kalani is at the table with the alcohol, talking to a guy with slicked-back brown hair and dark sunglasses covering his eyes. Who wears sunglasses to a house party at night? She points at me and waves, and the guy she’s talking to follows her gaze. My eyebrows draw together, but I wave back, and the guy’s lips pull up at the corners.

“Oh my God, he’s totally checking you out!” Maddie yells in my ear. I want to ask how she knows he’s checking me out considering he’s wearing sunglasses at a house party at night, but she points in the opposite direction of Sunglasses.

Jasmine grabs me and turns me around so I’m facing the beer pong table, and my heart stops.

“That’s Jay,” Maddie shouts in my ear. “He’s so hot. I wish he looked at me like that.”

It is Jay. His height makes him visible through the crowd as he talks to someone, but his eyes are on me. When he notices he has my attention, he scans me up and down, then smirks. I know that look, and I know exactly what he’s thinking: She’s wearing white panties. Instead of pissing me off, the thought makes me laugh. Is something wrong with me?

Jasmine gapes at me. “You know him? You know Jay?”

“I wish I didn’t,” I mumble, but she doesn’t hear me; instead, she grabs my hand and walks us through the crowd toward the beer pong tables, Maddie trailing behind us. My heels sink into the grass, and I cringe as I try to walk as gracefully as I can manage while my shoes decide they don’t agree with the soft terrain.

The backyard is packed now, and I can only imagine what inside looks like. It’s getting harder to differentiate between kids from Oakwoods and Northbrook, and I’m pretty sure some of the kids here don’t go to either school. Maddie stops to talk to someone new, but Jasmine leads me to Jay.

“Hey, Jay.” Jasmine smiles at him before shoving me forward. “This is Carina.”

“We’ve met,” he says over the music, looking down at me. He’s in a navy T-shirt that fits him perfectly and outlines his sculpted shoulders. Jasmine pushes me so close to Jay I have to crane my neck to make eye contact. My new friend grabs the guy Jay was talking to—a tall boy with red hair and pale skin who was with him at the cliff—and then they disappear, leaving the two of us alone.

My chest grazes his, and shivers run down my spine. We’re so close I can feel his body heat. Someone stumbles into my back, and Jay reflexively places his hands on my waist to steady me. They feel good there, more than good, and that sets alarm bells off in my mind. This is Jay. He’s an asshole! It’s the two sips of beer I drank. It must be changing my body’s natural response to him, since it should be disgust, not intrigue. I shouldn’t be thinking about how good his hands feel.

Before I can linger in his touch, I take a step back, which forces his hands to drop. His face hardens.

“What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be doing something boring right now?” His tone brings me back down to earth, and I cross my arms. This is Jay. He’s hot, sure, but he hates me and I hate him, and that’s the way it should be.

I match his tone. “I’m here having fun. And you said I didn’t know how to live a little.”

His gaze dips and lands on my feet, which are slowly sinking into the mud, before he says, “You realize your outfit choice for the night isn’t the smartest, right? What is with you wearing heels and dresses to casual events?”

“In my defense, I didn’t know we were going to the cliff that first time. And this is how we always dress for parties,” I say as I gesture at the crowd, half of whom are dressed exactly like me.

Jay just shakes his head and mutters, “Oakwoods.”

Emmett notices me from where he’s talking with Daphne, so I wave. Jay notices.

“Have you heard from your date and his mom yet?” he asks, one eyebrow raised. “When’s the wedding?”

Emmett waves back, his eyes going from me to Jay, and he tilts his head questioningly. His words from earlier replay in my mind.

To Jay, I say, “No, I haven’t heard from them, and I’m mad at you for encouraging my rude behavior.”

He rears back from me. “You’re mad at me.” It should be a question, but it comes out as a statement.

I nod once. “Yes. You put the idea in my head. You should’ve told me I was being rude instead of making me feel like a fake phone call was a good idea.”

Emmett would never have done that, but I already know Jay is basically the polar opposite of Emmett, so it shouldn’t be a surprise to me.

Jay lets out a short, humorless laugh. “You’re unbelievable. You’re the one who texted me the code phrase for ‘get me the fuck out of here.’ I was saving you from climbing out the goddamn window and breaking your neck. And I didn’t force you to pretend I was your mom, you were all too happy to play along. So how about saying, ‘Thanks for helping me out, Jay, again’?” He shakes his head. “You know, just when I thought you were proving me wrong and are actually kind of fun, you pull this shit.”

All I can do is blink at him. He’s right. He’s completely right, and I hate him for it. I wanted out of that date, and I would’ve done anything to avoid an awkward confrontation. It was easier to blame Jay than to accept the fact that having a serious conversation letting Arthur down makes my skin crawl.

My lower lip quivers, and Jay freezes. “What . . . what’s happening? Why are you making that face? Don’t . . . Princess, don’t do that.”

I can’t help it. My lip keeps quivering as I fight back the tears. I don’t even know why I’m so emotional. Jay’s said worse things to me before, so why am I being such a baby? The people in the yard continue crowding us, forcing Jay and me even closer to each other.

“Hey,” someone says over the music, and I see Emmett elbowing his way toward us. He looks at me, then at Jay. “Is everything okay here?”

Of course. It’s just like Emmett to play the hero, and that makes me feel even worse.

“Yes,” I start, “everything’s fi—”

Before I can finish lying, a guy with a mohawk hairdo runs up to us. He’s unsteady on his feet, and Jay half catches him.

“Hey!” the guy exclaims, a huge slice of coconut cream pie wobbling on the plate he’s holding. “I said I called next for beer pong! I called it! I’m playing winner, and you can’t cut in front just because you’re standing here.” He’s slurring, but he’s loud. Super loud. Loud enough that most people are looking over at us now and stepping away from him.

“Hey, just calm down, man,” Jay tells him.

“I won’t calm down!” He shoves Jay. I wonder if Jay even knows who he is. Mohawk Guy turns to me like I’m some co-conspirator. “I haven’t had a turn in ages!”

Everyone is looking over at us now. Maybe because he’s causing a commotion, or maybe because they’re hoping to see a fight.

“We’re not playing beer pong,” Jay says, trying to de-escalate instead of giving in to the crowd’s secret hopes. “We’re only standing in the vicinity of the table. It’s all yours—though you shouldn’t drink any more.” He adds the last part as he catches Mohawk Guy again.

“Don’t be telling me what to do!” Mohawk exclaims, pushing Jay off him, but the sudden jerky movement throws him even more off-balance. Before I realize what’s happening, before I can even blink, he lurches forward, his arms windmilling and sending the pie in his hand flying. Right into my face.

There’s a chorus of gasps and laughs, as well as exclamations of shock and horror, as I stand there, too stunned to move, a whole slice of pie splattered on my face.

“She got pied in the face!” someone shouts as I wipe a huge chunk of pie away and dig through the pile of whipped cream so I can see. Now everyone is looking at me instead of Mohawk, who stumbles and mutters something about not feeling good before sauntering away.

“I would literally die if that was me,” someone else exclaims to a chorus of snickering agreement.

I meet Jay’s eyes in front of me. He’s managed to escape any type of whipped cream damage and is staring at me with wide eyes before he abruptly turns and walks away.

Did he really just ditch me? What a jerk! I get that everyone is staring at me with gossipy delight and amused horror and that he’s probably feeling secondhand shame, but I kind of needed him to, I don’t know, be here for me? Help in some way? Anything other than run in the opposite direction and act like he doesn’t know me.

Emmett’s still standing beside me, so at least he hasn’t deserted me, but he’s no help either, standing there with his jaw dropped as I try to wipe more coconut cream and pie chunks off my face. I only manage to smear the cream around and make clumps fall onto my white dress.

“That is so embarrassing,” someone exclaims, and other people join in. Some kids are laughing. Others are pointing and talking about how mortifying this is, and I can confirm, yes, it is awful. I don’t even know what to do other than stand here, do a poor job of trying to clean off my face, and not die of embarrassment.

Emmett opens his mouth to say something. I need it to be something great. Something to make me feel better. A joke. A suggestion on what to do. An escape route. Something Emmett-like.

“You . . .” he starts. “There’s pie . . . on you.”

That is the insightful statement I was hoping for?

“Hey, Princess!”

I turn toward the voice. Jay’s there, a few feet away from me by the food table, visible in the clear path through the people between us. Everyone is still staring at me. Isn’t this a party? Shouldn’t they be off partying?

Before I’m fully turned around, Jay reaches into the bowl beside him with his bare hands and throws a handful of food at me. The chunks land on me, directly on my chest, and I gasp at the impact.

“Did you just throw potato salad at me?”

To confirm it, he reaches into the same bowl and, with perfect aim, throws even more at me. Some of it sticks to me on impact, and some slides down with the whipped cream and lands at my feet.

“Maybe,” he answers.

That complete and utter asshole! How dare he throw food at me while I’m already covered in face pie! Is he trying to humiliate me as much as humanly possible? I’m so pissed my clenched fingers are digging into my palms and my hands are shaking.

I’m burning hot as I shove my purse into Emmett’s chest and march over to Jay as fast as possible in my stupid shoes. He’s smirking, and boy, do I want to wipe it off his smug face.

When I’m standing directly in front of him, I pick up a wide container of barbeque sauce and throw the contents at him, dropping the dripping container back on the table.

Ha! Take that!

Some of it splashed on his neck and jaw, and at least I’m not the only person here covered in food now.

Without saying a word, he picks up a pitcher of fruit juice with one hand, holding it over my head.

I glare at him. “Don’t do i—”

He pours the drink over my head. It soaks my hair and shocks my body as its coolness slides down my hot skin.

“You ass!”

I pick up a pitcher of ice tea and throw the drink at him. He grasps a handful of hummus and flings it at me. I drop the empty plastic pitcher and hurl a handful of guacamole at him. He ducks, and it lands on the guy standing behind him, who was watching the whole thing, just like almost everyone else at the party.

My hands fly to my mouth as he stomps over. “I am so sor—” The guy slings two handfuls of mixed rice at me.

I stand there, shocked, looking at the bits of rice clinging to my skin, then back at Jay and his accomplice. They both have great big smiles on their faces, absolutely laughing their asses off. For a brief moment, I think, Who brings rice to a party? But my second, more prominent thought is, Fuck this.

With both hands, I dip into the potato salad that started it all and lob a handful at each boy, laughing as it glops on their skin. They throw some back, but it doesn’t just land on me, it lands on the people standing near me. But now I have people on my side, and they help me retaliate. Soon there are multiple people joining in, almost half the party, and food that kids had so kindly prepared and brought to the party is being fired back and forth. Screams and giggles and vows of revenge are now louder than the music.

Jay’s got a pitcher of orange juice, and he’s fast approaching me. Through the onslaught of food raining down from both sides, I try to avoid him, but I only get a few feet before the pool blocks my exit.

Strong arms wrap around me, and the only warning I get is Jay’s deep voice in my ear instructing me, “Hold your breath!” before he hurls us into the pool.

The cold water is a shock as we go under, and Jay’s grasp on me is gone as I break the surface and suck in air.

He surfaces right in front of me, running a hand over his head to get the water out of his eyes.

As I tread water, my hands shove the wet strands of hair out of my face. I thought I was a mess before? I must be an absolute wreck now. My hair is soaked and tangled and will dry frizzy because of the humidity, my makeup is ruined, and my mascara and eyeliner are probably making me look like a raccoon.

“What the hell, Jay?” I splash water at him, my merriment fading as I face him and remember how all this started. “Like getting a pie in the face wasn’t enough? You had to throw food at me too?”

He shakes the water from his face. “Everyone was staring.”

Wow. He’s almost as helpful as Emmett was when he told me there was pie on me.

“Yeah, I know that. And you decided to make it worse by chucking potato salad at me!” I splash him again to emphasize my statement.

Almost no one was in the pool before, but now more people are jumping in, fully clothed, shoes and all, just like me and Jay.

“Stop splashing me!” He wipes the water from his face, but I’m so pissed I don’t want to be around him anymore, so I swim over to the part of the pool where I can reach the bottom.

“I was helping,” he explains, following me.

Helping? Does he mean helping himself to a good old laugh? Because he certainly wasn’t helping me.

I whirl around. “How was that helping?”

“Look around, Princess!” He holds both hands out to the crowd running around throwing food at one another and the bunch of fully clothed people giggling in the pool with us. “You’re not the only person with food all over you anymore.”

The anger that was building in me pauses. In fact, my whole body freezes as I consider his words. He does have a point.

“It was either you stand there and run away embarrassed, and that’s all anyone would be talking about for the next who knows how long, or this.” He crosses his arms over his chest, and the soaked material of his shirt strains and clings to him, outlining every single curve of his shoulders and biceps. “Would you rather be known as the girl who got a pie to the face and left crying or the girl who started a food fight?”

I can say nothing, only stare at him. That was . . . weirdly thoughtful of him? And also really . . . smart. Would starting a food fight then jumping in the pool to wash everything off have been my first, second, or even third thought? No. But it was Jay’s, and for all intents and purposes, it worked. I’m no longer the outlier at this party. I don’t even have any more pie on my face.

He smirks when he realizes the conclusion I’m coming to. “You’re welcome. Again. You know, having your back is becoming a full-time job for me.”

I try to remember what he’s talking about. First at the cliff when he stopped me from going over, then on the phone on my terrible date, and now this.

“Yeah, well, you’re still an ass,” I mutter, wading to the steps of the pool and getting out. My tight white dress is even tighter now, but at least there are no chunks of anything on it. The fabric clings to me like a second skin, and I might as well be naked for as much coverage as it’s giving me right now.

I wring my hair out poolside and turn to look at Jay, who’s trailing behind me up the steps. His eyes dip down briefly, then he breaks out into a knowing grin.

I glance down and confirm that yes, my white thong is very clearly visible for everyone to see.

“Don’t say it,” I warn Jay, but he laughs.

“I totally knew it.”

I shake my head but turn so he doesn’t catch my smile. He’s so infuriating and provoking, but something must be seriously wrong with me because I kind of like it.


Eleven

Emmett and Kalani find me as soon as I get out of the pool.

“Carina!” Kalani stops in front of me to take me in. Emmett hands me my purse, and I’m so glad he was holding it or else it would’ve ended up at the bottom of the pool. They both scan me, and Kalani jostles Emmett with the back of her hand. “Emmett! Give Carina your shirt!”

“Oh, right!” He unbuttons his shirt, but I stop him.

“It’s all right, Emmett. I might end up back in the pool.” My hair, makeup, and dress are already destroyed. No reason to ruin his shirt too. “Have you seen Emi or Daphne?”

Kalani shakes her head. “We should definitely find them before Emi ends up in the pool with her phone and keys and gets locked out of her house again, then we’re the ones stuck driving her around all night. Let’s go, Emmett.”

She grabs Emmett’s hand without waiting to see if he objects to leaving and pulls him through the crowd of people to find Emi.

“What do you see in him?” Jay’s voice from behind me makes me jump. “The guy didn’t even offer you a napkin. He stood there, totally useless.”

I frown at Jay. He does have a point. I’ve never seen Emmett so unsure of what to do.

“Carina!” Ralph emerges from somewhere and joins us. His hideously patterned shirt somehow looks less hideous with food stains on it, if that’s possible. But then I feel terrible because I realize this is his backyard that we’ve covered in spoiled food, his pool that has chunks floating around in it, his food table we’ve ruined.

“Ralph! I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“Sorry?” he interrupts, breaking into a huge grin. “There’s nothing to be sorry for. This is awesome! People will be talking about it forever. It’s going to go down as the party of the year! I came here to thank you.” He squishes me to him in a hug, and I laugh as I pat his back.

“Um, you’re welcome? But it was technically Jay—”

He cuts me off, releasing me from his hold. “Hey, Zach! I bet I can chug at least three of . . .” His voice drifts away as he strides over to his friend.

“He seemed sober enough to mean that, right?” I ask Jay, who nods his head.

“He meant it.”

The breeze picks up, and even though it wasn’t particularly cold before, now that I’m soaking wet, I shiver. Jay’s eyes track my movement as I wrap my arms around myself for warmth, and a muscle in his jaw pops.

“Come on,” he says, turning and walking through the crowd toward the house.

I stand there, watching him part the crowd with his broad shoulders, making good progress even as he says hello to the occasional person. He gets past the makeshift dance floor and to the sliding door before he turns to look at me. He knew I wasn’t following, and he sends me a look that says, What are you waiting for?

Am I really going to spend more time with Jay? I glance around the backyard as if I’m waiting for a better option to present itself, but then I realize I kind of want to see what Jay has in mind. Before I can overthink it, I start through the crowd and meet him by the door.

“Where are we going?” I yell over the music as he leads me into the house.

It’s way more crowded in here than when we first arrived. People are packed shoulder to shoulder, and the air is thick with noise and heat. If Jay wasn’t so tall, I would lose sight of him in the crowd immediately. Still, that doesn’t stop me from falling behind even though I’m trying my best to stick close.

I get stuck behind four guys in a playful shoving match, and before I can squeeze my way around, Jay doubles back. Without a word, he grabs my hand and pulls me through the group.

He leads me through the kitchen and into the hallway, and it’s so much easier now that I only have to trail behind him since he’s so big and his grasp on my hand is so firm and—

Oh my god. I’m holding Jay’s hand. We’re holding hands!

The thought hits me like the pie I took to the face or the splash of cold water when he pushed me into the pool. We’re walking through a party while holding hands. And sure, it’s just to help me keep up with him, but it doesn’t stop me from thinking about how big and warm his hand is, how confidently and possessively he holds me, how much I like the way his fingers intertwine with my own.

Get a grip, Carina!

“Where are we going?” I ask again now that the music isn’t as loud, trying to distract myself from the fact that my body doesn’t seem to hate being this close to him.

Jay spares me a backward glance but keeps walking as he says, “Ralph’s got spare towels in the bathroom.”

He stops at a door in the hallway, trying to turn the handle but finding it locked. He drops my hand to knock on the door, and I immediately wrap my arms around myself even though I’m no longer cold. I press my arms harder against my chest, like I can stop my heart from beating as hard and loud as it is at his statement.

“We’re in here!” a girl’s voice calls from behind the door, and a few other girls chime in that they’re dealing with an emergency and to give them a few minutes.

Jay crosses his arms and leans his shoulder on the wall, facing me. “They’ll probably be a while. Ralph might have a change of clothes for you if you want.”

I push my wet hair off my shoulder and lean against the wall with him, trying to stay out of people’s way as they move through the hallway. “It’s all right, we can wait.”

Jay knew I was cold and soaking wet, so he brought us here to get me a towel.

He watches me carefully, like he’s deciding if I mean it or not, and I pray my face doesn’t betray my internal freak-out over this weird change in our relationship. From him hating me and calling me a Preston Whitmore to saving me from being humiliated and getting me a towel because I’m cold. And he’s not even drunk! He’s completely, one hundred percent sober, and so am I, so there’s no alcohol to blame for this disorienting turn of events.

There’s an intensity in the air and something in the way he’s looking at me that makes my stomach flip with too many emotions, so I change the subject by asking, “How did you have such great aim with that potato salad? You didn’t even get a single splatter on Emmett, and he was standing right beside me.”

“I grew up throwing the ball around with my friends and even made the baseball team in ninth grade. I’ve got a good arm.”

“Were you the pitcher?”

“No, I played center field. The position demands a lot of running, and I was already conditioned from soccer.”

It makes sense he plays soccer, since he is coaching his sister’s team. And he looks athletic enough, especially right now with the way his biceps bulge as they’re pressed against his chest.

“Kalani convinced me to try out for volleyball in eighth grade, and it only took the first day, when I left covered in bruises, to realize sports aren’t really for me. I’ll stay in the art room where there aren’t projectiles flying toward my face at record speeds.”

He laughs at that. It’s a nice sound. “Well, it’s been a while since I played, so I’m glad my aim is still on point.”

“You didn’t play throughout high school?”

“Only soccer. I had to drop baseball in tenth grade because it ran at the same time as debate club.”

I study him, looking at him in a new light. “Math awards, debate team, quick problem-solving skills by starting that food fight out there.” I give him a smile like I’ve got him all figured out. “You act like a huge jerk so people don’t find out what a big softie you really are.”

He rolls his eyes, but his lips quirk up. “That doesn’t mean I’m a big softie. It means I’m smart.”

“What about the fact that you saved me from public humiliation? You hate me, you could’ve let me suffer.”

“Hate is a strong word.”

“I annoy you.”

He pauses, turning thoughtful as he considers his words. When he looks at me again, his voice is low, serious. “You sure do. You’re not just annoying, you’re annoyingly unforgettable. Which is so much worse.”

Something changes in the air between us, and I’m struck by how hot Jay is, how magnetic his energy is, how my pulse speeds up every time he looks at me.

I don’t know what’s happening or why I suddenly feel like I want to step closer to him, but my voice comes out in a breathy whisper when I ask, “Then why not let me suffer?”

His gaze turns heated as it lingers on my face. “Apparently, I’ve got a thing for pretty girls who annoy the hell out of me and still manage to live rent-free in my head.”

My heart stops for a whole three seconds as I process his words, and he apparently doesn’t feel the need to fill the silence either. We gaze at each other, somehow suddenly only a foot apart, with the space between us closing inch by precious inch as we’re drawn toward each other like magnets. He uncrosses his arms and reaches out as if to put his hand on my hip when the door to the bathroom bangs open behind him.

We jump apart, released from whatever spell has taken hold of us, and Jay turns to the bathroom. Five girls come out, each of them sporting fresh French braids and gushing about how good the style looks on them.

Jay clears his throat and doesn’t wait for me before entering the bathroom. I shake my head to clear it.

Get. It. Together. Carina!

When I enter the bathroom, Jay is pulling two fluffy pool towels from a white cabinet. He hands me a colorful red and purple one with hues so different it almost hurts my eyes; his is neon blue and orange with competing undertones that make it way too bright. I laugh to myself as I wrap it around my shoulders, because there’s no mistaking who these towels belong to.

Jay dries himself off, and now we’re both silently standing in a small bathroom. It suddenly feels weird to not speak to him, especially after what he said, so I force myself to make conversation like everything is normal and I wasn’t being magnetically drawn to him and thinking about how good his arms would feel wrapped around me.

“So you’re okay with all these Oakwoods students being at a precious Northbrook party?”

Jay shrugs. “From what I can tell, no Preston Whitmore wannabes are here, and I guess everyone is pretty cool so far.”

“Even that kid who threw pie in my face?”

He lifts an eyebrow. “Was he from Oakwoods?”

I shake my head. “I may not know everyone who goes to my school, but I feel like I’d recognize a kid with a mohawk.”

“He wasn’t from my school either.”

I use the towel to squeeze the water from my hair. “I can’t believe he pied me in the face and just walked away.”

Jay tilts his head at me. “I can see if there’s any pie left untouched and bash him right in the face with it?” He might be joking, but the visual of Jay marching through the backyard with a plate full of pie hell-bent on getting revenge for me makes me swoon. I push the confusing feelings away.

“No, it’s all right. But thank you for being willing to defend my honor.”

“If it makes you feel better, I’m pretty sure I saw him puking his guts up in Ralph’s potted plants on our way inside.”

I consider it. He did throw a pie in my face like a classic prank show and potentially humiliate me in front of kids from Oakwoods, Northbrook, and whoever else is here, but then again, I did have a really great time.

“Would you think I was weird if I said I’m not actually mad about it?”

Jay’s eyebrows draw together. “Do you want me to hit you in the face with more pie?”

“No!” I laugh. “But I had a good time. It was kind of horrible, and I was pretty mortified, yet I still ended up having a lot of fun.”

Jay’s smile is slow and devastating, the kind that makes it hard to breathe. “Because of me.”

Jay is supposed to be the worst, but he’s actually pretty cool. Up is down and left is right. Everything I thought I knew is being flipped on its head, and I don’t know how to feel about it. I’m not supposed to like Jay. My face heats as I sputter, “There’s also that—it’s just—not not because of you . . .”

He raises his voice to a comically high pitch in what is supposed to be an imitation of me. “Thank you, Jay, for being so awesome and handsome and being the only reason I had any fun tonight. And did I mention how handsome you are?” He switches to his regular voice. “You’re welcome, Princess. And yes, I am very handsome. I don’t blame you for daydreaming about me as much as you do.”

I laugh. “You are ridiculous and completely full of yourself. Do you really think girls go around daydreaming about how handsome you are all day?”

He nods. “And about how funny I am. And how charming I am. And how smart I am. And how great at backflipping off the cliff and into the water I am. And how ta—”

“All right, all right, I get it.” I cut him off with an amused laugh. “You’re so great and incredible in so many ways.”

He ignores my clear sarcasm. “I really am. It’s about time you recognized that, Princess.”

I roll my eyes, but there’s no real heat in it, and he knows it. I turn to the mirror to try to salvage my makeup, but there’s no point. It’s completely ruined—I look like someone took a hose to a birthday party clown. My black mascara is smudged around my eyes, and my hair hangs in soaked clumps. Honestly, I have no idea how Jay’s managed to talk to me with a straight face.

Some sparkles from my eyeshadow have migrated to my cheeks, so as I wipe them off, I say, “I still owe you for helping me escape the date with Arthur and his mom, but you don’t even like ice cream.” I still don’t know how. Everyone likes ice cream. “What’s your favorite dessert?” If we don’t have it at the bakery, I can get Dad to give me a recipe so I can make it for Jay.

His lips pull up, his signature smirk back in place. “I don’t know. I’m feeling pretty fond of coconut cream pie today.”

“You are such a jerk,” I say with a laugh, giving him a shove.

“I thought I was a big softie?”

“You can be two things at once.”

“Do you think I’m a jerk and a softie?”

I nod. “You did threaten to throw me off a cliff. But for what it’s worth, it was really cool of you to step in to coach your sister’s soccer team so she could stay with her friends. I wish I had a brother who would do that for me.”

Something changes in the way Jay’s looking at me again, and like before in the hall, the air turns thick with something heart-pounding and electric between us. He throws his towel in a hamper in the corner of the bathroom without even looking at it and grabs the ends of the towel that’s wrapped around my shoulders, using them to gently guide me toward him.

I go willingly, focused only on his eyes and the way he’s gazing down at me hungrily.

“Carina, are you—oh, there you are!” Emmett’s voice comes from behind me. Jay drops the towel, and I jump away from him like I’ve been caught doing something wrong.

Emmett steps into the bathroom, and if he noticed anything weird going on between me and Jay, he doesn’t show it. “We’ve been looking all over for you. We’ve got to go. The babysitter needs to go home early, so Kalani needs to go back for Maleah. And Jay, your friend Caleb has been looking for you.”

I clear my throat and toss my towel into the hamper. “Yeah, thanks, Emmett. We’re coming.” Thankfully, my face is already all messed up from the melted makeup and pool water, so no one can tell how red it’s turning. Was I really about to kiss Jay? What is in the air of this house? Is there a plug-in spraying weird hormones everywhere that’s twisting up my thoughts and emotions?

I scurry out of the bathroom without looking back at Jay or Emmett, though I hear both boys following behind me. This time, I squeeze through all the partygoers like it’s my personal mission, suddenly feeling too stuffy in the crowded house. I just need to get outside to clear my head.

Outside, I run straight into Jasmine and Maddie, the girls I was dancing with before. “There you are,” Maddie says, pouting. “Emi told us you’re leaving. We wanted to say goodbye.”

She pulls me in for a hug, not caring that I’m still wet. Jasmine does the same. “If you want to talk about, you know, art and OCAD and stuff, message me.”

I doubt I’ll talk about OCAD stuff, but I’m happy to keep in touch. By the time we trade Instagram information, my friends have joined us, and now everyone is hugging everyone goodbye. Emi is covered in food and smiling from ear to ear. Daphne’s less covered but just as bright-eyed.

I come to Jay and stand awkwardly in front of him. Do I hug him goodbye, like I have everyone else? That seems weird and unnecessary, but he did save my butt back there, even I can admit that. And I didn’t actually hate talking to him tonight. In fact, I spent pretty much the whole night with him, and I actually enjoyed it. He solves my dilemma for me by shoving his hands in his pockets and nodding once. “See you around, Princess.”

It feels like an anticlimactic way to end the night, considering everything we just went through together, but anything else feels silly. As I’ve told myself plenty of times throughout the night, this is Jay and he’s a jerk, and nothing has changed just because he was kind of, sort of fun tonight and I wanted to keep talking to him. I nod, taking a few steps backward before breaking eye contact. I turn to join my friends, following them through the party and to the front of the house, trying to ignore the blaze of Jay’s eyes on my back.

“So, that was crazy, huh?” Emmett says, falling in line beside me as we walk down the sidewalk toward his car. He pauses with me while I slip off my shoes, my wet feet sliding around in them making them too unstable. He says, “I’m sorry I froze on you like that.”

Emmett always has the answers, always knows the right thing to do.

“I froze too,” I say. “It happens to the best of us.” Except Jay. Weirdly, Jay knew what to do, even if his solution was to start a food war.

“Yeah, but . . .” Emmett shakes his head, lost in his own thoughts. Kalani joins us on my other side as we start walking again, my heels in my hand.

“Well, that was exciting,” she says, smoothing her hands over her hair. She seems to have escaped the party unscathed. Emmett too, for the most part. “Let’s not tell my parents what happened tonight. This is an expensive dress.”

I look down at my own ruined dress. There’s a pink stain on my chest and stomach, but it’ll probably come out. My heels will be okay after a good cleaning too. Overall, it could’ve been worse, and throwing food at Jay and the others was fun. Emi is basically bouncing on her heels behind us, replaying her conquest play by play to Daphne.

“Where did you disappear to tonight?” Kalani asks me. “I was worried after I went to find Emi that you ran home because you were embarrassed, but Ralph told me you were inside, and you seemed okay when you got out of the pool. If you wanted to leave, you should’ve told me. We could’ve gotten you out of there right away.”

“No, I was okay,” I promise her. “I was drying off inside with Jay.”

Kalani raises a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “Jay?”

“Yeah, he was kind of, um . . . not an asshole.” I don’t know why it’s so weird to admit that I didn’t actually hate my time with Jay today. Maybe because I made such a big deal after our first failed date that I would feel like a hypocrite if I suddenly told her I had a good time tonight. Because no matter what happened today, our first date was terrible, and no amount of spontaneous food fights or warm towels will change that.

“Did you have fun tonight?” I ask to change the subject.

“It was good to get out of the house, at least until Maleah’s sitter said something came up and she needed to leave early.” She sighs, likely thinking about returning home, before she perks up. “But I managed to get in some time with the girls in the STEM club and almost all the seniors on student council. I’ve definitely got their vote for prom queen. I’m going to need to find some time to talk to the athletes. They’re probably all planning to vote for Yasmina since she’s dating the captain of the basketball team, but I’m sure I can convince them to vote for me. You talked to all the art kids, right?”

I nod, confirming what I’ve told her three other times this week. “They’ve all said they’ll vote for you.”

Her smile is wide. “Good. Oh, and I’ve got some great news. I got you another date!”

I’m so taken aback I miss the pothole in the ground and stub my toe, making me stumble. Kalani catches me by the arm and rights me.

“What?” I ask, reeling, searching my mind for who she could’ve possibly set me up with between the car ride here and now. “What are you talking about?”

She smiles at me. “Remember, I said I’d set you up with someone better for next week? I found someone! He’s hot, and he graduated last year so he doesn’t go to Oakwoods. I spent a while talking to him tonight, so you guys will get along. Definitely doesn’t give me clingy vibes like how you described Arthur or jerk vibes like Jay. He’s a perfect in between.”

She seems proud of herself as she opens the front door of Emmett’s car and gets in. I rack my brain as I slide into the leather back seat with Emi and Daphne, thinking about who Kalani was talking with tonight.

I gasp. “Sunglasses at night guy?” She can’t be serious. I don’t want to go on a date with a guy who thinks it’s normal to wear dark sunglasses as an accessory to a party at night.

“Wait, what?” Emi asks. “What happened to Wyatt? Why can’t we set Carina up with him?”

“On the car ride over we agreed no one else from Oakwoods,” Kalani answers. “Weren’t you listening?”

Emi grumbles about being on the phone as she shuts the car door.

Kalani waves her hand like it doesn’t matter one way or the other. “His name is Chad, and he’s cool, I promise. He has my number, and he said he’ll text me when he makes reservations. Figured you wouldn’t want me giving out your number.”

She should’ve figured that I wouldn’t want to go out with a random boy she just met who doesn’t know how to appropriately dress himself, but then again, I don’t really want to go out with anyone, so I guess it’s an irrelevant point anyway.

“It’s on Friday night. You’ll have fun on this one, I promise.” Kalani turns the volume up on the radio as Emmett starts the car. “I feel like I’m getting better at this. Maybe I should start a matchmaking service! MeetCute by Kalani. Or maybe Cupid Kalani.” She gasps like a thought just occurred to her. “Or Kalani’s Connections. I could spell Connections with a K too, but that may make discoverability on Google a bit harder.”

She’s really excited about this, and she seems really proud of this next date. I can’t crush her by saying I don’t want to go out with this new guy, especially not after agreeing to another date only a few hours ago on the drive here.

“Seat belts?” Emmett checks from the front like he does every time. Then, probably trying to be supportive, he exclaims, “Don’t worry, Carina. Third time’s the charm!”

I put my seat belt on and sulk to myself as Emmett pulls away from the curb. At this point, if Sunglasses Guy—Chad—shows up on time, doesn’t insult me, and doesn’t bring his mom, I’ll consider it a win. If I have to go out with him to convince everyone I’m not secretly in love with Emmett, like they probably suspect, then I’ll make the best damn effort I can with Chad. It just seems like an extra shame, after tonight, that I’m going to go on a date with someone else, but I won’t let myself think too deeply about the reason why.

“Great,” I say when I realize everyone’s looking at me. “So excited.”


Twelve

It’s Friday, and the week flew by without any incidents. I aced a history test, had a great shift at work, and threw myself into a janitor’s closet to avoid running into Arthur in the halls, but other than that it was business as usual.

On Thursday, Chad messaged Kalani to inform her that I should meet him at Delphine Chophouse at seven o’clock on Friday, and I haven’t been able to think of an excuse to get out of it. It’s the fanciest restaurant in town, and people from towns over flock to get a table, so the fact that he chose that restaurant and managed to get a Friday night reservation means there’s no way I can bail. I’d much rather stay at home with Kevin and my paints, or have a sleepover with Kalani and Emi like back in the day, or even check out Boscoe’s pop-up exhibit since tonight is the last night it’s open before they pack up, but instead I’m shoving my feet in strappy heels that are half a size too small for me and caking my face to perfection.

“Where are you going all dressed up?” Mom asks when I emerge downstairs in a navy minidress covered with tiny white polka dots. Kevin trails down the stairs behind me.

To meet a guy named Chad who wears sunglasses to a party at night and somehow hope against all obvious signs that it’ll be a good date.

“Delphine,” I tell her, fixing my lipstick in the mirror. Technically not a lie.

She shuts her laptop. “Fancy. With Kalani and Emi?”

I freeze for only a brief second before nodding at her. “Yes, with them.” Totally a lie.

Mom’s smile is wide. “Good! See, honey, everything works out once you’re honest with your friends.”

“Uh-huh,” I reply nonchalantly, taking my time with my lipstick so I don’t have to look directly at Mom.

My stomach hurts from the lie, but I push past it. Better this than have her mind-trick the truth out of me. The last thing I need is her disapproving stare venturing deep into my soul and ferreting out that I’m going on dates so I don’t fifth wheel my friends anymore and don’t throw off the numbers or whatever it is they’re worried about at prom. Plus, I don’t want Mom to find out I’m going on a date in general, because then she’ll grill me about his name, age, job, home address, and social security number, and that’s information I either don’t have or don’t feel like sharing.

“All right, have fun,” she says, opening her laptop again. “Dad and I are going out with Sam and Yolonda soon, so don’t wait up if you get in before us.”

“Okay, bye! Love you!” Throwing my keys and some cash into my tiny clutch purse, I bend down to pat Kevin and hightail it out of the house before Mom becomes more interested in my plans.

Even though the days are longer now that it’s the first week of June, it’s a chilly evening, and I hate that I forgot to grab a jacket again. I blast the heat and the radio to help with my nerves. I shouldn’t be nervous—I’m going on a date with a guy named Chad for goodness’ sake—but Kalani had time to talk to this guy, unlike the others. What if she likes Chad because he reminds her of Emmett? Obviously, Kalani likes Emmett, so she’d like the same qualities in another guy, so that would mean Chad is like Emmett, meaning I’m going on a date with my very own version of Emmett.

But then again, Kalani had a few drinks in her, and it was way too loud at the party to have a proper conversation with someone, so perhaps she doesn’t know Chad at all and I’m stressing over nothing. At the very least, I should only be worried about the restroom window situation, not the Chad versus Emmett situation. But Delphine doesn’t have windows in the bathrooms, and this dress is way too cute to ruin crawling through any windows. I stop at a red light and pout, remembering Emmett’s admonishing words about ditching a date. I guess I shouldn’t crawl out a window anyway, so I’ll cross my fingers and hope the date is a success, because I’m not sure I’ll be able to face the confrontation if it’s not.

Delphine Chophouse is already packed by the time I arrive at 6:50 p.m., so I park near the back and huddle close to myself for warmth as I cross the parking lot.

Jay’s a server here. I wonder if he’s on the schedule today. I wonder if he’ll be my server. Maybe I should text him and see if he’s working. No. I shouldn’t do that. I haven’t heard from him since last weekend at Ralph’s party, and I don’t think he works on Fridays. But what if he is my server and he goes out of his way to humiliate me on my date, and then the date is ruined and Kalani thinks I’m sabotaging dates on purpose? No, he wouldn’t do that, would he? Maybe. It is Jay I’m thinking about. And why am I thinking about him so much? I’m about to go on a date—I should not be thinking about the guy who threw me into a pool last weekend, even if it was for a helpful reason.

I enter the restaurant winning the internal battle with myself, refusing to pull out my phone and ask Jay if he’s working tonight. The hostess brings me to my table when I tell her I have a reservation under Chad, but unlike the last two times, no one’s at the table to greet me. I guess I got here first? Taking a seat, I open the menu and skim through the options. Delphine is pricey—like a chicken breast is fifty-five dollars kind of pricey—so it looks like I’m getting a thirty-five-dollar salad. That’s the most money I’ve ever shelled out for a simple salad before taxes, so it better be the best damn salad I’ve ever had. I text Kalani to let her know I’m here, and she messages me back, telling me she’s taking Maleah to the movies to escape the arguing at home and will check in on me later.

A smiling woman who’s at least ten years older than me approaches the table. “Hello, I’m Nina, and I’ll be your server tonight.” It’s not Jay. My server isn’t Jay. I tell myself the pang in my stomach is relief, not disappointment.

I ask Nina for a water while I wait for my date, and ten minutes later, when it arrives, I’m still staring at an unoccupied seat in front of me. Is he not coming? How long am I supposed to wait before I can pack up and call it a day? It’s 7:10, so maybe he’s not coming. Is the pressure in my chest relief or annoyance? I can’t decide.

“Princess?” The deep voice forces my head up. Jay’s standing in front of my table, his eyebrows drawn together.

He’s not dressed in the server uniforms everyone’s wearing, so he can’t be working. In fact, he looks good. Really good. His broad shoulders are emphasized by his white button-down dress shirt, which has touches of navy in the collar, buttons, and sleeve cuffs. He’s wearing his silver watch, and he’s got on dress shoes. I force my head back up to meet his eyes and ignore the fact that we match in a cute couple-y way.

Oh, no. Please tell me Chad wasn’t an elaborate setup to get Jay and me back on another date. But no, that can’t be it. He’s looking at me like he’s genuinely confused.

“What are you doing here?” he asks.

“I’m on a date,” I mumble, feeling embarrassed.

Jay lifts an amused eyebrow, and his gaze shifts to the empty seat in front of me. “Is he imaginary?”

I smack his arm. “He’s not here yet!” I pray my foundation is heavy enough to cover my reddening face. Of course it’s just my luck that even though he’s not working, he’s still here to witness another blind date. He already thinks I’m weird and undatable, and he’s about to see it unfold right in front of his eyes. I cross my arms over my chest. “What are you doing here, anyway? You’re clearly not working.”

He points at a table a few feet down from where I’m sitting. There are three guys and two girls around our age there, and I recognize them as people Jay was with at the cliff.

“It’s Zach’s birthday. He’s eighteen today, so we’re celebrating.”

They don’t have menus, so they must have already ordered. The empty seat where Jay must be sitting is on the side closest to me, which means he’s not facing me, and I won’t have to worry about his eyes on me all through dinner.

“Tell him I say happy birthday,” I say for lack of anything better. His gaze is unnerving, and he doesn’t make any move to leave, so I clear my throat. “Well, thanks for stopping by, but I have a date, so . . .”

He nods his head. “Right.” He looks away for a moment before meeting my eyes again, but there’s a playfulness that wasn’t there a moment ago. “There aren’t any windows in the bathroom here, so I don’t think you’ll be able to escape. And after the thanks I got for helping you last time, you’re on your own for this one.”

I sit up straighter in my chair. Does he think I didn’t already consider the bathroom window situation? And who said I would ask him for help? It was a fluke I roped him into it last time.

“I won’t need your help,” I state, trying not to squirm under his gaze.

“Uh-huh.” His tone is filled with disbelief. “I’ll remember that. Have fun on your date—if he shows.”

He gives me a once-over that heats my body all the way to my toes before he continues on to wherever it was he was going, probably the restroom.

Indignation swells in my chest. Why does every conversation I have with Jay both excite me and piss me off? How dare he think my date won’t show up! It doesn’t matter that a few minutes ago I was relieved at the idea of Chad bailing; now I mentally shout to the universe, asking for Chad to arrive and for this date to be amazing, if for no other reason than to rub it in Jay’s face.

See? I’ll say. He is real, and he’s here, and we’re having an amazing time, and I don’t need your help to bail me out of this super awesome date, so HA!

Now all I need is for Chad to hurry and show up so I can have a fantastic time and prove to Jay that I’m not the loser he thinks I am.

“Clarissa?” An unfamiliar voice interrupts my internal musing. It’s not as deep as Jay’s, but it’s a guy’s, and he’s standing at my table. He looks me up and down and smiles. “Yes, you’re the hot girl from the party. I’m Chad.” He pulls out the chair in front of me and sits down.

Well, this is off to a brilliant start. “My name is Carina.”

Chad doesn’t look bothered by the correction. “Right, right. C names—Cara, Clarissa, Carina—all the same shit.”

I blink at him. “Yeah, except it’s not. Because my name’s Carina.” Fantastic. Two seconds into this date and I’m already thinking about the bathroom window that doesn’t exist. There’s a door near our table with a sign that says emergency exit only, alarm will sound, and I contemplate using it as a last resort. Those signs are fake anyway; the alarms never sound.

Chad looks exactly how I remember him from the party, except thankfully he left his sunglasses at home, revealing hazel eyes. His brown hair is slicked back from his face, and he has a very square jaw and tan skin. He’s conventionally good-looking, sure, but not if he was standing next to Emmett. His smile’s all wrong, and the slope of his nose is nowhere near the cute shape of Emmett’s.

“Okay, Carina.” He says my name theatrically, like Carina isn’t actually my name. He opens the menu and scans it. “This place has the best food. And we got a great table. Perfect, actually.”

Jay walks by our table, and he makes direct eye contact with me as he passes. He looks pointedly at Chad before raising an eyebrow at me as if to say, Really? This guy? I ignore him.

“Yeah, everything smells delicious,” I tell Chad, plastering a smile on my face. He arrived almost half an hour late and doesn’t know my name, but I’m going to sit through this dinner and have a good time just to show Jay. Show him what? I haven’t figured that out yet.

“Order anything you want. It’s all on me,” Chad declares, a proud smile on his face.

“Oh, no. It’s all right, I can pay for myself—”

“I insist!” Chad interrupts, waving over a waitress. “You don’t need to pay for anything tonight.” It’s nice that he’s offering, but something tells me Chad’s the kind of guy who expects something in return for his offer, and he’ll be getting nothing from me today.

“Chad,” I start, “it’s all right—”

The waitress reaches our table, and Chad orders over my protests. “Hi. For appetizers, we’ll have the shrimp cocktail, the tuna tartare, and the calamari.”

What? I never agreed to any of that. “Actually, I don’t like fish.” I do, but it’s the principle of it now. He didn’t ask me my opinion on any of that, and he can’t possibly eat it all by himself, unless his mom shows up . . . I shudder.

Chad glances at me like he just noticed me sitting here. “Okay. Let’s add an order of fried cauliflower to that. And for our mains, we’ll have the Delphine special. Baked potato side for us both.”

I stare at him, stunned. When was I consulted about my meal? He told me to order anything I want then proceeded to not let me order anything at all. This is a lot of food, plus the Delphine special is a cut of steak that costs seventy-five dollars each before taxes. Is he trying to flex his money or something? This is insane.

The waitress—Nina—smiles and asks him how he wants his steak cooked before they both turn to look at me for my answer. Yeah, now he lets me speak for myself.

“Um, medium,” I squeak, too stunned to say anything else. The waitress nods and takes our menus, leaving Chad and me alone.

I don’t appreciate being spoken for and not getting to choose what I eat, but Chad insisted on paying, so I guess I’ll just enjoy my fancy steak in peace without starting an argument.

“So,” I start, crossing my arms over my chest since Chad’s eyes keep wandering. “Kalani said you graduated high school. Are you in university now?”

He shakes his head. “Nah, I’m too busy with my business. I’m making too much money to stop to go back to school. The point of going to school is to get a job to make money, and I’m already doing that, so why bother?”

I’ve hit a sore spot. “Oh, that’s cool. What is your business?”

He leans back, slinging an arm over the back of his chair. “I work in . . . I guess you can say pharmaceuticals.”

That’s vague. “Like, in a pharmacy?”

He laughs. “Oh, no. I’m my own boss. I don’t have a set workplace, I go where the people are.”

The pieces click together in my head. “So you’re a drug dealer?”

He sits up straight. “Don’t say that so loud! And I prefer to think of it as . . . relieving people of stress and enriching them with mind-altering experiences.”

Wow. Kalani seriously set me up with a drug dealer. What did they talk about at the party? The weather? I gasp internally. Was he at the party to sell drugs? Weed is legal here . . .

I can’t stop myself. “What do you sell?”

Chad shrugs. “Mostly Molly. Sometimes coke. You looking to buy?”

“No!” I yell, shrinking into myself when people from surrounding tables look at me. “No,” I repeat, this time at a normal volume and more confidently. I don’t dare check to see if Jay turned around at his table.

“All right, chill. You’re so uptight. Hot, but uptight.”

My nostrils flare. What is with people calling me uptight? Kalani, Emi, and Jay all say I need to let loose and get out of my comfort zone, but if letting loose means doing cocaine with I-wear-my-sunglasses-at-a-party-and-order-for-my-date-even-though-I-told-her-to-get-whatever-she-wants Chad, then I want no part of it. The emergency exit near our table is looking better and better by the second.

The appetizers arrive, and Chad digs in. The fish smells delicious, but I stubbornly told him I don’t like fish, so I have to pick at the stupid fried cauliflower. I don’t even like cauliflower.

“This is fantastic shrimp,” Chad says through a full mouth, his words muffled. He points at me with a dangling shrimp. “That cauliflower looks gross.”

Yes, what an encouraging thing to say to someone who’s eating the gross thing.

As far as dating a drug dealer who showed up late and ordered food for me goes, this isn’t the worst date I’ve been on. That title goes to Arthur, then Jay, so I tell myself to stick it out without texting Emi our bail word or running through the emergency exit. What does that say about me that a date with a self-employed drug dealer who doesn’t know my name and has minimal manners is an all right date? I feel like laughing out loud, then maybe crying.

“So, you like art or something?” Chad says, not slowing down as he stuffs his face. He’s doing pretty good on his own, and I force myself not to drool over the calamari. Why did I have to say I don’t like fish?

“Yeah, I really enjoy painting,” I say suspiciously, since this is the first time he’s taking an interest in something other than my boobs. “There’s an exhibit open this week I wanted to go to, but it’s sold out, and today’s the last day.”

“Cool cool cool.” Chad wipes his mouth on the cloth napkin and throws it on the table. “I am stuffed. Are you going to leave that cauliflower there? You barely touched it, and it’s like twenty dollars for those four little pieces.”

My fingernails dig into my palms. “Well, if you had asked, I would’ve told you I’m not the biggest fan of cauliflower.” Then, because I can’t help myself, I add, “But you can afford it, right? Good thing your business is doing so well.”

He nods vigorously, assuming his relaxed demeanor. “Oh yeah. This dinner isn’t even a fraction of what I spend in a day.” A waitress comes and clears our plates. My stomach protests when she takes away the half plate of calamari he left. But that’s the price of taking a stand, I guess.

Chad continues to tell me all about his expensive buying habits, and I consciously remind myself not to roll my eyes as he drones on and on about Jet Ski this and helicopter ride that, and it’s all I can do not to pull out my phone and read from the dictionary app, since that would be a hell of a lot more interesting than this. But because every so often I can feel Jay’s eyes burning into my skull from across the room, I force a polite smile on my face and nod like I’m paying attention.

Every time I try to get a word in, Chad talks over me to brag about himself, so by the time the entrees arrive, I stop bothering.

My steak is fat and juicy and sizzling and looks like it’ll be worth every cent of the seventy-five dollars Chad is going to shell out for it. After sitting through a good thirty minutes of him going on and on about his money, I decide to not worry about being polite and not offer to pay for my half when the bill comes. He insisted, after all.

We dig into our steaks, and for once I’m glad he doesn’t care to hear me talk, because I’m way too busy savoring this delicious meal. I was right; it is worth every cent of the extreme price, and I’m torn between wanting to stuff it down my throat or take my time and savor it.

A server holding a slice of cake with lit sparklers walks by us, and I track her all the way to Jay’s table, where she places it in front of a guy I’m assuming is Zach.

“You know that guy?” Chad asks, gesturing at Jay. “He looks over here every once in a while.”

I shake my head nonchalantly and cut into my steak. “Nope. Maybe he’s interested in you.”

Horror fills Chad’s face, and at that exact time, Jay looks over at our table. It’s too perfect, I have to shove a piece of steak in my mouth to stop from laughing out loud.

“He isn’t my type,” Chad says as if I needed clarification.

I resist a giggle. “Good to know.”

Annoyance edges in and snuffs out my cheerfulness. The only part of this date that’s actually enjoyable is the part that involves Jay, and the same went for my date with Arthur. My mood sours instantly at the thought.

“I’m so full,” Chad announces, leaning back in his seat and letting out a very impolite burp. “I have no room for dessert; let’s get the bill.”

As usual, I see he’s taking my opinion into consideration. Not.

I play with the last bits of my baked potato. “Sure,” I agree.

The sooner we get the bill, the sooner we can get out of here, meaning this date is almost over and I’ll never have to see Sunglasses Chad the Drug Dealer again. Compared to my other dates, it wasn’t terrible, but was it good? No. Not even in the slightest. I will not settle for a person just because he didn’t outright insult me like Jay did or bring his mom on a date like Arthur did. I deserve more than that.

At Chad’s request, our waitress brings us our bill, and Chad grabs it from the center of the table. He opens the little black book the bill comes in, glances at the number printed at the bottom, then shuts the book. His facial expression gives nothing away, but it must be a large number. Our steaks alone were $150, and that’s before all his appetizers, taxes, and the tip.

Chad pats his pockets. “Huh.”

“‘Huh’ what?” I ask, staring at him expectantly.

His face remains unchanged, almost eerily calm. “Hey, what shoes are you wearing? I’m assuming they’re not sneakers, right?”

That’s random. “Um, no. I’m wearing heels.” As one does when one comes to Delphine.

“Right, right, that’s what I thought.” He pauses for a moment, his lips pursed in thought. “Why don’t you meet me outside? I’ll meet you at the car, and we can go for mini golf or something.”

He wants to extend this date? He knows nothing about me other than I don’t like fish—which isn’t even true—and that I like art. But the way he’s shifting is suspicious.

“Is everything all right?”

He pushes the bill to the side. “Here’s the deal. I don’t have my wallet, and the bill is way more than I expected it to be.”

I feel like face-palming or punching him. Maybe both. “Okay . . . how much is it?”

As soon as I flip open the little black book and glance down at the number, I choke. The bill is $282.59 without the tip, which is already more than I make in an entire week at the bakery.

“I can’t afford this!” I exclaim, glaring daggers at him. He’s the one who ordered all the appetizers and one of the most expensive items on the menu for our entrée!

“Relax, it’s all good,” he says, taking the bill from my hand and setting it back on the table. “Remember when I said we got a perfect table?”

“Yes, but I don’t understand what that has to—”

“Grab your purse. Meet me at the car; I parked near the back. On the count of three.”

I’m so confused I can barely follow his line of thought. What is he talking about?

“Three!” He jumps up from the table and rushes toward the emergency door. I rise from my seat as soon as I realize what he’s doing.

“Chad, no!”

I’m too late. At the last second, Chad motions me forward then pushes open the door, and, surprise surprise, the sign wasn’t lying. The alarm actually goes off, and it’s deafeningly loud, screeching and flashing and making sure not a single person isn’t looking over. Chad’s disappeared outside, and I’m standing beside the table with a guilty expression on my face. Everyone’s staring at me like I’ve done something heinous. My friends keep telling me to let loose, but skipping out on a $282.59 bill is not something I’m willing to do.

“Is there a problem here?” Nina asks me, flanked by two security guards. Security guards! They know something is up, and their menacing expressions mean business. She’s no longer the smiling waitress who greeted me. “Should we call the police?”

I gulp and shake my head slowly, sinking back down into my seat. “No, no! No problem!”

“The emergency door is for emergencies only,” a guard says, and the alarm finally turns off. My relief is immediate and premature, since I’m still in a lot of trouble here.

“I’m sorry. The guy I was with had an emergency. He . . . he, uh . . . pooped his pants! Yes. And it was our first date, so he got embarrassed and fled. I’m very sorry for the disturbance.”

The three of them eye me, then look at the empty little black bill book sitting blatantly against the stark white table cloth.

“Uh-huh,” Nina says, not convinced. “I’ll be right over to collect payment. Cash or card?”

I squeak. Like literally, audibly squeak, which doesn’t win me any points with the three of them. “Um, card?”

She nods once and leaves. Security backs away too, but they don’t go far.

Shit. Shit shit SHIT. Stupid effing Chad and his stupid effing face and his stupid effing existence.

I don’t have that kind of money on me. I didn’t bring a credit card, and I only have $120 in cash. I never even thought I’d need to spend it all; I had it just in case. Clearly that was not enough, because now I’m majorly and royally and all other kinds of screwed.

I could call Kalani and ask her to come with her credit card—it is her fault I’m in this position—but she’s at a movie and probably won’t answer her phone. Emi doesn’t have a job and gets money by asking her dad, so I don’t even know if she could get that amount together in the time I need, plus I don’t want to put her in that position for me. I’m going to have to call my parents. God, they’re going to kill me. For lying to them, for going on a date with a morally questionable drug dealer, and for getting myself into this predicament.

Internally, I’m screaming and punching the table and kicking Chad in the balls. Externally, I’m calmly sitting at the table, looking through my purse as if money will magically appear the longer I stare into it.

“Problem?”

Tensing, I look up and meet Jay’s dark eyes. Behind him, his friends are standing up from their seats and putting on their jackets.

“Nope,” I say, but it comes out too high-pitched and squeaky.

He’s not convinced. “Uh-huh. So, what was that whole thing with your date running out the emergency door? Because from where we were sitting, it sure looked like he ski—”

“He skipped out on the bill!” I erupt, the stress not letting me stick to my everything-is-fine ruse. There’s something about Jay that always forces me to tell him the truth, no matter how terrible. “Chad ordered a shit-ton of food and said everything was on him, then he skipped out on the bill, and now I’m stuck paying two hundred eighty-two dollars and fifty-nine cents, plus tip, and I only have a hundred and twenty dollars in my purse, and I lied to my parents about what I’m doing tonight, and I can’t call my friends for various reasons, and I’m probably going to jail.” It all comes out in one breath, and even though I feel better saying it out loud, I’m not any closer to figuring out what to do.

His facial expression remains the same. “Your date’s name was Chad?”

“Jay!” That’s what he got from all of that?

“Okay, okay.” His lips tilt up at the corners. “You sure know how to pick ’em, Princess.”

“It’s not me, remember?” I mumble, my face heating. I’m three for three right now for bad dates, and the common denominator in those is me. Am I the problem?

“Well,” Jay starts, buttoning up his jacket, “I’d love to help, but you said earlier you didn’t need my help, so . . . bye.”

My jaw drops as he turns and walks away, but I can’t even be mad since I did say I wouldn’t need his help. As I stare at him walking away, it feels like my last hope is slipping through my fingers, but my pride won’t let me call out to him, apologize, and beg for his help.

Right when I’m about to crack and crawl on my knees, Jay pauses mid-step, his tense back noticeable even through his jacket. It looks like he sighs, then he turns around and marches back to my table.

“How much do you owe again? Two hundred and eighty?”

I’m so shocked I take a few seconds to process his question. “Two hundred eighty-two dollars and fifty-nine cents, plus tip.”

He picks up the black book and flips it open as Nina returns with the Visa machine.

“Hey, Nina, don’t worry about her, she’s with me,” Jay says since Nina keeps eyeing me suspiciously. Jay reaches into his back pocket and pulls out his wallet, flipping it open and pulling out a card. He takes the machine from the waitress as I sit here, stupidly staring at him. I wanted his help, yes, but I didn’t expect him to just pay for it. I don’t know what I was logically expecting, but not this.

“Jay . . .” I start, but he cuts me off with a look.

“It’s fine.” He punches in some numbers on the machine and hands it back to Nina. She pulls his card out and hands it back to him with a smile.

“Thanks, Jay, enjoy your night,” she says, ripping the receipt and giving it to him before turning and leaving with the machine.

I’m left at the table with Jay, where we stare at each other like we’ve never met before. I’m so shocked by what just happened I can’t form proper thoughts, never mind actual words. Jay paid $282.59 plus tip for a dinner he didn’t even eat.

Jay’s jaw works. “Thank you?”

It’s a question, and I can’t make sense of it. He’s thanking me for paying $282.59 plus tip?

He releases a breath and shakes his head. “You are incapable of saying those words, aren’t you?”

His meaning dawns on me, and I’m shaken out of my stupor, hopping out of my seat. “No, no. I appreciate what you just did. Thank you, really, truly, thank you, Jay.”

He looks skeptical. “Well, you’re paying me back.”

I nod. “Yes, of course. Thanks for not letting me go to jail, or worse, call my parents.”

His exterior melts a bit, and he cracks a small smile. “Right. Come on.”

Grabbing my purse, I scramble after him to keep up. His friends have disappeared, and I ask him where they went.

“I told them to leave without me,” Jay says, holding the door open for me to exit. The security guards from before eye me the entire time, and I wave innocently.

“So, I guess this date was another fail?” Jay asks, even though the answer is obvious.

The night’s cool air hits me, and I shiver, wrapping my arms around myself. I need to start remembering my jacket.

“You could say that, I guess.”

“Was it fine until the whole skipping out on the bill thing?”

I laugh. “No, it was a fail before that, too. He spent the entire time talking about himself and telling me how much money he makes dealing drugs, which is ironic considering the whole dine-and-dash situation. And the only true things I told him about myself were that I wanted to see a sold-out art exhibit that ends today and that I didn’t want to buy cocaine.” I shake my head. If Kalani thinks I’m better off with one of these guys than single, then my fifth wheeling must be a bigger problem than I thought. “This is the third Friday in a row that I’ve wasted on a pointless date—no offense—and I could’ve gone to the art exhibit. Now I’ll never see it.”

“None taken,” he says. “Why didn’t you tell him he was rude and to shut up? You would’ve told me.”

His mouth quirks up, and I agree he has a point. I’ve never had a problem confronting Jay before. “I’m not sure.”

He’s quiet for a moment as we walk through the dimly lit parking lot. “Well, the night’s not over. It’s still salvageable.”

“I don’t know. I’ll probably just crawl into bed with Kevin. That’s how my bad days usually end, with us cuddling in bed together.”

Jay’s eyes practically bulge out of his head. “Why do you need to go on dates if you have Kevin?”

My eyebrows draw together. “What does Kevin have to do with anything?”

“You are so strange.” He shakes his head, baffled. He pulls out his phone and texts someone as we walk through the parking lot.

“I’ve heard that once or twice before,” I answer, not even offended.

Jay reads something on his phone before tucking it away. “What do you say to saving the night?”

We reach my car; I didn’t even realize he was walking me here. “How do you propose I do that?”

“I have an idea, but you’ll need running shoes.”

The frown on my face must give away my confusion, because he continues, “You won’t need to run or anything, but it’ll make what we’re about to do a lot easier if you’re in running shoes rather than those.” He gestures to my strappy heels, and I tuck one foot behind the other, suddenly wishing I had done a better job painting my toenails.

“You want to do something with me?”

He shrugs. “I’ve got nothing better to do tonight. Plus, it would be fun seeing you do something not so uptight.”

“I’m not uptight!” I exclaim, and he laughs.

“Fine, you’re not, but I couldn’t think of a better word. Are you in or what?”

I eye him. “Are we doing something illegal? You’re being very conspiratorial about it all.”

He bites his lip to stop from smiling. “It’s a surprise. In or out, Princess?”

I huff and think about it. I really have nothing better to do tonight, and it’s barely nine o’clock. Plus, Jay did bail me out of a disastrous situation and hasn’t been as much of a jerk as normal.

“Come on, Princess. Live a little.”

He must know that phrase pisses me off to no end, because without thinking, I exclaim, “Fine! I’m in!” and he smiles knowingly.

“Did you drive here?” I ask, and he nods. “Follow me to my house so I can grab sneakers and pay you back. Text me what the total was after the tip.”

“Carla!” a voice shouts, and Jay and I turn to see Chad driving by in a white car. He stops beside us, his window open.

“It’s Carina,” I snap. The blood in my veins boils at seeing him. I want to open his car door and drag him out by his ear and kick very sensitive parts of his body. Repeatedly.

“Close enough,” Chad says, then he looks at Jay. “Who’s this?”

My nails dig into my palm. “This”—I throw my arm out toward Jay—“is the guy who just paid for your dinner! What the hell is wrong with you?! You can’t run out like that! And you wanted me to meet you outside? You would’ve made me an accomplice to a crime! A crime, Chad! I don’t even litter!” I step closer to the car, bending down to look directly in the window. “You owe him two hundred eighty-two dollars and fifty-nine cents, plus tip.”

Chad pauses for a moment. “So, you don’t want to go play mini golf or something?”

In my head, I’m shrieking. My arms tremble with the need to reach out and shake him or strangle him or both.

“No, Chad. I don’t want to ‘play mini golf or something’ with you.” I imitate his deep voice. “I want you to pay Jay his two hundred eighty-two dollars and fifty-nine cents, plus tip, then never see me again.”

He stares at me blankly. Even though I’m irritated to no end, my chest feels lighter now that I’m letting it out. “And another thing,” I add, “stop wearing sunglasses at night. It’s night, there’s no sun, it’s already dark, you can’t possibly need sunglasses. It makes you look like a douche and probably ruins your eyes.”

In a split second, Chad puts his car in drive and takes off, and I have to jump back to avoid getting my toes run over. Jay catches me from behind and steadies me.

“The sunglasses thing definitely pissed him off,” he says.

“You think?” I deadpan, feeling my anger build up again, but when I turn around to face Jay, he’s fighting back a smile.

My fury deflates. “What?”

“Nothing, but that was hilarious. Almost worth the whole two hundred eighty-two dollars and fifty-nine cents, plus tip, which you say often, you know.”

I feel myself fighting back my smile, despite everything that just happened tonight. Now Jay and I are standing in a dark parking lot, a cool breeze whipping at my hair, smiling stupidly at each other.

“Come on,” Jay says, the first to break eye contact. “Let’s get going. I’ll follow you home so you can grab running shoes and drop off your car.”

He takes a few steps backward, still looking at me with an amused smile, then he shakes his head and turns around, heading across the parking lot to his car.

Sliding into my car, I close and lock the door, thinking about everything that happened today. Am I actually about to do something normal with Jay? Hang out like . . . friends? And why do I feel excited about it? Can we be civil together and enjoy a night out? Oddly enough, it wouldn’t be the strangest thing that’s happened to me on a Friday night, or even tonight.

When headlights appear behind my car and Jay flashes his high beams at me to let me know he’s ready, I start my car and lead him to my house, ignoring my rising heartbeat and goofy smile.


Thirteen

When I pull into my driveway, the outside lights and some inside lights are on, but my parents aren’t home yet. Jay pulls up next to the curb and doesn’t turn off his car, but I consider my dog and realize she must have to pee, so I walk over to Jay. He rolls his window down when he sees me approaching.

“Hey,” I say, “come in for a second. I have to take my dog out.”

He nods and rolls his window back up before shutting off his car. I lead him up my porch steps and unlock the door.

“Kevin!” I shout, listening for the jingling of her collar.

“Wait, Kevin is your dog?” Jay asks, then he shakes his head, a smile on his lips. “That makes so much more sense.”

“What?” Kevin comes bounding down the stairs and jumps on me, her paws reaching me mid-thigh, her little tail wagging like there’s no tomorrow. “Hi, Kevin! I missed you too. Oh, I know, you’re such a good dog!”

After I give her thorough attention, with excellent pats and head scratches, Kevin tentatively sniffs Jay.

“Hi, Kevin,” he greets, holding his hand out to her, and after a few sniffs she allows him to scratch her head. She stands on her back legs to get closer to him, and I watch in amazement as she lets Jay pick her up and pet her. She revels in the attention, which confuses the crap out of me. She doesn’t even let Kalani do that and only occasionally tolerates Emi picking her up, so the fact that she asked Jay to pick her up and cuddle isn’t lost on me. It must be because she was home alone for a couple hours so any human attention is desirable. It’s the only logical explanation.

Jay, for his part, is doing a great job; he’s cooing and petting Kevin like a seasoned professional. It makes me happy that apparently Jay’s a dog person.

“Who’s a good boy, Kevin? Who’s a good boy? You are! Yes, you are!” he says, and his warm attitude toward her throws me off almost as much as her letting him pick her up.

I slip off my heels. “You mean, who’s a good girl.”

He pauses, his eyebrows drawn together as he looks at me. “Kevin’s a girl?”

Like every time I hear the line, I cackle. “Yes, Kevin’s a girl.”

He tilts his head at me, then resumes petting Kevin. “Why did you name your female dog Kevin? And why is that funny?”

I laugh again, rummaging through the closet for some sneakers. “Have you ever watched the movie Up? The one with the house and the balloons? It came out when we were little kids.”

“Yes . . . ?”

“There’s a line in the movie where the kid, who named the giant bird Kevin, finds out she’s a mom, and he says, ‘Kevin’s a girl?’ and I thought it was the funniest thing ever, so I named my dog Kevin so I could hear everyone say that line over and over and over.”

He sets Kevin down when she squirms and looks at me, an amused smile on his lips. “You’re weird.”

“I was like ten, okay?” I laugh, even though he thought I was weird before I shared that story with him. I find my shoes and pull them out of the closet, setting them on the floor. “Be back in two seconds, just grabbing socks.”

With my heels in my hand, I sprint up the stairs and throw them in my closet, then slip on some socks. Then I pull the cork from my little piggy bank where I’ve been stuffing cash and count out how much I owe Jay before replacing the cork and jogging back downstairs.

“Thanks again, Jay, really,” I say, handing him the amount he texted me earlier. He really did save my butt back there. If I’d called my parents to come rescue me from being arrested for not paying for dinner, they would’ve lost it.

He nods once as he stuffs the money into his wallet, the only acknowledgment of his kind deed.

I hook Kevin up on her harness and leash, and Jay keeps me company as she does her business on the lawn. He waits for me as I clean up after her and give her a treat and kisses before locking the door again and leaving her to snooze.

“Where are we going?” I ask Jay as I settle into the passenger seat of his car. It’s clean inside and smells like him—spicy and fresh.

He starts the car and pulls away from the curb. “You’ll see.”

—

The drive is relatively short, but by the time Jay pulls into a deserted parking lot, I’m reconsidering agreeing to this.

“Am I about to get kidnapped?” I joke as I exit the car, glancing around the dark space at what seems like the back of an abandoned building.

He scoffs. “As if anyone would want to kidnap you. You’d annoy the shit out of them.”

I roll my eyes but smirk. “So what are we doing?”

“You’ll see. Let’s go.” He opens his trunk and switches his dress shoes for black sneakers. I’d hate to admit it, but that’s smart. I wish I thought about keeping runners in my trunk; it would’ve come in handy when we went to the cliff.

He closes his trunk and locks the car, leading me around the back of the building and down a path that leads to more buildings. There’s barely any light, and the wind is stronger than it was before. Jay catches me shivering.

“Why don’t you ever bring a jacket?” he mumbles, unbuttoning his nice jacket and holding it out to me as we walk. I stare at it like it’s sprouted limbs and walked over to me of its own accord.

He scowls and shakes it. “Are you going to take it or not?”

I don’t want to, but it’s cold out. “Yes, thank you.” I snatch it from his outstretched arms and wrap it around myself. It’s too big for me, but it’s warm from his body heat and smells like him. I ignore the tingles that run through my body at the realization.

This new feeling confuses me and makes me unsure of myself around him, so I stick to what we know, which is teasing each other. “I didn’t take you for a chivalrous kind of guy.”

“I’m not. You’re shivering, and that would make what we’re about to do difficult. I don’t want to get caught.”

I can’t tell if he’s joking or not. “Wh-what are we about to do?” And why can’t we get caught?

He smiles knowingly, stopping in front of a chain-link fence and pointing at a building on the other side. It’s the back of the building, and even though there’s barely any light to see, it looks old and like it’s falling apart.

“I don’t get it,” I say, and he sighs.

“We’re going to hop the fence.”

I balk. “What? Why?”

“To get to the other side?” He shakes his head at me like it was a stupid question.

“Yes, and why do we need to hop the fence to get to the other side? What’s there? What’s in the building? Why can’t we just walk in the front?”

Jay sighs and shoots me a questioning look. “Are you asking all these questions to distract me from the fact you can’t jump a fence?”

“Of course I can jump a fence!”

His lips quirk up as he bends a bit and holds out his cupped hands. “Then do you need a lift, or can you do it?”

I grumble and ignore his outstretched hands, instead turning to the fence. I don’t know why we’re doing this or where we’re going, but apparently I’m going to do it just to prove a point to Jay. I grab on as high as I can and shove my foot in the space between the wires, then hoist myself up. I see now why Jay was adamant about wearing sneakers, but I’m still in a dress.

“Don’t look up!” I scold Jay, even though he’s not even trying to peek up my dress.

“Nothing I haven’t seen before,” Jay smugly replies. “And I already know you’re wearing a navy thong.”

I gasp, losing my footing and landing back on the ground.

“How did you know? You peeked!”

He chuckles. “I didn’t have to. Remember, I’m well-versed in your panty habits. Plus, you just confirmed it.” He ignores my glowering at him, since he has a point, and gestures to the fence. “Come on, Princess, we don’t have all night.”

“Fine.” I turn to the fence and hoist myself up again. “But it would help if you could be less . . . you.”

He laughs, scaling the fence in two seconds and landing gracefully on the other side.

“Show-off,” I mutter, still clutching the fence in the same spot.

“Any time now, Princess.”

“I’m coming!” I hiss, climbing as best I can and throwing my leg over the top. I hop off the fence once I’m close enough to the ground and steady myself, looking at Jay expectantly. “Well, we’re over the fence. Now what?”

“Come on,” he says, turning and heading toward the building at a quick pace.

It’s dark and windy and eerily silent—I don’t even hear any traffic. We’re in a creepy back alley going toward the deserted back entrance of a sketchy building. I wrap Jay’s jacket around me tighter and jog to catch up to him.

“Are you nervous?” Jay asks when I speed up to keep pace with him.

“No.” But I answer too fast, and Jay’s lips pull up in amusement. He knows the truth. He always sees right through me somehow.

“Fine. Only a little—not because I’m alone with you,” I add quickly. I don’t want his ego to get any bigger than it already is, thinking I’m nervous to be around him because he’s all hot and smart and funny. “But because this place is a little creepy.”

Jay looks around. “You think it’s creepy?”

We’re in the middle of nowhere. The building looks old and decaying, and the ones around it aren’t faring any better. This is the exact setting a movie location scout would choose for a horror movie, or the place a real-life serial killer would choose to set up his lair. I resist the urge to stand closer to Jay and ignore the fact that I feel safe with him.

“If it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck . . .” I trail off before finishing the idiom.

Jay knocks on the heavy-looking back door with its peeling paint and then takes a step back. “Then there’s a good chance it’s just a very confused swan.”

The door opens, and a boy is standing there. I recognize him as Jay’s redheaded friend, Caleb. He’s in a security uniform.

“What’s going on?” I ask, looking between the two friends, who greet each other with a bro handshake-hug.

“Still a surprise,” Jay answers before addressing his friend. “Thanks again for doing this.”

Caleb nods. “No problem. Sorry you had to hop the fence. It’s sold out, and it would’ve looked bad if I let you in from the front.”

“No worries,” Jay answers breezily. “We appreciate it.”

Caleb eyes me suspiciously, like I’m scheming to steal the walkie-talkie right off his belt. To Jay, he says, “It’s really boring in there. Hope Oakwoods is worth it.” He gives a sharp little nod in my direction, like the nickname is an insult. Apparently, I’m Princess to Jay and Oakwoods to Caleb.

“I don’t know what terrible experiences you’ve all had with kids from Oakwoods, but we’re not all stuck-up snobs,” I say, pushing past him to follow Jay inside the building.

“Right,” Caleb says, though his tone is disbelieving. He closes the door behind me, shutting us in a dim little hallway, the walls cement and the air chilly.

“Well, enjoy. Dad left for the night, so it’s just me and Ross. You’ve got an hour before we close,” Caleb says before heading left down the hallway, leaving me and Jay alone.

“Did Preston Whitmore ruin my entire school for everyone?” I ask Jay.

“Him and assholes like him,” he answers honestly. “But let’s not talk about him right now. You heard the man, Princess. We’ve only got an hour.” Jay grabs my arm and leads me toward what looks like the main door.

“Are you really not going to tell me what we’re doi—” I cross the threshold and freeze. “Are we . . . Jay . . . ?” I’m unable to form words because my thoughts are all over the place.

He joins my side. “Boscoe’s pop-up art exhibit. Yup.”

We’re standing in a room. People are walking around looking at the art on the walls, so Jay guides me out of the doorway and closes the door to the hall behind us. The walls are a pristine white, a sharp contrast to the deteriorating exterior of the building, and the hardwood floor is a clean, light oak. People are murmuring to each other as they peer at the paintings on the walls and sculptures in the corners.

“This is the art exhibit I wanted to see,” I tell Jay, although I’m piecing together that he already knew that.

“Yup.”

I wanted to see this art exhibit, and Jay made it happen. He’s here with me. Not even my friends wanted to come with me, and they knew how much I wanted to come here. I’ve mentioned it countless times to them, and they didn’t really pay attention. I mentioned it once to Jay, and not even by name, and here we are. My heart thumps against my chest as I stare up in wonder at Jay. This may be the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me. How messed up is that?

Jay’s smile is soft as my shock melts away into genuine awe. “Wow. Thank you, Jay.”

I never looked at the address of the pop-up since no one ever committed to coming with me, so I didn’t recognize the street name when Jay pulled up to it. If I had known the location or what the building looked like, I would have recognized where Jay was taking me. But I’m glad I didn’t. I’m glad it was a surprise. It’s the most meaningful, beautiful surprise anyone has ever given me, and I stare at all the frames on the walls, unsure where to look first. I’m so happy to be here, and though we didn’t buy tickets, I’ll buy enough prints to make up for the cost of the tickets.

Jay shrugs like it’s no big deal, but his eyes are bright. “Caleb’s dad was hired as head of security, and he works with him. I texted Caleb and asked him to get us in.” He nudges my arm, still covered in his jacket. “What do you think of the art?”

We move to a piece that’s painted almost entirely black. Harsh red brushstrokes cut across it like slashes, and a thin blue circle sits dead center, delicate and deliberate. We tilt our head at it.

“I don’t get it,” Jay admits eventually.

There’s no foreground, background, or subject. There’s no clear image. But it’s beautiful, and I feel the anger in the piece. “It’s not meant to be a picture of something. It’s abstract,” I explain to Jay.

He waits for me to continue, so I do.

“The red feels aggressive, like the artist was really pissed off. And the blue circle . . . I don’t know, it feels really intentional. Like it’s holding everything together amidst the chaos. Or maybe it’s where the chaos is all aimed.”

Jay frowns at it. “So what does it all mean?”

I shrug. “It depends. Sometimes art isn’t supposed to mean anything. It’s more about interpretation and opening yourself up to understanding the art in the context of yourself. What do you see? How does it make you feel?”

Jay is silent, and for a second I think he’s about to say something deep and meaningful. Instead, he says, “It makes me feel like maybe I should’ve paid more attention in ninth grade art class.”

I nudge him, but I’m smiling. “You’re, like, super brilliant or whatever, but we’re not being graded here. There’s no right answer. It’s just about appreciating the art. Letting yourself feel something, even if it’s weird or uncomfortable or doesn’t totally make sense.”

I look back at the painting, letting myself get lost in new details. In the textures intentionally left in the paint, the flecks of sparkles in some red slashes but not others.

We stare at it together, then move on to the next one. This canvas is filled with colorful triangles of different sizes and types.

I point at it excitedly. “Look, this one’s got triangles—you like triangles. It’s math! Hypotenuse. Cosine. Trigonometry . . . stuff.”

The look he sends me is full of amusement. “Is that what you think math is?”

I did a lot of doodling in the mandatory math classes. “Tangent?” I offer innocently, and he laughs.

“Good thing we’re graduating or I would’ve felt compelled to have you join my study group.”

“You need a study group?” I ask, surprised. “You said you got the math award two years in a row.” If he got the highest math mark out of his entire grade twice, I figured he wouldn’t need extra help studying.

He shakes his head. “I started a study group. It’s basically free tutoring for the ninth graders. There’s such a huge curriculum change from eighth grade to ninth, and I remember feeling so lost. So three years ago, I started the group for ninth graders, and it’s continued. We meet twice a week before school starts.” He doesn’t say it like he’s bragging or showing off. He’s just sharing about himself.

When I don’t say anything, Jay looks away from the painting to me. “What’s the face for?”

“Oh, nothing,” I say nonchalantly, my lips itching to break into a grin. “Remember when I said you act like a jerk to hide the fact that you’re a big softie?”

“I’m not a jerk or a softie. I just am who I am.”

I raise an eyebrow. “You’re only a jerk to me?”

“I did bring you to this art exhibit of random shapes and patterns.”

He did. When no one else would, he did. I smile up at him and hope my eyes don’t betray any of the weird butterflies in my stomach or the way my heart feels like it’s tripping over itself just standing this close to him.

Jay gestures at the triangle painting. “Is this the type of stuff you do?”

“No, I really enjoy doing portraits—I love capturing a person’s personality and spirit with a single image, but putting my own artistic spin on it. I guess they’re more contemporary, if I absolutely had to label it. Right now, I’m really into playing with a limited color palette.”

He makes a face like he has no idea what I’m talking about but nods anyway. “That’s cool. Have you painted me?”

I do a double take. “And why would I want to paint you?”

He grins. “Because I’m the most handsome guy you know.”

I laugh even though I don’t think he’s wrong, and the longer I study him, the more handsome he becomes. With his sharp jawline and smooth, dark skin and bottomless brown eyes and—

“Are you staring at me because you know I’m right?” Jay asks, a cocky smirk right at home on his face. “Or are you comparing me to your friend who you’re super in love with?”

I pivot and move on to the next art piece to avoid his questioning gaze. The truth is, I haven’t even thought about Emmett since I ran into Jay today, and I definitely haven’t compared Emmett to Jay tonight. I usually compare everyone to Emmett; what does it mean if I didn’t do that tonight with Jay?

“So we’re just not going to talk about it then?” he asks, cutting me off as I open my mouth. “And don’t give me that ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about’ shit, because we both know that you know that I know what you know, and you know it.”

His attempt to make me laugh works, and he nudges me with his shoulder as we stand side by side and view a blue canvas with angry yellow and purple lines going through it.

“There’s nothing to talk about,” I say, hating that he seems to observe every little thing about me with such ease.

“Mm-hmm.” He sounds like he doesn’t believe me. “But it might help to have someone to talk to about it.”

I hesitate. It would be nice to have someone to talk to other than my mom, especially since she mind-tricks the truth out of me. But then again, this is Jay.

“Why are you being so nice to me today?” I squint at him suspiciously.

“I’m always nice.”

“That’s a lie and you know it.”

We move on to the last piece in this room. It’s also a dark canvas, matching the theme of the room, but there are only three triangles on this one, with one further from the other two and in a deeper shade; it feels left out, and my stomach drops.

“I think my friends only put up with me out of obligation.” My voice and the truth of my words surprise me.

Jay’s eyebrows draw together, and he gives his head a little shake. “What?”

My mouth opens and closes a few times as I try to find the right words. “Like, we only ever hang out as a group, but not as people, you know?”

“No, I don’t know. Have you been sniffing paint when my back is turned?”

A laugh escapes me before I grow thoughtful again. “Jay, I’m being serious.”

“Okay, okay. Explain in a not-so-Carina way.”

“Emi, Kalani, and I used to hang out just the three of us all the time. But then Kalani started dating Emmett and bringing him along, and Emi started dating Daphne and bringing her along. I’m happy that they’re happy, and obviously I love having them around, but it seems like my best friends are kind of growing up and moving on and forgetting about me. Especially now that we’re getting closer to graduating and heading off to university, it feels like they don’t really care to spend quality time together. I feel stupid saying it, but sometimes it’s like they just want to hang out as couples and only invite me along because they feel bad not doing it or want me to play moderator between their bickering.”

Jay is uncharacteristically serious as my words sink in. “I don’t think that’s true.”

I feel like shrinking into myself. “If it wasn’t, then why can’t we ever hang out just the three of us? Why are they pushing so damn hard for me to find someone? I’m perfectly fine alone. I don’t need a boyfriend, but they’re making it seem like I need someone, and it’s just so I don’t fifth wheel them anymore, so I have a date for stupid prom and don’t throw off their numbers.”

Jay purses his lips in thought. I feel awkward and vulnerable as his eyes bore into mine. “If your friends didn’t want you around, wouldn’t they just stop inviting you out?”

It’s a valid point, but we’re drifting apart. They don’t wake up and think I hate Carina, it’s more that they’re waking up with other things on their minds and at the very bottom of that list is me. While I don’t want or need to be at the top of their priority list, or even in the top ten or twenty, I don’t want to be left out. I don’t want them to open their yearbooks in two, five, ten years and come across my photo and go Oh hey, I knew that girl.

“It’s not on purpose,” I tell Jay, ignoring the sting in my eyes. “It’s more like, ‘Hey, it’s couples’ night at this restaurant, let’s go. Oh wait, there’s Carina. I guess she can come or whatever.’ I’m being dramatic, but that’s the gist of it.”

Jay nods slowly. “So you think finding a guy will even out the numbers for couples’ night?”

“No. I don’t care about finding a boyfriend. The only positive side of dating is maybe I’ll find someone I like more than Emmett.”

Jay’s eyes light up before he masks it. “So you do like Emmett?”

I let out a long breath. Of course he’s enjoying being right, but I’m in too deep now to backpedal. I’ve already bared my heart to Jay, I might as well keep going. “Yes, okay? Yes, I’ve been in love with Emmett since we met almost four years ago, but he’s dating my best friend. It makes me a terrible person to still feel this way, so if I happen to be set up with someone who I like, then it’s for the best. A large part of the reason I even agreed to these stupid dates in the first place is because Kalani was suspicious about my feelings for Emmett.”

“You’re not a terrible person,” Jay admits, and the sincerity in his voice catches me off guard. “You can’t help who you love, and it’s not like you’re actively trying to break them up so you can have him to yourself.”

“Yeah, but staring at him and daydreaming about him all day isn’t right either.”

Jay grabs my arm and moves me out of the way of a couple who were trying to get a look at the sad triangle painting. I follow him into the next room where there are seating areas in front of large canvases on each wall of the room. I don’t resist when he pulls me onto the bench beside him.

“You obviously don’t want my advice, but you should just tell them how you feel. About how you’re worried you’re drifting apart and that you don’t want to go on those dumb dates anymore. What’s the worst that can happen? At least they’ll get what’s going on with you, and it’ll make you feel better getting it off your chest.”

My pout prompts him to continue. “Didn’t you feel good getting that stuff off your chest when you yelled at Chad?”

The memories from earlier in the night come back to me, and I bite back a smile. “A little . . . okay, a lot. I wish I said more.”

“See! Getting shit off your chest is great. It’ll be a relief once you tell Emi and Kalani what’s going on and don’t have to go on shitty dates with shittier guys.”

I stop fighting my smile. “You were one of those shitty guys.”

Jay’s smile mirrors mine. “And it was a shitty date.”

He’s right, it was a shitty date, but since then I’ve come to find he’s not a terrible guy. Maybe he’s right about being honest too. I should tell my friends how I feel. Kalani and I have been best friends forever, and we’ve been inseparable with Emi since grade nine. They’ll understand . . . right?

“It’s easy to be honest and face confrontation with people who don’t matter. But it’s different when it’s with my friends or about something important. I can yell at Chad the bill-skipping drug dealer because I don’t care about him. I could smush ice cream all over the jerk in the bakery”—I’m talking about Jay and he knows it—“because at the time, you were just some asshole who tried to throw me off a cliff. But when it comes to the important stuff like breaking Arthur’s heart by telling him I don’t want to date him or telling my friends they’re making me feel abandoned, I just can’t do it.”

Jay’s thoughtful for a moment. “Am I still just some asshole that tried to throw you off a cliff?”

“Well, you did do that.”

He can’t seem to stop himself from adding, “We were like five feet from the edge, and I was never going to actually throw you. But regardless, am I still that asshole?”

I think about it, and even though I want to say yes, I can’t. Jay makes me laugh. Jay is always there for me. Jay listens to me. Jay brought me to this art exhibit when no one else would.

I shake my head. “I think you’re . . . my friend.”

Jay smiles like the revelation amuses him before growing serious. “Then that means it’ll be harder for you to have an honest conversation about real feelings. That’s what you struggle with, right?” As always, Jay reads me too well and clearly has me all figured out. “So do me. You just need practice getting stuff off your chest.”

I do a double take. “What?”

“Do me. Whatever you think about me that comes to your head, or stuff about me that bothers you. Tell me. Get it off your chest.”

I shake my head. Tell him what I think of him, no holds barred? I’m not sure I’d even know where to start. “I don’t know, Jay. I’ve thought some not nice things about you, and I’d hate for his newfound friendship to end right now in flames.”

He shifts to fully face me on the bench. “Come on. Let me have it, Princess. I can handle it.”

“I don’t know . . .”

“Okay. I’ll go first.”

My stomach dips. “Um . . . I’m not sure that’s a good—”

“When we first met, I thought you were a stuck-up private schooler who thought she was too good for everyone and was too concerned with her image to let loose and have a little fun. I thought you were a snob who didn’t know the how to say ‘thank you,’ and sometimes I still wonder if you have issues with those words.”

“Wow. Tell me how you really feel,” I mutter.

He shakes his head, an unamused laugh escaping. “I thought you were so damn pretty it hurt, because you took one look at me and sneered like the thought of being with me was laughable, like my touch was offensive, like you’d never deign to be seen with me.”

My breath catches in my throat. “Jay . . .” I don’t even know where to start. “It wasn’t like that.”

His dark eyes pierce right through me, stopping me from saying more. “Your turn,” he says, leaning back a bit, which lets me breathe easier. “Tell me what you thought of me when you first met me. Be honest.”

I’m not sure I can even do that after what he said, but I force myself to focus, to think back to that day on the cliff and our failure of a date. “I thought you were a jerk. A hot jerk, but a jerk nonetheless. You took one look at me and told me I didn’t belong there, that I wasn’t good enough for you and your friends, that I wasn’t even good enough for my own friends. You threatened to throw me off a cliff to make a point, you’ve gone out of your way to be a giant asshole ever since, and you know exactly how to piss me off. I hate how you read me so easily. I hate that you know exactly what gets under my skin.”

He nods, not offended in the slightest. “And now?”

“Now what?”

“How do you feel about me now?”

“Am I supposed to say I don’t think you’re an asshole anymore? Because I totally do.”

He gives a surprised laugh, and any tension that might’ve been in the air is broken.

“Well, I did just pay two hundred eighty-two dollars and fifty-nine cents, plus tip, for a nice steak dinner for you and your sunglasses-wearing, drug-dealing, bill-skipping boyfriend.”

I nudge him with my shoulder though I can’t stop from laughing. “He’s not my boyfriend! And fine. I’ll give you that; that was totally a non-asshole move.”

“Good,” he says. “So tell me. What do you think about me now? Other than the fact that I’m an asshole.”

What do I think about Jay? Sometimes it feels like I can’t decide.

“If I’m being honest, all of my dates sucked, ours included. But the date with Arthur and the date with Chad sucked less because of you. You’ve saved my ass a bunch of times, even though you acted like it killed you to do so, but I appreciate it nonetheless. You coach your little sister’s soccer team and stomached a date with me, someone you hated, for her. You help a bunch of terrified ninth graders feel comfortable with the new math curriculum for free, and you don’t allow the Preston Whitmores of the world to be assholes to people you care about.” I think about the way he acts with me, then continue, “You know how to piss me off but make me laugh in the same breath, and you have an intimate knowledge of my obsessive panty-to-outfit matching, which, like I said, both pisses me off and makes me laugh. You brought me here when no one else would, even though I didn’t ask you to, and even though you clearly don’t care about any of the art. I guess what I’m saying is, I don’t completely hate you; you’re kind of cool. And I’m glad we’re . . . friends?” It comes out as a question, because he hasn’t confirmed it after I said it earlier.

Jay gives nothing away as he nods thoughtfully. “See? Don’t you feel better now?”

I consider it, consider the words shared between us, the words I didn’t hold back, the honest conversation we had with each other. We’ve cleared the air between us, and now I know exactly how he feels, and he knows exactly how I feel. “Yeah. I do, actually.”

He nods. “Good. Now just do that with your friends.”

It would be nice to feel this with all my relationships, but I’m not sure I can be that honest with Kalani, or even Emi. Not everyone is like Jay, who prompts honesty no matter what, whom conversation flows easily with, and who always pulls the truth out of me. I’m not sure it would be this easy with my friends, and the thought makes me sad.

“Your turn,” I say. “What do you think about me now?”

Jay doesn’t answer, instead turning to the canvas in front of us. This one is splattered with different shades of pink, and a bunch of shapes are painted on top with no real rhyme or reason in different colors.

“What do you think it means?” Jay asks, tilting his head and leaning forward a bit.

“Again, it’s not supposed to mean anything. The real question is, how does it make you feel?”

He settles in his seat and rests his arm on the back of the bench. It’s so close to being around my shoulders that my heart stutters and my breath hitches. I tuck myself into his jacket and try not to consciously think about his spicy, fresh smell surrounding me from all angles.

“Maybe Boscoe will come back next year. Then you’ll have more insight after a year of school and you can explain it to me,” Jay says, tilting his head the other way as if he was missing something at that specific angle.

“Why would a year of business help me understand this painting?”

His head snaps over to look at me. “Business? You’re not taking art?”

The way he’s studying me makes me blush, so I pull some hair from behind my ear and let it hang between us as a curtain as I stare straight ahead.

“Nope. Business at Toronto Metropolitan.”

“Huh. I would’ve thought you wanted to do art.”

“I do, you just have to be really good at it, and I’m . . . not?” It comes out unsure and as a question when Jay lifts an eyebrow at me.

“You don’t seriously believe that.”

“You’ve never seen my art. You don’t know if it’s good or not.”

He considers this for a moment before he shrugs and looks back at the painting, his cool exterior back in place. “You’re right. It’s probably terrible.”

What? My teeth grind together, and I’m about to shout, I’m not terrible! when I notice a slight waver in his set jaw. He’s trying not to laugh.

“You’re such a jerk.” I slap his arm playfully. “Reverse psychology? You always know exactly how to get under my skin. It’s annoying.”

He smirks. “No, Princess. You’re the one who gets under my skin, and believe me, I know it’s annoying as hell.”

I scoff and continue analyzing the painting when Jay continues, “For what it’s worth, I’ve never seen your art, but you shouldn’t count yourself out before you even try. Grab life by the balls, Princess. Tell your friends how you feel. Apply to art school. Don’t go on dates with jerks.”

I laugh at that last part and ask, “Do you grab life by the balls?”

He ponders my question for a second even though I already know the answer. “I’ve certainly never let my friends coerce me into a date with a drug dealer.”

I groan. “You go on one date with a drug dealer and never get to live it down.”

He laughs at my joke then grows serious. “I’ve never let anything hold me back from getting what I wanted. I may not be able to afford a Mercedes or Corvette like you and your fancy private school friends, but I make do. I work and save up my money, get good grades, spend time with my sister, and have fun before I have to start my engineering degree in September. Life’s about making the most of it, Princess, and you’re going to have to learn when to put your foot down and when to step out of your comfort zone.”

I shake my head at that last part even though I feel like smiling. We fall into a comfortable silence as I absorb his words, each of us observing the art in front of us while being lost in our own thoughts.

“Where are you going to school for engineering?” I ask eventually, ignoring the way my stomach flips at the thought of it being far away.

“U of T.”

The University of Toronto is near Toronto Metropolitan. We’ll both be downtown. I shove down the elated thrill that runs through me. “Did you always know you wanted to be an engineer?”

He shakes his head. “When I was younger, I wanted to be a firefighter. Rescuing cats out of trees. Chopping through doors with axes. Helping people.”

“You do love helping people.”

His smile is affectionate, and I get lost in the softness of his gaze. My heart stumbles a little. Then his eyes flick down to my lips, and for a split second, I forget how to breathe. He looks away and quickly clears his throat.

“There’s also the fact that I would look incredible posing for one of those half-naked firefighter calendars.”

I laugh, because of course he’d say that. Jay will always be Jay. But it doesn’t stop the flutter in my chest.

“What made you change your mind?” I ask, trying to keep my voice steady.

“I grew up. Firefighting isn’t exactly the safest job. And I’ve got a lot of people depending on me. My parents and Niyah would be crushed if I ran into a burning building and never came back out. And I’m actually interested in software engineering. I’d be great at it, and I’d make better money too.”

He says it so casually, but it hits me how thoughtful he really is. Responsible. Driven. Not the cocky jerk I first thought he was. Jay’s more than just the guy I banter with or roll my eyes at when he’s being snarky. He’s someone who thinks about others, whether it be the scared ninth graders, the nervous coworker he’s training, his sister and her friends, or even me. Jay’s solid. And he’s thoughtful, and he’s kind, and somewhere along the way, he stopped being the annoying guy I couldn’t stand and turned into someone I genuinely, truly like.

“And besides,” he adds, “my grandparents were immigrants, and they and my parents worked really hard to give us what we have today. I’m the first generation to be able to go university, and that’s really special to me.”

Every time I’m with Jay, I learn so much about him. I learned more about him today than I probably would’ve if we’d finished our actual date. I poured my heart out to Jay about everything, and he took me completely seriously. He didn’t make me feel stupid for thinking my friends are forgetting about me, he didn’t make me feel pathetic for admitting I’m in love with Emmett, and he didn’t make me feel like a failure for not following my heart and going to art school. Nothing’s been resolved, but I feel better now that I got some stuff off my chest, and I appreciate that I can talk to Jay and not feel judged.

I glance at Jay and study his profile. He really does have a face I’d want to paint, but I’d never tell him that.

Maybe I had him all wrong when we first met, but then again, the guy who pretended to throw me off a cliff is a different guy from the one who just listened to me spill my guts. Jay is a complex guy, and he loves pushing me, apparently, but that might not be a terrible thing.

“Stop staring at me, it’s weird, not that I should expect anything different from you,” he says, his lips tilting up at the corners, causing mine to do the same.

“Shut up,” I scold, biting back my laugh. An hour ago, I was on a terrible date with a drug dealer who skips out on bills, and now I’m here with Jay, in an art exhibit, sharing my deepest secrets and having a heart-to-heart.

“Hey, Jay?” I hesitate when his deep eyes find mine. “Thanks for tonight, for all of it . . .” I trail off, not wanting to disclose just how much everything he did for me today meant to me. It started off as a shitty date, and instead of letting me go home to mope after calling my parents to bail me out of a huge bill, Jay made everything okay. Chad feels like a distant memory.

Jay looks taken aback for a second before he masks his emotions. He nods at me then turns back to the painting. “Just let me know whenever you’re done here. There’s only so long I can look at a bunch of random pink shapes.”

I bite my lip and don’t bother telling him that pink is clearly his color, for more than one reason. Instead, I wrap his jacket even more securely around myself and take my time appreciating the art in front of me.

Jay lasts only a few more seconds in silence before saying, “Hey, so, for the panty thing, right . . . what happens if you buy a new outfit and don’t have panties to match? Do you wear a different pair? A color that’s similar but slightly different? Do you go out and buy more panties? I have so many questions.”

I shove him with my shoulder but can’t hide my laugh. His smile matches mine, and we move on to view the rest of the art.

It’s only after Jay drops me off at home and I’m wiping my makeup off that I realize he never told me how he feels about me now, and I really, really want to know.


Fourteen

I didn’t tell Kalani or Emi how the date went when I got home, so it’s no surprise when I wake up to a bunch of texts from them in the morning. There’s just so much to tell, from Chad the sunglasses-wearing, drug-dealing bill skipper to the surprisingly really good time with Jay, so I invite them over to hang out and talk about it. It’s been so long since just the three of us were together, and I’m hopeful the story of my crazy night will entice them to come over.

Kalani’s text comes in first.

Can’t. Mediator is coming today and there’s going to be a lot of fighting, so Emmett and I are taking Maleah to the beach after her soccer practice.

Oh, damn. Things must be really bad if Kalani is willingly going to the beach.

Everything all right?

Same old. Ailani’s living her life in California and forgot she has two sisters here, and my parents are too busy fighting over who gets what vacation house to remember their daughters at home. It’s all good, though, Emmett promised Maleah he’d swim with her so I can tan. I’ve gotta get ready, I’ll call you later.

That’s her way of saying she doesn’t want to talk about it, so I don’t push.

I’m grabbing my dad’s newest baked creation, a plum and peach personal pie that he decided wasn’t perfected enough to introduce to the bakery, when I get a text from Emi.

Sorry, fell back asleep and just woke up. I’m meeting Daphne at the library now to study for exams. Apparently, she and my parents think I’m not taking math seriously enough. But exams aren’t for two weeks! Anyway, you should come too. Just because we’re in different classes doesn’t mean we’ll have different content. Plus, I want to hear all about Chad—and if he lived up to his name or not.

Stuck in a library third wheeling my best friend and her girlfriend is not how I imagined spending my Saturday, but I do need to study, and it would be nice to do it with friends.

I text back.

He definitely lived up to his name. Meet you there in thirty.

When I pull up to the large library across the street from school, I don’t see Emi’s Corvette anywhere. Right as I pull out my phone, I get a text from her.

Leaving Daph’s now, going to Tim’s. Want anything?

Frozen lemonade, please and thanks!

She sends me a thumbs-up emoji, and I shut off my car to gather my stuff. The drive-through line at Tim Hortons is probably going to take forever, so I might as well get us a good table on the top floor.

The library is already busy with families perusing the books on the first floor. The second and third are the same. The top floor is a designated study area, with tables and chairs across the whole floor. On one side of the floor is the quiet study area, and the other is where you’re allowed to talk normally and not whisper. I push through the door into the talking study area and see tons of tables already in use. The floor-to-ceiling windows make it seem less bleak, less like we’re suffocating and stressed and cramming for the final exams of our high school career and more like we’re getting together with friends in a quiet, brightly lit place. The desks are all a light shade of oak with electrical outlets in the middle for laptop chargers, and there are green plants near the windows. It’s a comfy place, and I wave at people from school as I stroll through the aisle to find an empty table.

I spot a table where a boy is packing up his stuff, meaning he’s leaving and I can take over his table for myself. It’s perfect too: right beside the window, so we get all the natural light. He swings his backpack over his shoulder and turns right as I reach him, and I freeze.

“Carina?” he asks.

I suck in a breath. “Hi, Arthur.”

He crosses his arms, looking me up and down with disdain. This is definitely a different welcome compared to the first time. I guess he didn’t take the news Kalani broke to him about us not working out well.

“Are the rumors true?” he asks. “Are you going on other dates? I thought we were dating, but you’re seeing other people.”

What? What is he talking about? He thought we were dating? My mouth opens and closes uselessly as I try to figure out what to say. I wasn’t supposed to have this confrontation! Kalani was supposed to let him down easily!

“Um . . . didn’t . . .” I clear my throat so my voice comes out stronger. “Didn’t Kalani talk to you?”

“Yes. She talked to me,” he huffs and looks out the window. “And I did everything I was supposed to for it to work out.”

For it to work out? “What do you mean?”

Arthur gives me an exasperated look, like it’s obvious and I should be able to put the pieces together myself. “Kalani told me what to do for you to like me. She gave me tips.”

Kalani gave Arthur tips, and the date still went as poorly as it did? I get that Kalani’s trying to help me, and this news just reinforces what I thought about Kalani really wanting the dates to succeed, but what could she have possibly told him? How could he have misinterpreted her advice so badly?

“What tips did Kalani give you?”

His anger dissolves a bit, giving way to embarrassment. “You know . . . she said to wear a proper suit, to invite my mom so you could meet her, to buy you a nice necklace as a gift, to let you know I was looking for marriage . . . stuff to get you to like me more.”

But . . . that doesn’t make any sense. Everything he listed are things that drove me away—there were countless others, but those were the big ones. Kalani would’ve known I’d hate that. Why would she give him those instructions to help? And afterward, when I told her every disastrous thing he did on the date, she acted surprised. But she knew full well why the date sucked because she told him to do everything.

Arthur and I stare at each other as I fully process his words and what they mean, what my friends have done. The betrayal is a punch to the gut.

“Arthur, did Emi give you those tips too?” I ask, not really wanting to hear the answer but needing to know anyway.

“Emi? Who’s that? Is that your friend with the purple hair?”

I’m suddenly dizzy. “Sorry, Arthur. I gotta go.”

I don’t give him time to protest, instead darting to the restrooms at the back of the library. No one else is in here, so I splash my face with some cold water and try to make sense of everything.

Kalani practically forced me on these dates, but she’s setting them up to fail then berating me because they failed. I can’t wrap my mind around it, around what this means. I don’t want to accept it—there must be another reasonable explanation. But as I grip the counter and stare at myself in the mirror, water dripping down my face, the front pieces of my hair soaked and plastered to my face, I know there is only one thing that makes sense.

Kalani’s setting me up on bad dates on purpose.

It makes complete sense. She picked Jay knowing I hated him, picked Arthur knowing he’s clingy and gave him tips to be even more clingy, and picked Chad knowing he’s a rude drug dealer and that I’d hate him. She wanted me to be miserable despite being the one pushing me on the dates.

But why?

Emi can’t know about any of this, especially since she keeps fighting Kalani’s date picks, and Arthur had no idea who she was.

There’s a ping from my phone. Kalani.

So I guess Chad’s date sucked. Sorry about that. But I just set you up with another date for next week! You have to make this work because prom’s in exactly three weeks and you still don’t have a date. The future prom queen can’t be running around all night making sure you’re not lonely.

I squeeze my phone, wishing I was strong enough to crush it and maybe relieve some of this pent-up frustration. What is she playing at? She keeps picking dates for me, guilting me and using prom as an excuse, telling me the dates have to go well; meanwhile, she wants me to fail so she can blame me for not trying, knowing full well the dates were going to suck because she’s setting them up that way.

What a complete waste of everyone’s time. Not only mine but those guys as well. Poor Arthur really wanted the date to work out, and she completely set him up for failure without considering his feelings. What is she thinking?

Does she know about Emmett? Is this her way of telling me to back off? But back off what? I’ve never made any moves on him, never tried to get in between their relationship. If she knew about my crush on Emmett, wouldn’t she confront me instead of pulling this elaborate scheme to make me miserable? And wouldn’t she want the dates to succeed to keep me away from him? Plus, she wouldn’t still be friends with me. No. Something else has to be going on here.

I get another text, this time from Emi.

Where are you? We grabbed a table but don’t see you. I’m almost finished my iced capp and your untouched frozen lemonade is looking mighty tasty . . .

Shaking the tension from my arms and rolling my neck, I try to compartmentalize this new revelation about Kalani for now. I don’t want to bring anything up to Emi, but there’s absolutely no way I’m going on any more dates, especially with whatever disaster Kalani is waiting to ambush me with and pretend she had no idea about. As I dry my hair as best I can with a paper towel, I realize what I should do.

If Kalani wants these dates to suck just to make me feel bad, then I’m going to do something about it. I promised myself to call it at three dates, and I’ve reached that threshold already, but I’m pissed, and I’m hurt. Kalani’s my best friend, but she’s playing some twisted game to send me on bad dates and guilt me into feeling miserable. I don’t know what Kalani’s playing at, but I need to know what she’s up to.

Hands off my lemonade! I’m coming.

I text Emi then take a breath to compose myself and exit the bathroom, walking through the aisles until I spot two girls leaning close to each other, one with natural red hair and one bright purple.

“Hey.” I drop my bag on the table in front of them.

Emi’s arm is slung over Daphne’s shoulders, and she leans back in her chair, balancing on the back legs only. “Where have you been? Your drink is melting.” Emi slides the drink and straw across the table to me, and I rip the straw from the wrapper and take a refreshing sip as I sit down. The cold helps me focus.

“It’s perfect. Thanks,” I say, setting it down and gathering my confidence. “Hey. You think you can set me up with Wyatt this Friday?”

Emi slams her chair back on all fours, then exchanges an excited glance with Daphne before a smile spreads across her face. “You bet your damn ass I can set you up with Wyatt! He’s perfect for you. Emmett agrees.”

“Actually,” I add as she whips out her phone, “let’s make it a triple date. Me, Wyatt, you two, and Kalani and Emmett. Maybe I just need you guys there to help me break the ice.”

Kalani’s going to be pissed, especially since she apparently just set me up with someone for next week. But good, let her be. I’m done playing her game.

“I love it!” Emi exclaims.

Daphne nods along, adding, “What should we do?”

“I’ll text the group now,” Emi says, tapping something out on her phone. “We can figure it out together. A big group date! How fun!”

Yes. Fun. Of course, Emi’s excited—I won’t be awkwardly fifth wheeling them this time. They won’t have to worry about leaving me alone for a few minutes because I’ll be there with my date.

My phone goes off with a bunch of new messages, and I switch it to vibrate even though we’re allowed to make noise in this section of the library. They’re mostly from Emi texting the group chat anyway, informing everyone of the new plan. Daphne replies too, showing her excitement, even though she’s sitting right in front of me, and Emmett replies saying Wyatt’s awesome and he knows we’ll get along. Kalani says nothing, but she messages me privately.

Wyatt? Seriously? I just told you I got you a date with someone already! What am I supposed to tell him?

I force my expression to remain neutral in front of Emi and Daphne, who are considering date options for us and what to say to Wyatt.

I reply to Kalani.

Oops. Didn’t see this message before we set everything up. Sorry.

Although I lied, I’m feeling bold.

Plus, if it doesn’t work out with Wyatt, there will be no more blind dates, so tell whoever you’ve got set up it’s not going to work.

Despite all the conflicting emotions I’m feeling toward Kalani, I feel like giggling. Jay would be proud of me for saying I’m done with the dates. He’d tell me to say a lot more, and to probably say it in person, but I said I was done with the dates nonetheless, and it feels fantastic.

She texts back right away.

Seriously?!

I don’t answer. If she has an issue, I’m sure she’ll bring it up when I see her on Monday, or even argue with Emi in the group chat. But I doubt Emi’s going to let her have her way this time, especially after having rallied for Wyatt for weeks now.

Kalani’s my best friend and has been for years, but I can’t figure out why she’d do any of this. I refuse to believe it’s over any discovery of my feelings for Emmett. She’d be way more pissed if it was, and she wouldn’t hesitate to pull the plug on our friendship if that was the case. So why?

I don’t know what Kalani’s endgame is here, but clearly she wants me to go on shitty dates and doesn’t want me to succeed. I’ll show her. This date is going to be a success if it kills me, and she’ll see it with her own two eyes. Plus, I don’t really want to believe it’s true. Maybe Arthur’s confused or things got mixed up. Maybe Kalani told him those things for a reason and I’ve jumped to the worst conclusion. I don’t want to think the worst of Kalani right away, so now I’ll get to see if she says something or tries to sabotage my date, and I’ll have actual proof.

“Wyatt said yes!” Emi exclaims, showing me her text.

Wow. That was fast. I guess I’m really doing this. But whether or not Wyatt and I get along, it’s one hundred percent going to be my last date, and Emi and Kalani will just have to deal with me fifth wheeling until we all go to university.


Fifteen

The week flies by so fast with all the exam prep and work that I barely even notice when Friday night arrives.

Kalani was upset about having to cancel whoever she chose for date number four, but otherwise she has been positive and looking forward to the group date. She didn’t even make a big stink about my choosing Wyatt over her guy, which made me second-guess my theory about her sabotaging my dates. My doubts worsened when she came over Wednesday night and helped me pick an outfit while she was waiting for Maleah to finish her piano lessons. She didn’t say anything about Wyatt not being right for me or make any other excuse to get me to not go out with him.

If she was picking bad dates on purpose and wanted them to fail, wouldn’t she have said something about not wanting me to date Wyatt? Because Wyatt is Emmett’s friend, and from what I’ve heard, he’s a really good guy.

Maybe I overreacted at the library. Maybe Arthur really did just misinterpret Kalani’s advice. Maybe I’m shitty for jumping to conclusions that incriminate my best friend. Kalani hasn’t been the most considerate lately, sure, but she’s stressed with everything at home, plus exams coming up don’t help, and she’s putting a lot of pressure on herself to be voted prom queen. I should cut her some slack and not assume the worst. Even Emi doesn’t suspect anything, and I’d know if she did, because she’d say something.

I’m in the back seat of Emmett’s Volvo, with Kalani sitting shotgun, on our way to our group date. I’m wearing a green off-the-shoulder crop top and white shorts, and I wonder what color underwear Jay would guess I’m wearing. Green or white?

“What are you laughing about?” Kalani asks me from the front seat, and I rein in my amusement.

“Nothing,” I say as my phone vibrates with a text.

It’s Jay. It’s like he always knows when I’m thinking about him.

Are you at work? I’d like to claim my free ice cream.

I do owe him ice cream for helping me get out of that date with Arthur. I owe him more than that for everything else he’s done, but ice cream is a good place to start.

Just to be a pain in the ass, I reply:

But you don’t even like ice cream.

He came in while I was working on Tuesday and Thursday after his sister’s soccer practice and game, but the bakery is always so busy and I was running around, so another worker ended up helping him before I could get there. He only sent me a wink and slid his hand across the glass of the display case before leaving.

That’s not the point. Are you at work or not?

“Is that Emi you’re texting?” Emmett asks from the front, his blue eyes meeting mine in the rearview mirror. “Tell her we’re almost there.”

“No problem,” I reply, but I don’t text Emi. Instead, I reply to Jay.

I’m not at work, I’m on a group date if you can believe it.

He replies instantly.

I thought you were going to tell your friends you didn’t want to be set up anymore?

It’s a long story. I’ll tell you after.

He doesn’t answer, and I put my phone away in favor of ignoring the strange hurt in my chest and staring mindlessly out the window.

Emmett and Kalani have been talking to each other in the front seat, and I haven’t bothered tuning in to pay attention until I hear my name being called.

“What?” I ask.

“I asked how your date went,” Emmett says. “Kalani told me it wasn’t good, but she didn’t tell me the details other than Chad’s a drug dealer and skipped out on the bill.”

“Again, sorry,” Kalani says, and knowing what I do now, I can’t decide if I believe her or not. She’s saying it sincerely, or as sincerely as Kalani can, so maybe I should give her the benefit of the doubt. She is my best friend, after all.

So I tell him about the date. About Chad showing up late, repeatedly getting my name wrong, ordering for me and saying it was all on him, running out the emergency exit, Jay bailing me out, and Jay taking me to Boscoe’s.

Emmett’s frown in the rearview mirror deepens as my story progresses.

“Did you call the police on Chad?” Emmett asks.

The question stumps me. “Um . . . no.”

His frown only grows more serious. “He’s a drug dealer. He was going to skip out on the bill and make you his accomplice.”

“But I didn’t run out on the bill. Jay covered it until I could pay him back. And I don’t actually have any proof that Chad’s a drug dealer. He didn’t pull out a baggie and show me or anything . . .” I trail off weakly, wishing I could sink into the leather seat. Emmett’s disapproving stare isn’t even turned on me but instead reflects off the rearview mirror, and I still feel its full effect.

“I’m sure Chad will do something stupid sooner or later and get himself arrested on his own, babe. Don’t worry about it,” Kalani says, stepping in to smooth things over for me like she normally does.

Has Emmett always been so . . . prudish? I don’t remember him always being such a Goody Two-shoes, but maybe I overlooked it because of my giant crush. I liked Emmett because of how good and nice he is, but is it possible that he’s too good? It’s almost . . . annoying?

“Anyway,” Kalani adds, and I’m grateful for the subject change, “are you excited, Carina? Make sure to be nice to Wyatt. He’s our last shot at getting you a prom date.”

Now I’m not grateful for the subject change. “I’m always nice.”

“Uh-huh,” Kalani says, flipping the sun visor down and using the mirror to fix her lipstick. “I’m just saying, it’ll be the first time there are six of us and not five of us, so you won’t be a . . . you know . . .”

Unlike the other times she’s hinted at it, I don’t restrain myself. “A fifth wheel?” I deadpan, clenching my jaw.

“Come on, guys!” Emmett interrupts. “It’s going to be fun! Wyatt’s great, he’ll fit right in.”

I don’t say anything, instead sinking into my seat and crossing my arms. I have no idea what game she’s playing, but clearly Kalani still thinks I’m going to ruin this date, so I’m going to be on my best behavior and make this the best damn date Wyatt’s ever been on.

—

Wyatt is good-looking, I’ll give him that. He has kind brown eyes, light brown skin, and dark, curly hair. He smiled warmly when we met at the restaurant and was friendly and welcoming, making me instantly comfortable around him. But even though by all accounts he’s great and polite and friendly and charming, there’s just something off about him, and it’s no fault of his own. I just have this weird feeling that he’s not the one for me. Something tells me his eyes aren’t dark and intense enough, and it bothers me that he wears a genuine smile instead of a sarcastic smirk.

Right now, he’s sitting next to me at the table, with Emmett on my other side, Kalani in front of him, and Daphne and Emi beside her. We’ve already ordered and eaten, and though my shrimp was good, it had a weird taste, probably because of that nagging feeling that something feels off. Even Kalani is being quieter than normal and hasn’t brought up prom once. It made everything taste weird, less enjoyable.

“So, Carina,” Wyatt says as we wait for the waitress to bring the dessert menu, “Emi and Emmett have been bragging about your art forever. Are you going into graphic design like Emmett?”

Another conversation that makes my stomach queasy.

“No, I’m going into business. Art is just for fun.”

“Oh, that’s cool,” he says, and that’s the end of that. It’s a normal, perfectly fine reaction. But where’s the teasing that I’m not good enough? Where’s the banter?

Kalani shoots me a look, and I imagine her scolding me, Make an effort, Carina!

I sigh and fiddle with the napkin. “What are you doing next year?”

He tells me how he’s interning at his dad’s advertising company this summer before starting his marketing degree so he can be promoted faster. I smile and nod when appropriate, but I’m not sure how convincing I am because Kalani’s still giving me the side eye. Emmett, Emi, and Daphne join in as normal, so it must just be Kalani I can’t convince because she knows me best.

There’s absolutely nothing wrong with Wyatt. He’s not insulting me, not proposing marriage, didn’t bring his mom, isn’t a drug dealer, and actually knows my name. I just need to get out of my own head. I promised myself I’d show Kalani this would be the best damn date ever just to prove to her I could do it, especially since she might have been sabotaging me, so that’s what I’m going to do.

By the time we order dessert, I have relaxed a bit and allowed myself to actually laugh at Wyatt’s jokes. We even agreed to share a slice of molten chocolate cake. That’s a cute, date-like thing to do.

After dessert, Wyatt pays for my portion of the bill, which is nice, and even pulls my chair out for me when we stand to leave and holds the door open for me.

“It’s going really well!” Emi stage-whispers to me as we walk through the parking lot, her hand in Daphne’s.

Wyatt’s walking a few feet behind us, engaged in a conversation about hockey stats with Emmett and Kalani.

“Yeah, I guess,” I reply.

Daphne leans around Emi. “Actually, he reminds me a lot of Emmett.”

“Oh my God! Yes!” Emi exclaims. “I knew there was something I couldn’t put my finger on. It really felt like we had another Emmett there.”

I frown as I consider it. Wyatt didn’t remind me of Emmett at all. The evening was so tame and unexciting. I never thought a date with Emmett would be so . . . average.

Daphne studies me. “I’m sure it’ll be smoother at laser tag.”

Emi gasps. “That reminds me!” She stops walking and waits for the others to catch up, forcing Daphne and me to do the same. “Hey, Wyatt!” she calls. “Where are you parked?”

“Right over there,” he says, pointing a few rows over.

“Great.” Emi shoves me in the direction he pointed. “Carina will ride with you to laser tag.”

I catch myself before face-planting on the asphalt only because I wore sneakers rather than heels in anticipation of laser tag. She smiles innocently at me when I glare at her.

“Cool,” Wyatt says, sending me his wide smile, and I follow him to his car while everyone else goes in the other direction. This is officially the first time I’ve been alone with him on our date.

“Thanks for driving,” I say, following him to a shiny blue two-door BMW.

“No problem,” he says, opening the passenger side door for me. I slide into the leather seat and admire just how new this car seems. It even has that new car smell, which I usually love, but right now it just makes my stomach feel unsettled.

Wyatt sinks into his own seat, and the engine roars to life. “Have you got any music requests?” he asks, opening the music app on his phone.

For a second, I consider requesting some of my favorite 80s rock songs from “Emi and Carina’s Ultra Cool and Fun Playlist” but then decide against it in favor of seeing what kind of music he’s into. “Whatever you want is good with me.”

“Awesome,” he says, picking a rap playlist and pulling out of the parking lot. It’s a little too loud to talk, so I just watch the trees go by and enjoy the air from the open windows as we drive.

After two songs I don’t know, my phone vibrates, and Jay’s name pops up on the screen.

Is your possum hairy?

I stifle a giggle since he remembers the code for a terrible date.

It’s not a date that’s sweeping me off my feet, but it’s not terrible.

Surprisingly, no.

I wait for him to reply the entire drive to laser tag, and even when we’re paying and getting our gear on, but he never does.

—

Laser tag was fun. We played three rounds of a free-for-all against strangers, and I won two of them. In both rounds I won, Wyatt and Emmett acted like they were trying to win, but I knew they let me shoot them to get them out. Each time they did it just made me more and more annoyed. Did they think I couldn’t get them out on my own? Did they think I wouldn’t have been able to win if they didn’t let me laser them? It took the fun out of the win and felt patronizing—Jay would never do that. Jay would probably try to get me out first just to piss me off and fire me up for the next round. I would’ve enjoyed wiping the floor with him and knowing I earned it, not being patronized and allowed to win. Not earning the win only made the queasiness in my stomach feel worse.

Kalani has been weird all night, and I can’t decide if it’s because the date is going well and she doesn’t like that or if it’s because I got her out in laser tag all three times. Either way, it upsets my stomach even more. She’s my best friend; I shouldn’t feel like throwing up around her.

By 11:00 p.m., we’re all saying goodbye and calling it a night. It’s early for a Friday night, but after dinner and laser tag, I’m excited to go lie in bed with Kevin and a sketchbook.

“Hey, Wyatt,” Emi says as we’re walking through the parking lot, “Emmett was supposed to drive Carina home, but he’s got to make a few stops first. Do you mind doing it?”

“I do?” Emmett asks, but when Emi shoots him a glare, his eyes widen, and he clears his throat. “I mean, I do. Sorry, Carina.”

I clench my jaw to stop myself from calling them out. If this is how they want to “help,” then fine, I’ll let it happen. As long as I’m in bed by 11:30 so this sick feeling can pass.

“Yeah, no problem,” Wyatt says, and I send him a small smile in thanks. As I wave goodbye to everyone, Kalani doesn’t catch my eye or say it back, and my throat tightens.

Like last time, Wyatt opens the car door for me and gently closes it. As he walks around the car, he wipes a smudge on the hood away with his sleeve, and suddenly I wonder if he opens my car door to be chivalrous or because he doesn’t want me to touch his car.

The possibility makes me giggle, and Wyatt sends me a look as he gets in the driver’s seat. “What’s so funny?”

“Just thinking about how easy it was to get you out today,” I recover, hoping for some fun back and forth for the ride home.

“Oh, yeah. You’re so good at laser tag,” he says, sending me a smile, and I resist the urge to groan.

Yes, he’s nice, and yes, he smiles a lot, but he’s just . . . boring. Emi and Daphne are convinced Wyatt is just like Emmett, but has Emmett always been this boring and I’ve never been able to see it?

“Seat belt?” he asks, and I’m hit with déjà vu of every car ride I’ve ever taken with Emmett.

Holy crap. Wyatt really is like Emmett. Which means maybe Emmett is boring. Why have I never seen it before? Have I been ignoring it just because I was so blinded by my unwavering crush, or have I grown as a person?

A pang runs through my stomach, and I wrap my arms around myself. All night, I’ve been worried about Kalani and Emmett and Wyatt, but I’ve never had my feelings manifest into this many stomachaches before. I’ve been trying to ignore them all night, but now that I’m alone in the car with Wyatt on the way home, my stomach pain is hard to ignore. Even my breathing is more labored. I just need to keep cool until I get home, then I can lay in the fetal position in bed and feel better.

Wyatt pulls onto the highway, but even though it’s 11:10 and there’s not much traffic, he’s not driving as fast as I’d like. I want to be home now, and at this rate it won’t be for another ten or fifteen minutes. Maybe some air will help me feel less sick.

I push the button, but the window won’t budge. “Hey, Wyatt, mind if you open my window?”

“Oh yeah, sorry. Forgot it was locked,” he says and presses something, and my window unfurls an inch from the top.

I clutch the side of the door so I don’t yell at him. Through clenched teeth, I ask, “Can you open it all the way?”

“Oh, okay,” he says, and the window rolls all the way down, wind whipping into the car and giving me some much-needed air.

He must sense that I want to get home ASAP, because he pulls into the left lane of the highway—the fast lane. Cars whiz past me, and air flows into the window, but it’s only doing so much for my nausea. I gulp down as much air as I can.

You do not feel sick. You do not feel sick. Everything is okay. Just hold off until you get home.

Chanting to myself with my eyes closed doesn’t help. Nothing seems to help. The shrimp and chocolate cake want out, and they want out now.

“So, Carina . . .” Wyatt starts. I’m not looking at him. I can’t. I’m too busy trying to breathe, to keep everything down. He continues, “I had a really great time tonight, and I think we have fun together. Prom’s in two weeks, and I don’t have a date yet . . . so I was thinking . . . maybe you and I—”

“Pull over,” I interrupt.

“What?”

“Pull over!” I repeat, harsher this time, more urgently.

“Okay?”

The sound of his signal fills the car, but he doesn’t change lanes.

“Now, Wyatt!” I can’t hold it. I can’t. This is going to happen, and it’s going to happen now.

“There’s a white car in my blind spot, I can’t merge yet.”

With shaking fingers, I click off my seat belt.

“What are you do—”

I answer him by leaning out the window while he’s doing a hundred kilometers an hour on the highway and emptying out the entire contents of my stomach.

“My car!” he exclaims, but I tune him out.

I continue puking out the window while Wyatt drives.

I’m mostly sure nothing lands inside the car. On the car, I’m not too positive, but I’m not too concerned about that right now. I manage to pull my hair out of my face, and Wyatt finally starts changing lanes to get to the shoulder. The second the car is slow enough, I open the door and hop out onto the dirt shoulder, continuing puking all my dinner out, and maybe even lunch and breakfast. My throat burns the entire time, tears stream down my face, and my stomach hurts. This is not how I was supposed to end a “successful” date.

Eventually, I calm down enough to take some deep breaths, and despite the loud noises from the speeding cars on the five-lane highway at my back, it’s eerily quiet. So quiet that it’s hard to ignore. So quiet that I’m almost scared to turn around.

With no other option than my hand, I wipe my mouth and shake it off in the sparse grass. Even though I don’t want to, I slowly turn to face Wyatt. He’s standing beside his car, staring at me with an expression that’s part horror and part disbelief. He’s holding a box of tissues, but it looks like he’s used most of it to wipe off whatever landed on the outside of his car. I wonder if he pulled over so fast not because I was sick but because he wanted to save his car. The thought makes me laugh.

His face twists into confusion at my giggling, and I step closer to him to pluck the box of tissues from his hand. I use the rest to clean myself up; all the while, Wyatt stares at me like he’s considering ditching me here. The thought of him getting in the car to desert me on the side of a busy highway, covered in the remnants of my stomach contents, just makes me laugh harder.

This was supposed to be the successful date. We got along, he was nice and polite, he seemed interested in me—he was supposed to be my Emmett. He was even going to ask me to prom! And even though I set out to prove to Kalani that I could have a successful date and was overlooking the dullness of it, I went ahead and ruined it anyway. I’m pretty sure this is solidifying my chances of never getting a second date with him, or him as my prom date, especially if the way he’s eyeing me right now is any indication.

Kalani is going to love that I screwed this date up even without her interference. I didn’t need her to give fake tips or pay my mortal enemy or pick a drug dealer for the date to not work out. I ruined it all on my own, along with the help of some shrimp, which, looking back, was probably bad.

Once my face and hands and the front pieces of my hair are cleaned up, I shove the dirty tissues into the empty box and send Wyatt a small smile. “Sorry.”

He blinks at me.

And for some reason, that makes me start giggling again. He’s been boring the entire time, and after I threw up out the window of a moving vehicle on a five-lane highway, he still has nothing interesting to say. I wonder what Jay would’ve said and done. Probably more than clean his car before checking on me.

“Did I get any on the inside?” I ask, more so because I feel like that’s what I’m supposed to ask.

He shakes his head and clears his throat. “Um . . . no. Just . . . some on the outside . . .”

“Okay, cool,” I say, closing the distance between us and handing him the tissue box. His jaw drops as he takes it. “Let’s get home before I start up again, yeah?”

Without waiting for a response, I get in the car and shut the door behind me, leaving Wyatt standing outside like he doesn’t remember how to move.

I thought I wanted the date to work out. I thought I wanted everything to go perfectly. I thought I wanted to like Wyatt. But I just . . . don’t care. It’s almost a relief that I ruined his prom date invitation. I don’t want to go to prom with him. I never wanted to go with a date. I just wanted to have fun with my friends before we go off to university and life gets hectic. I’m still unsure how I feel about the chance that Kalani’s purposely setting me up on bad dates, but we’ve been best friends for years, and prom is in two weeks. We have time to sort it out, and we can go to prom the way we were meant to: as best friends enjoying their time together. Kalani and Emi might have a problem with me fifth wheeling, but they’re going to have to deal. I refuse to go on any other dates that they set up. Any future dates will be ones that I agree to, not feel coerced or guilted into going on.

Wyatt slips into the car, still holding the tissue box, and gently places it on the floor mat in the back seat. At least he doesn’t litter, but that’s totally an Emmett move because Wyatt is just like him.

Wordlessly, Wyatt starts the car and pulls back onto the highway, and we spend the rest of the fifteen-minute drive to my house in awkward silence. And I’m not even mad about it.


Sixteen

Despite the upset stomach that I suspect was a mild form of food poisoning, I manage to get to school on Monday. I spent the rest of Friday night puking into my toilet until there was nothing left to puke, and Saturday and Sunday I recovered in bed, sleeping on and off. Wyatt never texted me, not that I was holding my breath. I’m sure he’ll run in the opposite direction if he sees me in the halls this last week before exams. I texted Emi and Kalani and told them it wasn’t going to work out between me and Wyatt, but I didn’t give them any other details even though they wanted to know. I was too tired to look at my phone, but I’m ready for their grilling today. I’ve taken my stance, and I’m not swaying from my decision of stopping the dates and going to prom single like I’ve wanted to from the beginning.

As I walk to my locker, people go out of their way to avoid my path, which is weird, because usually you have to zigzag through groups of kids to get anywhere in the halls. Girls whisper when they notice me, and boys shove their friends and point. The hair on the back of my neck stands up. Something is wrong. My legs work faster to get me to my locker, as if it’s home free and will make everyone stop being weird and staring at me.

“Hey, Pukey,” a boy says to me, though I’m not sure who it is, and everyone in his group laughs. I shove past them without engaging. I have no idea what’s going on, but as more people notice me, more people openly stare, point, and laugh. This has to do with Friday. Has Wyatt told everyone what happened? Have the rumors spread already? Before the first bell of the day?

I finally reach and open my locker, but I don’t feel any better about what’s going on. I want to stick my head in it and disappear.

“Oh my God, Carina! There you are,” Emi says as she rushes over to me, panting like she’s been sprinting through the halls. Her short purple hair is sticking up all over the place.

“What’s going on, Emi?” I ask as more people look at their phones then laugh at me as they pass by.

“Don’t worry. I’m already on damage control,” Emi says. “Emmett too. When Kalani finally shows up to school, she will be too. We’ll have everything settled.”

“Damage control? For what?”

Emi’s mouth pops open. “You haven’t seen the video or heard what people are saying?”

My heart pounds in my chest. Video? “Emi, you’re scaring me. What’s going on?”

Emi bites her lip and cringes before she’s able to stop herself. Oh no. This is bad.

“No wonder she’s so desperate,” Elena says obnoxiously loudly to her friends as she passes us. She’s in my math class and always swaps makeup tips and product recommendations with me. I thought we were friends. “It’s obvious now why her friends have to pay people to date her. Did you see the video? Pathetic.”

Carly, her friend whom I’ve had every English class of my high school career with and have often shared notes with, replies, “I wouldn’t take any money to be set up with her just to get puked all over. She’s so messy.”

They laugh as they pass, oblivious to the fact that I’m standing right here and heard everything. Paying people to date me? I turn my wide eyes to Emi, who’s staring at me with the same panicked expression. She curses.

“Emi?” I ask, almost scared to know what’s going on. This has to be about what happened with Wyatt. But I didn’t puke on him, and no one paid him. Also, what video? “Tell me what’s going on.”

She chews on her lip. I’ve never seen Emi this nervous before. Not even when she borrowed her dad’s Lamborghini without asking when she first got her license and literally drove through a Tim Hortons drive-through window.

“There are . . . rumors . . . about you . . . and the blind dates,” Emi starts, pausing every few words like she’s trying to think about what to say next. “There’s also a video circulating . . . and memes . . . with very mean captions . . . and also video edits . . . with even meaner captions . . .”

For a few moments, Emi and I just stare at each other as I process what she’s told me.

I swallow. “What are the rumors? What’s the video?”

Emi hesitates for a brief second before pulling her phone out of her back pocket, but that hesitation makes my chest squeeze.

As she clicks something on her phone, a group of eleventh grade girls walk by, all looking at their phones. One girl who I don’t know laughs and says, “Wow, Carina’s so pathetic even clingy Arthur didn’t want her.”

Emi growls and throws her hands in the air. “Okay, I’ve been trying to stay calm and not snap on people to not make things worse, but I’ve had enough!”

She turns to march after the eleventh graders, but I grab her arm to pull her back. I can’t wait anymore. Everyone is talking about me and laughing at me and passing around a video of me, and I have no idea what it’s about. I can’t be the last person to know when it’s about me.

“Emi, just show me.”

She sighs, her chest deflating, before pressing something on her phone and passing it to me. It’s what happened Friday night, and looks like it was taken from a car that was keeping pace beside us. I’m leaning out the window, puking my guts out. When I move my hair out of my face, you can clearly tell it’s me. There’s no mistaking it for someone else. Whoever posted the video has made edits to it. Me puking in slow motion, the puke going out then coming back in, then out again to catchy music, words like loser and Carina PukesAlot stamped over the screen, and more. It’s terrible. I can’t even finish watching it, never mind read the comments or watch the already high viewing number climb higher, so I pass the phone back to Emi.

“Who did this?” I ask, my voice breaking as I try to keep it together. Everyone’s still staring at me.

“I don’t know,” Emi says quietly, then mentally debates something before reluctantly adding, “There’s more. Do you want to see the memes?”

I wrap my arms around myself as if it can make everyone stop looking at me. “Do I want to see pictures of, I’m assuming, me mid-puke with mean words written around it? Let me guess, based on the gossip, something like, ‘Pays to date someone, pukes all over his car’?”

She grimaces. “Worse, actually.”

My eyes sting. Worse? How mean are people? “Then no, I don’t want to see them.”

I close my locker and hitch my backpack higher on my shoulder. Everyone pukes; this shouldn’t be that big of a deal. But this looks like it’s the biggest scandal of the year, and the rumors aren’t helping.

I can’t take the pointing and staring and laughing anymore. I need to get out of here. I take a step toward the door but freeze mid-step and turn back to Emi. “Why is everyone saying I’m paying for dates? That wasn’t even in the video? And what about Arthur?”

Emi grabs my arm and moves me over to the side of the hall, back beside my locker. “I don’t know. Everyone’s saying that you’ve been paying people to date you and that you’re desperate for a prom date. The memes and video comments don’t help either. I interrogated Wyatt myself, and he assured me he never said anything about anything to anyone, and I believe him. Plus, he couldn’t have taken the video. But Arthur’s been going around trying to use this to get himself in the spotlight, and since there’s already talk about you, people will believe anything to add to the drama.”

Arthur’s spreading rumors about me? Why would he do that? I get that he’s upset that we didn’t work out, but to add fuel to a fire that’s already an inferno? That’s low.

As if speaking his name summoned him, Arthur walks by with a group of kids, and I catch the end of what he’s saying. “. . . so obviously, when I found out what a loser she was, I broke up with her. I’m just grateful I didn’t get puked on. Can’t say the same for the other guys her friends paid to date her.”

“That little . . .” Emi starts and attempts to round on Arthur, but I pull her back before he or anyone he’s with notices. They continue walking by, laughing and having a grand old time making fun of me. I wonder if they would even pretend to not be talking about me if they knew I was here. So far, no one’s cared if I heard them talking about me or not. Most even go out of their way to let me know they are.

That’s not what happened with Arthur, and he knows it. I should say something and set everything straight. My friends never paid anyone to date me! The only person Kalani tried to bribe was Jay, and he never got the concert tickets . . . unless he told people . . .

It’s getting harder for me to breathe. The walls of the hallway are closing in on me. The laughing is just getting louder and louder in my head.

Without saying anything to Emi, I release her arm and rush through the hall to the exit. I bump into people and get jostled a bit as I run, but I don’t care. I just want to get out of here.

“Carina!” Emi calls, but I keep running. I pass Kalani, who’s walking through the halls now, but I don’t stop for her either. I run all the way out the front entrance of the school and to my car.

When I stop to catch my breath, I hear two sets of shoes hitting the pavement behind me.

“Carina!” Emi calls again, stopping when she’s in front of me. “Goddamn, I need to work on my cardio. Just . . . don’t move for a second.” She rests her hands on her knees and catches her breath as Kalani joins us.

“Where are you going?” Kalani asks.

“I don’t know. The library. Home. Somewhere that’s not here.”

“What? Why?” Kalani asks.

I glance at Emi. Did she not tell Kalani about what’s happening? “Don’t you know what’s going on? The rumors? The memes? The video?”

Kalani’s eyebrows draw together. “This is about the Pukey McBarfface thing?”

“That’s what they’re calling me?” I exclaim, sending an accusing look at Emi for not telling me that part, and she grimaces.

“What’s the big deal?” Kalani asks. “You’re overreacting. It’s not that bad.”

My backpack slides off my arm, and I catch it, holding it by the strap in my hand. “Not that bad? I’m the laughingstock of the entire school!”

Kalani’s jaw pops. “You’re being dramatic.”

“Am I? Okay, would you like to be known as Pukey McBarfface, the girl who’s so pathetic her friends need to pay people to date her? Is that what you want people from high school to remember you as? Would you like to know everyone you thought were your friends are having a good laugh at your expense while watching a video taken when you were at your lowest?”

Kalani’s lips press together in annoyance. “Everything else in your life is perfect. This doesn’t matter.”

“How can you say that? This isn’t okay. I didn’t want to go on those dates in the first place, and this is literally the worst-case scenario of what could’ve happened.”

Emi steps forward. “What? Carina . . . I thought you wanted to go on the dates. You know . . . get out of your comfort zone, put yourself out there, and all that? You just needed a push . . .”

I clench my hand on my backpack strap. “No. I only agreed because Kalani had such a huge problem with me fifth wheeling you guys and not having a prom date, throwing off the numbers and making her look bad as prom queen or whatever. But it doesn’t help that you wanted me to fail.” I turn to Kalani, the betrayal clear on my face. “Kalani, I know you’ve purposely been picking guys you know it wouldn’t work out with or coaching them on how to make the date horrible! How could you? You forced me on dates then purposely made them suck.”

Kalani says nothing. She stares at me as I stare at her.

“Wait, what?” Emi asks, stepping between us. “What does she mean, Kalani?”

Kalani still says nothing, and that’s all I need to confirm her guilt. This betrayal is even more hurtful than everything that’s going on in school. Those kids don’t know me, not really, not like my best friend does. Teenagers are going to talk and spread rumors and be mean to people because that’s just the nature of things. It sucks, and I’m feeling hurt from it, but my best friend pushing me to date people just to make me fail stings way more.

No one says anything for a moment, and our face-off is only broken when Steven, a boy I’ve sat beside in history class and shared cringey dad jokes with in the halls, passes us with a few friends and yells, “Hey, Pukey! Stay away from my car, I just got it detailed!”

His friends laugh, Kalani says nothing, and Emi yells, “Fuck off, Steven! You ate your own boogers until you were sixteen!”

He lowers his head and scampers off to a chorus of his friends’ giggles, but it’s all I can take. Before any tears slip from my eyes, I open my car door and stuff my bag in before hopping in.

“Wait, Carina!” Emi calls, but I don’t give her the chance to finish.

“I have to get out of here,” I say and close my door. I’m out of the parking lot in five seconds flat, and it’s five seconds too long because tears slipped from my eyes the moment I started my car.


Seventeen

My parents aren’t home. I didn’t expect them to be, since they have jobs and I’m supposed to be in school, but I could use my mom to talk to. Kevin loves that I’m home, following me around and barking when I accidentally close a door before she enters the room, so at least I have someone here even if she doesn’t understand anything I’m saying.

Sitting around worrying and ignoring texts from my friends while obsessively flicking through social media to see what people are saying about me isn’t helping me feel any less shitty, so I decide to paint.

Changing a blank white canvas into something beautiful using different strokes, textures, and colors is my favorite part of painting. It’s almost awe-inspiring to know that I can make a flat surface appear to have depth, make it come to life, and make you feel something while looking at it. I love to play with colors and concepts to make portraits take on a life of their own, to show someone’s whole personality through my interpretation of them on the canvas. Starting from nothing and having free rein to play is fun for me. So the fact that I’ve been staring at this blank canvas since I got home only makes me feel shittier about everything that’s going on.

I’ve already finished Daphne’s portrait and given it to her, but now that I get to start fresh, my mind is as blank as the canvas. I can’t focus. Painting is my escape, and I can’t even do that because of everything going on.

Kalani. Arthur. Emi. Pukey McBarfface. Everything is a mess in my mind, and no matter how many deep breaths I take to clear it enough to focus on my art, more jumbled thoughts keep popping up.

After another five minutes of standing in the corner of my room holding a dry paintbrush, the doorbell rings. I ignore it. No one rings the doorbell during the day except people trying to solicit or package delivery services. I have no desire to deal with the former, and the latter will leave whatever we ordered on the porch.

The doorbell rings again, and Kevin jumps off my bed and runs down the hall, then back to me, then back down the hall, repeating the process.

“I’m not answering the door, Kevin,” I tell her, still staring at the canvas.

She either doesn’t understand or doesn’t care, because she redoubles her efforts when the doorbell rings again.

Wow, that is a very persistent window cleaning service solicitor.

“They’ll just leave a pamphlet on the doorknob and be on their way now, Kevin,” I tell my dog, who doesn’t believe me and runs back down the hall with a bark.

My phone vibrates, and I pull it from my pocket to see Emmett’s name pop up on my screen. Emmett’s here? I’m not in the mood to deal with anyone right now, never mind Emmett, but I can’t exactly leave him waiting outside, especially when he knows I’m home and clearly won’t leave until I answer the door.

Kevin barks again, and I shove my phone into my pocket without reading the text.

“Fine, Kevin. You win,” I mumble, reluctantly dropping my brush and accompanying her down the stairs.

When I reach the door, I smooth out my hair and take a breath for patience, then open it and freeze.

It’s not Emmett. It’s Jay.

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

He’s one of the last people I expected to see here. The last time we talked was over text on Friday, while I was out with Wyatt. How did he know I was home?

“I’ve seen the video,” he says, and my heart sinks. If our past has taught me anything, it’s that he’s probably dying to make fun of me. I just can’t believe he came to do it in person and was so persistent about it too. But even if it is Jay and I’ve come to really enjoy our banter, I’m not in the mood right now.

“Great. And you’re here to laugh at me too? I’ve had enough of that this morning, thanks.”

I start to close the door, but he throws a hand out to stop me. “Wait, really? Is that what you think of me? Still?”

I stare at him, mentally hardening myself so I don’t cry. I can’t cry. I’ve cried all morning, and I don’t want to start again in front of Jay. “On top of the Pukey McBarfface stuff, people are saying my friends have been paying my dates, and the only person Kalani offered something for dating me was you. Where would people be getting that idea if not from you?” My lip wobbles. I’ve been trying not to think about Jay because this betrayal hurts more than I can even admit. Don’t cry. “Why would you tell people about that? Were you pissed you didn’t get the concert tickets? I’m the school joke, Jay. How could you do that to me?”

Jay steps back like I slapped him, even though there are a few feet between us. “Really, Carina? After everything, you still think I’d do that to you? I guess it doesn’t matter what actually happened, you’ve clearly made up your mind about me. I know where I stand. You’ll always think I’m not good enough for you, Princess.”

He shakes his head and turns to leave, but I’m not done yet. Everyone’s betraying me, everyone I thought was my friend is turning out to be working against me, and I can’t take it anymore. I can’t take the hurt. It stings my chest and my eyes and my throat, and I need some kind of outlet.

“Tell me why you did it. Was it one last way to stick it to us snobby Oakwoods kids you hate so much?”

Jay storms back to me, his dark eyes more intense than I’ve ever seen them before. “Open your eyes, Carina! I’m here because I saw the video and I turned my ass around and went straight to Oakwoods to find you. Before I could even get out of my car, Emi intercepted me and demanded to know why I told people about Kalani offering to pay me for dating you. She said it’s making the rumors worse, which, fine, makes sense. But I’ll tell you the same thing I told her: I never said anything to anyone. I don’t even go to your school—how could I make the rumors worse? I shouldn’t even have to clear this up with you. I’d never do any of that to you!”

He’s right in front of me now, forcing me to tilt my head up to meet his angry eyes, and the fierceness in them knocks some of the fury from my system. He saw the video and heard the rumors and went straight to Oakwoods to find me. Then he came here to check on me. I believe him, and a small part of me always knew Jay wouldn’t betray me. He cares. He has to. And I actually trust Jay. I open up to him and tell him things and feel comfortable being honest with him because he’s shown time and time again that he’s trustworthy.

But if it wasn’t him, then who? Rumors have to come from somewhere. The puking stuff is self-explanatory, but no one knew about paying for dates except Jay.

Jay, like always, knows where my thoughts are heading. “Put the pieces together, Princess. The only people who know about it are you, me, and your friends, and we know you and I didn’t say anything.”

My voice loses its harshness. “Are you saying my friends turned me into the school joke? Why would they do that?”

Jay softens just the smallest bit before he masks it. “I don’t know, Princess. I can’t do all the thinking for you. I’ll get off your porch before you go full entitled princess on my ass.” He turns and takes a few steps but then shakes his head and comes back to me. “You know, you should just say how you feel and be honest with people instead of stringing them along, Carina.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

His eyes roam my face, heating me from the inside out, before he says, “You know exactly what it means.”

This time, when he turns to leave, he doesn’t stop. He storms all the way to his car, gets in, and drives off without a second glance. I watch the entire thing from the same spot he left me in, my hands shaking, my heart pounding, and my head more confused than ever. Did my friends tell everyone about the dates and bribing Jay? Are they the reason all the horrible memes and rumors about me are being passed around? And what does Jay mean about being honest with people instead of stringing them along? I don’t do that. Do I?

I stand there with the door open behind me, letting all the bugs in, staring at nothing for what must be five minutes before Kevin barks to get my attention. I follow her inside and close the door, walking back up the stairs to my room with heavy legs.

My phone vibrates in my back pocket, and I remember the text from Emmett I never answered. The newest text is from Mom, asking why she got a call from the school saying I never showed up to first period.

I text her back.

Skipped. Had a substitute teacher.

Not a complete lie, since our teacher told us on Friday she wouldn’t be in today. I can’t tell Mom what’s going on, especially over text. I’m sure she’ll find out before I have the chance to tell her anyway.

I click on Emmett’s text, expecting to see him to trying to comfort me, make me feel like everything’s all right, like I always imagined Emmett would do when I still had a crush on him. When I read it, though, I’m surprised by how unsurprised I am.

Are you okay, Carina? Kids are assholes, ignore them. But you should come back to school, we shouldn’t skip class a week before exams.

I scoff out loud. Of course he’s concerned with exams. That’s such an Emmett text. I don’t even know why past Carina would’ve expected anything different. Emmett has always been a stickler for the rules, for doing what’s right over caring about people’s feelings or what’s truly best for them. Maybe the hearts in my eyes blinded me from seeing it before. But I know it now, and it’s annoying.

He doesn’t understand that I’m allowed to take a personal day to mull over everything and wallow. He definitely doesn’t understand that I can’t face everyone right now with my puking image and my reputation for being a loser who can’t get a date all over the internet. He didn’t even try to call to see how I was feeling. Jay heard the news and went to Oakwoods right away to find me, then he drove here. He didn’t care about skipping school before exams, he cared about me.

And I was a complete bitch to him.

I step into my room, and the corner all set up to paint stares back at me. I have all these emotions that are just dying to be released. I didn’t know what to paint when I first stood here, but now my hands itch to get started, to get the image onto the canvas.

I place Kevin on top of my bed, where she curls up to fall asleep, then I set up some shades of pink, pick up my paintbrush, and begin to paint.


Eighteen

When I wake up on Tuesday morning, I decide to stay home from school, and I get someone to cover for me tonight at work too. I just need some me time. I can’t hide out at home forever, but it is the last week before exams, then prom, then graduation, then I’ll never have to see anyone from high school ever again. People will forget about all of this with time, hopefully. But right now, I’m still hot news, and I’d rather let the drama die down a bit before jumping straight into the fire.

By the time my parents got home last night, they had already seen the video of me all over Instagram on popular video-sharing pages, so they knew exactly why I didn’t want to go to school today. Is it embarrassing to be reposted by all those accounts with hundreds of thousands of followers? Absolutely. And there’s no way in hell I even bothered reading those comments. But at least it saved me from having to explain it to my parents and show them the videos and memes myself. So that’s a plus . . . I guess?

Mom came knocking on my door when she got home last night, but I told her I didn’t want to talk about it. Besides, I was so deep in my painting zone she let me be. I guess she was just happy to see me not crying my face off and focused on something productive instead. She didn’t even care that I’m skipping school today. We’re not learning anything new, anyway, since every class is only focusing on exam prep for next week, and I’ve got that covered by myself.

The original video is still going around, the view number keeps climbing and climbing, and I don’t want to deal with it. I try to spend the day studying, but I keep being called back to finish my painting. Very irresponsible of me with exams coming up, but I can’t turn it off once I’m in the artistic mood.

Emi comes knocking around noon. I know it’s her because I can hear her yelling at me to open the door all the way from my room with my window cracked open just the tiniest bit, but I don’t answer the door. The last time I did, I got in an argument with Jay and accused him of something I’m now certain he didn’t do, so I figure it’s best to ignore her and hope she goes away.

Eventually, Emi gives up with a threatening shout that “This isn’t over!” and once she’s gone, I’m struck by Kalani’s silence. Emi, Emmett, Jay, and even Daphne have reached out to me via text or calls or, in Emi’s and Jay’s case, knocking at my door and swearing at me to open up, but it’s like Kalani has ceased to exist, like she either really doesn’t think it’s a big deal or doesn’t care about my feelings at all. Quite frankly, I’m shocked at how nonchalant she’s being about this. If that were Kalani being called Pukey McBarfface, she’d be in a spiral. Out of all of us, she’s the one who cares most about what people think of her, so she should understand how awful it is that everyone’s gossiping about me. But even if it’s not a big deal to her, she clearly knows it’s affected me, and she should reach out because of that. I would if our roles were reversed. Hell, even Jay did.

I feel awful over how I left things with Jay. Of everything I’ve been worrying about, Jay being mad at me is at the top of my list. I try texting him throughout the day, but he never answers, and by dinnertime I still haven’t heard from him. For some reason, Jay ignoring me is a kick in the gut. Jay’s never ignored me. He always answers me, even if he’s busy or I’m bothering him about how shitty a date is going or he has no idea what I’m talking about. His absence is just as noticeable as Kalani’s and hurts just as deep.

In my room after an early dinner, I’m trying to distract myself, but I keep going back to Instagram. I thought it would be torturing myself, but instead, I see Jasmine has posted an Instagram story, so I open it. It’s a picture of her and Maddie, their faces pressed close together, and they’re at the cliff. Caleb is in the background talking to Jay, both oblivious of being in the picture. I sit up in bed, hope renewed. This picture was posted five minutes ago. That means he’s going to be there for a while and isn’t coaching tonight. I wonder if practice was canceled?

Either way, this has to be a sign. I can’t do anything about feeling shitty because of the videos and rumors, but I can do something about feeling awful because of how things left off with Jay. He isn’t talking to me, so I’m going to go to him.

I throw on a baby-blue bikini under a baby-blue sundress, since I’m determined to dress the part even though I have no plans of jumping off the cliff, and slip on flip-flops to make walking the trail easier.

Mom’s in the shower, and Dad went to play golf with some friends, so I send Mom a text letting her know I’ve gone out so she won’t worry when she finds me missing from my room. As I grab my purse and head down the stairs without being intercepted and interrogated, I figure this is fate. I’m meant to go find Jay and sort this out right now. I may not have been invited to the cliff with them, but it’s a free cliff! Anyone can go, and nothing can stop me.

He says I don’t tell anyone how I feel? Ha! I’ll show him. I’ll tell him how I feel. I’ll tell him how I feel so hard he’s going to ask me to shut up because it’s like he’s living in my head from how in-depth I’m telling him how I feel.

“Where are you going?” a voice asks as I’m locking my front door, and I jump ten feet into the air.

Spinning around, I shoot Emi an accusing glare. “You totally snuck up on me on purpose!”

She shrugs a shoulder and gives me an innocent smile. “If I announced my arrival, you would’ve run right back inside and refused to talk to me.”

She’s not wrong, and the shame heats my face. “I’m sorry, Emi. I needed some time to process.”

Emi nods and follows me to my car. “Cool, I get it. So where are you going?” Her eyes dart to my sundress. The straps of my bikini peek through the dress, giving me away.

“The cliff,” I reply.

Emi nods again. “Cool. I call aux.”

“Wait, what?” I ask, blinking at her. She ignores my clear confusion and instead walks around the car to stand beside the passenger side door.

She rests her hand on the door handle and looks at me expectantly over the car’s roof. “You know I had nothing to do with Kalani’s pure idiocy of setting you up on dates just to fail. That is so messed up in so many ways, and I’m incredibly pissed off I didn’t clue in to it. I never would’ve gone along with it if I knew, or if I knew you genuinely didn’t want to do it. I thought going on the dates was what you wanted.”

The time I’ve spent reflecting has helped me reach the logical conclusion that Emi was oblivious to all of this. The signs were clear, and I never noticed. She had nothing to do with any of the date picks except Wyatt, and that was the one date that went well until food poisoning screwed it up. She did agree with Kalani when she picked Jay, knowing I hated him, but in Emi’s defense, she didn’t know he was being paid, and she was right when she thought something was there between us. Jay’s awesome, and I suck for pissing him off for a stupid reason.

“I believe you, Emi,” I reply. “But I don’t want to talk or think about Kalani right now.” It hurts too much, and I can only focus on one thing at a time. Jay first, since I can do something about it right now, and he’s not the one who betrayed me.

“Fine. If you want to ignore what’s going on then that’s cool with me. We don’t have to talk about anything if you don’t want to. It can just be me and you and ‘Emi and Carina’s Ultra Cool and Fun Playlist’ like the good old days.”

Mindlessly singing to some 80s rock in the car with my friend, not talking or thinking about anything that’s happened? “Actually, that would be awesome.”

Emi shoots me a grin, and we get into the car and buckle up. She connects her phone to the Bluetooth in my car, tapping the screen until a Mötley Crüe song comes on. It’s a headbanger that hypes you up instantly, the perfect road trip song when you don’t want to talk. So I turn it up full blast, reverse out of my driveway, and enjoy the ride. We spend the hour jamming out with the windows down and sunroof open, just enjoying each other’s company, both of us too busy singing our hearts out and playing air guitar or seat dancing to talk or think or be sad.

It’s exactly what I needed.

—

It’s a good thing Emi is here, because I wouldn’t have remembered the entire drive to the cliff by memory. The GPS only got us so far, and for the last few turns I needed her directions. Now we’re pulling into the little dirt road with room for only one vehicle, where the overgrown tree branches slap at my beautiful car. Like before, I wince every time there’s a scrape against the paint or a rock dinging against the car. I reduce my speed drastically.

Emi lowers the music’s volume and twists in her seat to face me. “My throat is sore from the singing.”

I laugh, my throat also feeling raw from singing over the car’s stereo. “Me too.” I pause a moment, letting myself be vulnerable. “I missed this.”

“Me too.” A mischievous smile lights her face as a Def Leppard song starts playing. “Remember when Kalani got her license and we spilled two full iced capps in the back of her brand new Audi when this song came on?”

I can’t help but join in her merriment. “Yes! She was so pissed, but she couldn’t stop herself from belting out the chorus when it came on. But how could she not? ‘Pour Some Sugar on Me’ is a song you must sing to, even if you don’t like rock classics like Kalani.”

The clearing comes into view, and I park near some other cars. I recognize Jay’s a few spots over.

We step out, and Emi meets my eyes over the car’s roof. “God, when did we stop doing that? Having nights where we just drive around pointlessly with the windows down and the music loud?”

When Kalani started dating Emmett.

It’s on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t say it. Instead, I say, “I miss it. I miss girl time.”

Emi gives me a small, sad smile. “Me too.”

Maybe Emi gets it. Maybe I should say something. This could be my chance. We’re alone and reminiscing, and now is when I can say that we should have more days like this, just me and her and Kalani hanging out and goofing off, at least before we start school in September.

Just as I take a breath to gather the courage, a deep voice calls out, “Oakwoods?”

I turn to find Caleb standing at Jay’s car with a bag full of drinks dangling from his hands. “What are you doing here?”

Emi and I shut our car doors and close the distance between us and Caleb. He gives us a once-over.

“I’m here for Jay,” I say with as much confidence as I can. I brace myself for him to tell me off, to tell me Jay doesn’t want to talk to me after I was so rude to him, to tell me I wasn’t invited here, to call me Pukey McBarfface or some other mean name going around about me.

But he doesn’t.

Caleb raises an eyebrow and says, “Well, come on then. At least you’re dressed appropriately this time.” He pauses and eyes Emi, who’s wearing designer black leather shorts, a black bodysuit with at least six chunky silver necklaces of varying lengths, and ankle-high platform boots. “Or at least one of you is. What is it with you Oakwoods kids? Only one of you at a time is allowed to wear a swimsuit or something?”

“Yup, they make us sign a contract and everything.” Emi grins, lightly shoving Caleb as we walk through the trail to the opening. “We’re also not allowed to stir our drinks counterclockwise, talk to caterpillars, or wear the color yellow on days containing the letter E.”

Caleb rolls his eyes, but his lips pull up at the corner as we exit the tree line. Jasmine and Maddie are sitting on a log talking to Ralph, who, surprise surprise, is wearing an unbuttoned shirt with a pattern straight from a 1980s bowling alley carpet. However, the look suits him. Maybe his weird pattern choices are growing on me, because the Carina from a few weeks ago would’ve wished he’d throw that shirt over the cliff and never retrieve it.

There are other people scattered around the area, and a few more down below splashing around in the water. Some people I recognize, others I don’t, but I’m not focused on anyone else right now. I’m focused on Jay, who has his back to me, laughing with some other people I’ve never seen before. He’s wearing baby-pink swim shorts, and if I weren’t so determined right now, I’d want to laugh at that fact. Of course he’s wearing pink swim shorts.

“Hey, Carina! Emi!” Ralph calls, noticing our arrival. He stands and waves at us, and now everyone’s glancing our way. Even Jay, whose eyes are trained directly on me, his stare so intense it would normally make me second-guess my decision to come here, but not today. Today, I’m here on a mission, and I’m not leaving until Jay and I are friends again.

Emi must notice the determined look on my face because she says, “We’ll be over there,” grabs Caleb by his wrist, and pulls him toward Ralph, Jasmine, and Maddie.

I stand there, still staring at Jay, the breeze rustling my hair and the heat kissing my skin. I don’t even notice if people are pointing or laughing or whispering about me. If Jay’s heard the rumors and seen the video and memes, then others from his school must have too. But I don’t care. I’m too busy being pissed off at Jay, at myself, at us not being on speaking terms.

With our eyes locked, what feels like forever passes before Jay breathes deeply and slowly strides over to me with all the confidence, all the self-assuredness he’s always possessed. I don’t look away from him the entire time as he makes his agonizingly slow way toward me, not wanting to lose our little staring contest.

When he’s standing directly in front of me, I have no words. The sheer size of him is intimidating, but paired with his undeniable good looks, the hard line of his mouth, his distractingly shirtless body, and the knowledge that he’s pissed at me, everything I came here to say flies out of my head.

He’s the first to break the silence. “What are you doing here?”

I clear my throat, swallowing the nerves. “You were ignoring me. So I came to you.”

“Why aren’t you at work?” he asks.

“Called in sick. Why aren’t you coaching?”

“Field maintenance. They canceled everyone’s practices.”

“Hmm.”

We say nothing else, just stand there as people laugh and play music and jump off the cliff around us.

“Well, great talk,” Jay huffs, stepping back from me. “I guess I’ll see you around—”

“Wait, Jay!” I rush forward to make up for the distance he’s put between us.

When he stops and gives me his full attention again, I continue. “I’m sorry for accusing you of being the one to start the rumors. That wasn’t right of me, but in my defense I was having a shitty day and you were the only person besides my best friends who knew about it. Rumors are usually spread from some kind of truth, so people had to have heard it from somewhere.”

He opens his mouth, and I already know what’s coming, so I interrupt him. “I know, I know. That’s a shitty apology. But the truth is I know it wasn’t you. You’ve helped me out more times than I can count, and you came straight to me to see if I was okay when everything went to shit. Kalani didn’t even do that, and neither did Emmett.”

He crosses his arms against his broad chest, a sneer on his face. “Right. Your best friend and her boyfriend that you’re in love with.”

I let out a humorless laugh. “I’m not in love with Emmett.”

He raises a disbelieving eyebrow.

“Okay, I was. And I wish I wasn’t because then all of this could’ve been avoided. But I’m not in love with him anymore—not even a small crush. Nothing. He’s still my friend, but I’ve finally taken the rose-tinted glasses off and realized he’s not the person for me. I feel nothing romantic toward him.”

Some of the tension leaves Jay’s shoulders. “You sound like you mean that.”

“I do.”

Emmett is great and nice and a good person, but compared to Jay—compared to anyone, really—he’s a little boring, at least for my tastes. Everything Emmett does are things any friend would do for me, things Kalani and Emi have done for me in the past too, and I always thought it was because he had feelings for me before he started dating Kalani. But looking back, he never had feelings for me, he was just being a friend. And while he’s a great person, he doesn’t push me or encourage me to be my true self and live to my full potential and speak my mind. Not like Jay.

“At least you’re finally being honest,” Jay says.

Honest. Speaking my mind. Jay’s always pushing me to do that, and if that’s what he wants me to do to break through this icy exterior he’s giving me, then that’s what I’ll do.

“You want honest? Fine. You tell me that I think I’m better than everyone and that I’m entitled—hell, you even call me Princess to drive that point home. But that’s not who I am. You have a lot to say about what’s wrong with me, but how about you? You’re an asshole, Jay. Sorry, it’s the truth.” He opens his mouth to speak, but I continue. “But you’re also not. You’ve been honest with me through everything, bluntly honest, and that’s probably contributing to your assholeness. But you took one look at me and formed an opinion. You’re the one who thought you weren’t good enough for me, and you decided I thought that too. But we both know that’s not true. I don’t think I’m too good for you; if anything, you’re too good for me.”

His face says he doesn’t believe me, so I push on. “You’re what I wish I could be. You don’t shy away from confrontation, and you always speak your mind. You would’ve told Emmett how you felt about him when you realized you had a crush on him way back in ninth grade. You would’ve had a conversation with Kalani when they started dating so there wouldn’t be awkwardness surrounding you all the time. You would’ve applied to art school, you would’ve told your friends you didn’t want to be set up on dates and that you missed one-on-one time, and you definitely would’ve told Arthur it wasn’t going to work instead of trying to crawl out a bathroom window.”

The corner of his mouth tilts up just the tiniest bit. “You’ve never had a problem being straightforward and honest with me. You’ve never had a problem telling me off or telling me what you really wanted, even if it took you a little time to do it.”

He’s right. I didn’t even tell off sunglasses-at-night Chad until Jay was standing with me. “There’s just something about you. Maybe your abrasiveness is infectious.” The truth is I trust Jay. I feel safe with him.

“Or maybe,” he says, closing all the space between us, “you know you can be yourself with me.”

He’s standing so close the heat emitting off his naked torso scorches my skin. It takes all my self-control to not reach out and touch him—his abs, his muscled chest, his broad shoulders, his defined biceps. I force my gaze to remain above his neck and my hands to stay by my sides.

“Like I’ve told you before,” he continues, “you just need to practice being straightforward with people and telling them what you really want.” His eyes pierce straight to my soul, every bit as intense as the day I met him. “So tell me, Carina, what do you really want?”

My heart beats loudly in my ears. What do I want? I know exactly what that is. I knew it from the second I entered the clearing and Jay spotted me. And judging from the way Jay’s looking at me right now, he knows it too, and he feels the same way.

“You.”

That’s all the confirmation Jay needs.

He grabs me and pulls me to him with an urgency that takes my breath away, pressing his lips to mine. They’re soft and demanding, and as he deepens the kiss, he pulls me in closer, as if he can’t stand being apart from me for a second longer.

It takes me by surprise how instantly I feel that electrifying spark between us, and I melt against him. The heat of his skin is searing, and the hand running down my back sends shivers down my spine. I can feel him everywhere, feel the steady beat of his heart against my chest, feel the smooth ridges of his broad shoulders as I run my hands along them to his back.

The kiss is like nothing I’ve ever felt before but everything I expected a kiss from Jay would be: fiery, explosive, passionate, confident, and filled with a hunger that leaves me feeling both dizzy and alive. It makes me wonder why I spent all that time arguing with him and denying my feelings when we could’ve been doing this.

“You drive me crazy, Princess, you know that?” Jay breathes against my lips. “Since the first moment I spotted you, I knew you’d be trouble. You got under my skin and stayed there.”

That was right here, at the cliffs, but the way we acted toward each other was the complete opposite of what we’re doing right now. In fact, that Carina vowed to never see him again, and yet here I am, craving his touch and reveling in the way he’s looking down at me like he wants me and would destroy anything that got in his way.

“It was the red thong, wasn’t it?” I joke as I smile up at him. “It’s okay, you can admit it. It’s a really good pair of underwear; it would stay in anyone’s mind long after.”

He barks out a surprised laugh, shaking his head at me as he pushes my hair out of my face, his hand lingering on my jaw.

“Maybe. Or it could’ve just been its owner, who continuously tried to get herself thrown off the edge of the cliff. Speaking of . . .”

He fakes like he’s going to pick me up bridal style like he did that day to throw me over, and I squeal and jerk away. “Don’t you dare!”

He laughs, pulling me back to him. “I’d never.”

He places a sweet, gentle kiss on my lips that lingers and leaves me gazing up at him starry-eyed when he pulls away.

“Stay awhile,” Jay demands, his thumb tracing a line down my jaw and over my swollen bottom lip.

I know he means for me to stay here physically at the cliff with him, but the way his eyes are burning with a mixture of tenderness and possessiveness, I can’t help but feel there’s an underlying meaning. And I like it.

“I think I will.”


Nineteen

Emi, Jasmine, and Maddie keep waggling their eyebrows suggestively at me, making obvious faces and head gestures toward Jay. They not only saw the kiss but also watched as Jay grabbed my hand and pulled me toward his group of friends like all of this is completely normal, so I can’t blame them for being excited and doing a terrible job of being discreet. To Jay’s credit, he pretends he doesn’t notice, instead continuing his conversation with Caleb and the others.

He leads the group to talk a very safe distance away from the edge of the cliff, comfortable enough for me to let my guard down. He also picked a spot that forces us to face away from the cliff’s edge, which he did on purpose because I have a sick, self-torturing tendency to watch people jump off the ledge and hold my breath until I hear them break the surface.

Emi dramatically mouths something to me from where she sits directly in my line of sight with the girls.

I tune out whatever Caleb’s saying and silently mouth back, What?

She repeats it again, her mouth opening wider with every word she silently enunciates, but I have no idea what she’s saying.

I shake my head and mouth, What? again.

She does the exact same thing, and I blink at her.

She does it once again, more over-the-top and dramatic this time, and I can tell my blank look exasperates her, because she sighs and loudly exclaims, “I said, you guys are totally going to bang!”

Jay, Caleb, and the other guys all turn to Emi. Jasmine and Maddie slap their hands over their faces and erupt into giggles. Emi only smiles innocently as I glare at her, then she looks at the guys and says, “What? We were all thinking it!”

My face burns bright red as the guys laugh, and Caleb playfully elbows Jay and joins in the suggestive eyebrow waggling.

Despite being slightly embarrassed, I can’t help but join in with their laughing and good-natured jesting. At least everyone is laughing with us about this and not at me about the viral video I’m sure they’ve all seen. In fact, no one has even brought up the video or the incident or called me Pukey McBarfface.

I smile up at Jay, who’s laughing as he tells everyone to grow up. I’m sure he has something to do with everyone treating me normally, and I relax when I realize I haven’t thought about the incident at all since getting here.

Jay looks at me as the conversation drifts onto something else.

“I’m sorry about Emi,” I say, “but honestly, I’m surprised she didn’t just say it out loud in the first place.”

“Don’t apologize for her. It is kind of your fault for not knowing how to read lips. It was only a matter of time before she got fed up,” Jay jokes, and I shove him. God, he is so annoying.

Why do I love it?

Someone takes off at a run and launches themself off the cliff, and I track them with my eyes until they disappear. Jay notices, taking a step to his left to cut off my view of the cliff.

“You’re here, and you’re in your swimsuit.” He gestures to the strap of my bikini top peeking out from my sundress. “Why don’t you jump?”

Jump? Like off the cliff? Like plummet sixty feet down to certain death in merciless water and hope I avoid any rocks? “Are you joking? You know I’m scared of heights.”

“We can jump together. I’ll hold your hand the whole time. Or we can jump from a smaller one. I promise it’s fun.”

Maybe for him, Mr. I-do-backflips-while-jumping-off-a-cliff-with-more-grace-and-agility-than-a-man-should-be-allowed-to-possess.

“Umm, I don’t think so.”

Jay lifts an eyebrow. “You just said you liked me because I pushed you to be yourself.”

I have to hide my smile because it’s so wild to be talking so openly with Jay like this. It’s the same as we’ve always done, being open and honest about everything, but now with the added knowledge that we like each other.

“Yeah,” I say, “and myself is someone who’s scared of heights and would never jump off that edge, even if I was wrapped around you like a koala while in a bubble and wearing protective padding while also being supported by a bungee cord.”

He laughs like he didn’t expect anything else. “Okay, then why don’t we walk down the cliff to swim? It’s a lot slower than jumping, but it’s hot out here, and we’ve got a few more hours of sunlight.”

Jay’s already shirtless, so I’ve got a great view, but the two of us splashing around, having fun while I get to watch water rivulets run down his sculpted chest and abs? Yes, please.

A slim arm lands around my shoulders. “Did I hear we’re going swimming?” Emi asks. “Thank fuck, because I did not think through my outfit choice for today. I am sweating.”

I shake her arm off me because it corroborates her statement. “Yeah, I can feel it.”

She puts her hand on her chest and haughtily sticks her chin in the air. “The sacrifices I make for fashion.” She hooks both hands on the waistband of her leather shorts and says to me, “If you’re planning on walking down the cliff you better get going, because I’m jumping, and if you’re still here by the time I’m undressed, you’re coming with.”

I know she doesn’t mean it, but I waste no time whipping off my sundress, shoving it and my purse at Emi, grabbing Jay’s hand, and hauling ass out of there. Emi’s laughter follows us as Jay allows me to pull him to the path I saw other people coming from, and my own smile answers. It’s just so much fun being here, with Emi, with Jay, with everyone else. Who’d have thought the miserable way I started the day would morph into this? Emi is so much fun, and I’ve missed hanging around with her and goofing off and taking a break from the real world. I’ve missed her.

When we finally get to the bottom, I slip off my flip-flops and splash into the water with Jay. It’s slightly too cold to be refreshing, but we adjust in no time, swimming over to the other people already in the water.

From down here, the edge of the cliff where everyone jumps from looks monstrous, and even though I’m at the bottom, looking up and thinking about the distance makes me want to puke up my spaghetti dinner.

As I’m looking up, focusing on taking deep breaths so Jay doesn’t get a meatball surprise, Emi’s head pops into view from the top.

“Carina!” she calls, her voice traveling down on the wind. “Are you ready for this?”

“No!” I call up, but it’s too late. Emi’s head is gone, replaced with her full body being catapulted off the edge and going airborne.

I hold my breath and forget to tread water as Emi, clad only in her bra and cheeky black underwear, soars through the air, screaming the whole time.

She splashes into the water a safe distance away from where the rest of us are swimming, and I count five whole Mississippis until a flash of purple hair cuts through the surface of the water, followed by the rest of Emi.

“You can breathe now, Princess,” a voice says in my ear, and my lungs listen, taking a big gulp of air. The world around me resumes, and people are cheering, though I have no idea when they started. Jay’s behind me, and his arms are wrapped around me, holding me up in the water.

“You know,” he continues, “I thought you watching people jump from the top was dangerous, because you kept kneeling over the edge to see them land, but I think it’s actually more dangerous for you to watch them from here. Did you know you actually stopped treading water that whole time? You’re a drowning hazard.”

He’s joking, but if he wasn’t holding me up, I’m not sure I’d have noticed I wasn’t swimming until I was swallowing mouthfuls of water.

“It’s not my fault!” I defend myself, treading water on my own again. Jay’s grip loosens, but he doesn’t release me, and I turn so I’m facing him.

I’m in his arms, basically semi-naked, pressed up against his bare and very delicious-looking chest. As I imagined before, there are indeed rivulets of water running down the crevices of his sculpted chest muscles, and it’s just as glorious as I thought it would be. For a moment, I picture myself licking the path they left, but then I force my gaze to his amused eyes.

As steadily as I can, I say, “Jumping off a cliff that height, or any height, should not be allowed! You guys are outrageous.”

He must know where my mind went, because a mischievous look passes over his face. He pulls me closer to him, and I wrap my legs around his waist. He effortlessly treads water for the two of us. “Outrageous isn’t the worst thing you’ve ever called me,” he says, his eyes trained on my lips. “Though, I can think of some other adjectives you can call me.”

He lowers his head, and just when his lips skim mine, a splash of cold water forces us apart.

“So, Jay,” Emi says, a shit-eating grin on her face like she can’t contain her own amusement, “what are your intentions toward my best friend Carina?”

I groan and splash her, retribution for when she did it first. “Don’t make it awkward, Emi.”

Caleb swims over to us. He must have jumped after Emi when Jay was distracting me. “Is this the best friend interrogation?” he asks with a roguish smile. “Carina, before I get to it, I just have to ask . . . are you sure you want to be with Jalen? Do you even know just how annoying he really is—”

Jay cuts him off with a playful tackle, and they splash around in the water. I laugh with Emi as more people join us. I lose track of how much time passes, enjoying the sun, water, and everyone’s company. I forget all about school and Kalani and the dates and the stuff everyone’s saying about me and my status as Pukey McBarfface, the loser who pays people to date me. Before I know it, the sun is starting to set, and we climb out and hike back up to dry off before it completely disappears in the horizon.

At the top, most people, including Ralph, Maddie, and Jasmine, who never came in the water, have already cleared out for the night, since it is a Tuesday. I find my sundress and slip it on, not bothering to look at my phone in my purse for any notifications. It’s been such a great day, and I don’t want to ruin it with a reality check.

Unfortunately, a guy walking back to his car with his friends doesn’t get the memo. He stops when he notices me braiding back my wet hair, his brow furrowing like he’s trying to place me from somewhere.

“Hey, wait, aren’t you Pukey from Oakwoods?” he asks, tone genuinely curious instead of taunting.

“What the fuck, Nolan?” Jay growls, taking a threatening step toward him.

Nolan retreats, hands raised by his sides in an innocent gesture. “Chill out, just asking. Ralph said this chick Kalani sent him a video of you puking out the window of this gorgeous blue BMW. Have you seen it?”

“Wait, what?” I ask, processing his words.

“Yeah, you haven’t seen the video?” Nolan asks, presumably feeling less threatened by Jay now because he joins us and pulls out his phone. “Want me to show you?”

I hold out an arm to stop him. “No. Not that. Did you say Kalani sent it to Ralph?”

Nolan looks at our confused faces. “Uh . . . yeah.”

Emi and I trade glances before I ask, “Are you sure it was Kalani and not someone else? Or maybe he mixed up the name?”

Nolan’s brow furrows. “It’s pretty hard to screw up a name like Kalani.”

Emi pulls me to the side, away from Nolan and Jay and Nolan’s friends, who are wondering what’s going on.

“Why would Kalani share it with Ralph?” I ask Emi, trying to think past the hurt. “Why would she share it with anyone at all? I’d never do that to her. This can’t be right. She’s my best friend. She’d never send a video like that of me around on purpose.”

Emi’s already gotten her phone out and is clicking around with a determined look on her face. Jay joins us, Nolan and his friends having already left.

Emi holds her phone flat in her hand between the three of us and clicks the speaker button. Rings fill the air, then a deep voice. “Miss me already, Emi? I literally just left.”

“Hey, Ralph, settle something for me,” she says, getting straight to the point. “Did Kalani send you a video of someone puking out the window of a car? And if yes, when did she send it?”

“Yeah. Friday night. It was of a girl puking out the window of a beautiful Beemer while going a hundred on the highway.”

Emi and I look at each other with wide eyes. We’re both thinking the same thing. I force myself to breathe through the shock as Emi asks, “Can you check the time stamp for me of when she sent it?”

“Yeah, hold on . . .” There’s shuffling, and then his voice is so clear I can’t pretend I didn’t hear it when he says, “It was at 11:19 p.m.”

“At 11:19 p.m.,” I repeat, my heart beating in my chest, hurt at the betrayal. “That was literally right after I puked. I know because I looked at the clock at 11:10 wishing Wyatt would hurry the hell up and get me home, then I couldn’t hold it anymore. That means . . .” No. It can’t mean what logic tells me it means. I don’t want to believe it, but the facts are staring me right in the face, and I can’t bury my head in the sand and pretend they don’t exist because I don’t want them to. “Kalani must’ve been the one to take the video of me, and she was the one to send it around.”

Saying the words out loud hurts more than I thought it would. Wyatt mentioned a white car in his blind spot. It must’ve been Emmett’s Volvo. Kalani would’ve had the perfect vantage point to take the video.

“Is that Carina?” Ralph asks. “Hey, Carina. I didn’t want to bring it up earlier because you were having so much fun with Jay, but I’m really sorry. I didn’t realize it was you until after it started going around more. I wouldn’t have sent it to anyone if I had realized it was y—”

Emi hangs up on him. “Kalani’s such a bitch! I can’t believe her! She’s been extra bitchy lately, I’ll be the first to admit that, but recording her best friend at such a low moment and passing the video around with the intention of embarrassing you, then pretending not to know anything about it after? On top of the fact that she’s been setting you up on shitty dates on purpose? Let’s go have some words with her.”

She starts marching toward the car, but I stand in the same spot, frowning at the tree line as I try to make sense of everything. I’ve known Kalani since the second grade. What’s happened to our friendship that she’s having these malicious intentions toward me? She’s actively trying to hurt me.

“Why would she do that to me, Emi?” I ask, my voice cracking, though I force myself not to cry.

Emi’s anger softens as she returns and pulls me into a hug. “I don’t know, Carina. I’m sorry.”

I glance at Jay for the first time and see his jaw and fists are clenched. His entire stance is tense, and he looks like he’s trying really hard not to say something he can’t take back.

Emi pulls away, and a thought occurs to me. “Do you think she’s the one who started the rumors about me at school? Needing to pay for dates and stuff?”

Emi and Jay exchange glances, and it’s clear by the set in their jaws and their rigid postures what their opinion about that is.

Why is she doing this to me? Because I was ruining her prom numbers and seating arrangement? Because I didn’t want to go on any more stupid dates? Because . . . because she knows about Emmett?

But even if that was true, does that make what she did any better?

I swipe at my cheek when I feel some tears slip out, and Jay’s nostrils flare.

“I’m sorry, Jay, but I need to go. Are you ready, Emi?”

“To go kick her ass? Yes!”

“No, Emi,” I say, not feeling the same fight she’s feeling. It’s clear she and Jay are pissed on my behalf, but I just feel drained. “To go home.”

“Are you okay to drive?” Jay asks, gently wiping the wetness on my cheeks I didn’t get the first time.

Emi says, “You mean okay to drive straight to Kalani’s house and stir up some shit?”

“No, no confrontations,” I say, walking with them along the path to the car. “I want to go home.”

“There’s a chance this could all be a mix-up,” Jay suggests, though it’s obvious he doesn’t really believe it. Emi snorts in disagreement, but Jay continues, “You’ll never know if you don’t talk to her.”

Is it all a big misunderstanding? The signs point to no. My heart wants to believe it, but I can’t live in denial.

We reach the clearing where our cars are parked. Jay’s friends are still at the cliff hanging out, so there are still a few cars here.

Jay pulls me to the side as Emi stomps to the car, muttering in Japanese. I pick up a swear word or two that she taught me last year.

Jay places his hands on my arms and looks intently into my eyes. “Remember what we said about getting stuff off your chest and saying how you feel? Even if it makes you uncomfortable?”

I nod, but I don’t know if I can face Kalani and get everything out in the open just yet. I still need to process all these emotions and figure out exactly how it is I’m feeling and what I would even say to her.

Jay studies me for a moment. “If she did it, she doesn’t deserve a friend like you, no matter what. Text me when you get home, okay?”

“Okay,” I repeat, and Jay pulls me in for a bone-crushing hug. I pull him even closer to me, pressing my cheek to his warm chest and inhaling his fresh scent, trying to absorb all the comfort I can take from him before he has to let me go. He reluctantly pulls back and presses a kiss to my forehead.

“You’re a badass, Princess. Don’t forget that.”

I don’t feel like one right now. I feel like a girl who wants to crawl into bed and cuddle with her dog and forget about everything threatening to turn her world upside down.

He walks me to my car, and Emi and I get in.

Beside me in the passenger seat, Emi’s ranting—in English this time—about all the things we need to say to Kalani. I let my thoughts wander instead of listening as I start the car and pull down the road.

In my rearview mirror is a reflection of Jay, who hasn’t moved from his spot, watching me slowly wind through the trail with his arms crossed and a frown on his face. He stays that way until I make a turn, and I lose sight of him completely.


Twenty

It’s completely dark by the time I pull into my driveway, but my parents have left the porch lights on for me. It’s late, and it’s quiet on my street, with most people having gone to bed already since it’s a weeknight. Emi’s Corvette sits shiny by the curb.

I spent the drive mostly in silence, with the playlist low in the background and Emi’s pestering to confront Kalani in the foreground. I hoped the drive would give me clarity on what’s going on and how to handle the situation, but it’s only made my thoughts feel more jumbled.

I shut off the engine, and Emi and I sit in silence for a few moments with our own thoughts, neither of us moving to get out.

“You know,” Emi starts, “these last couple of weeks, you’ve gotten to go out with these guys, and granted, they were mostly awful, but you still put yourself out there! And yeah, people are talking shit and acting like they’ve never puked out the window of a moving car before, but fuck ’em. None of them know how kind and smart and funny and talented you are. None of them mean shit to you. You come to school tomorrow and hold your head high knowing you’re Carina fucking Costella, and none of those shitheads at school will ever come close to your greatness.”

I stare down at my hands. “You’re just saying that because you’re my friend.”

“You’re damn right I’m your friend! And do you know why I’m your friend? Because of all that shit I just said. You’re amazing, Carina, and we’re best friends for a reason. Who else will watch shitty reality television with me on mute and make up what we think they’re saying? Who else will jam out to 80s rock at full blast and headbang until we give ourselves migraines? Who else would give me an entire set of portraits they painted themself and make me bawl my eyes out because they somehow made me look brave, bold, and confident, when sometimes I feel anything but?”

I don’t mean to, but I suddenly start tearing up. After everything, Emi is my friend. I should’ve known I could be open and honest with her and she would’ve listened and understood. Jay was right: I need to work on communicating how I feel more, especially to the people who care about me.

“Emi, if I’d told you I didn’t want to go on dates or have a date for prom, you wouldn’t have been mad, would you?”

Emi’s eyebrows draw together. “What? Of course not. I thought you didn’t want to try the blind dates because you were shy and comfy in your bubble but secretly you wanted to and just needed a push. But if you genuinely didn’t want to do any of that and told us, I wouldn’t have cared. You don’t need a date to prom, I’ve told Kalani that countless times. No one but her cared.”

Emi never cared about any of it? I wish I had taken a second to sit back and talk with her instead of assuming everyone felt like Kalani. But still, I ask, “So you don’t think I’m a fifth wheel?”

“What? Who gave you that idea?”

I don’t answer.

Emi’s face grows grim. “Kalani, right? She said that to you?”

“Well, she wasn’t entirely wrong. I do fifth wheel you guys a lot. When we’re all out, you’re all cute with Daphne, and Emmett’s with Kalani, and I’m just . . . there. She says I make it awkward because you have to worry about me.”

Emi’s jaw clenches. “You’re only a fifth wheel if we don’t want you around. We do. I don’t know what’s gotten into Kalani lately, but she doesn’t speak for everyone. You’re our friend, and we don’t care if you’re single or not, and we definitely don’t need to pawn you off on some guy for you to hang out with us, even if Jay’s growing on me.”

I laugh a little at that last part. “You really don’t care, do you?”

Emi looks me straight in the eyes and says, “We’re best friends. I always want you around.”

She says it like it’s the most obvious answer in the world, and suddenly I feel really dumb. Emi clearly doesn’t care about any of the things I was worrying over. All this time, I was doing things I didn’t want to do and worrying that my friends didn’t want me around, and it all could’ve been solved by a simple conversation. Jay was right, and this time I won’t mind hearing him gloat about it once I tell him.

Keeping that in mind, I take a breath for the confidence to say what I should’ve said from the very first day. “I don’t want to go on the blind dates anymore. I never wanted to. I only agreed because I thought if I didn’t, you and Kalani would stop inviting me to hang out with you. I love Daphne and Emmett, and I love hanging out with all five of us together, but I miss having that one-on-one time with you and Kalani. Those days where we’d stay up till three in the morning watching scary movies even though we talked through them and had no idea what was going on. Or those times we’d bike up that big hill on Main Street and be so tired we’d call your dad to come pick us up. Or those times we all sat in my room on lazy afternoons sending funny memes and videos to each other. I just miss you guys, and I’m scared that we’re going to drift apart now that we’re graduating and heading off to different universities in the fall. I don’t want to lose my best friends.”

I feel vulnerable laying my feelings bare for her like that. In fact, it’s the exact type of confrontation I’ve spent forever trying to avoid. But now that the words are out, I can’t take them back, and that gives me some sense of relief, knowing that I can’t take the easy way out by staying silent.

“I don’t know where you think I’m going,” Emi starts, a determined look on her face, “but you’re stuck with me. You’re going to walk into your house and bam, I’m there trying to force Kevin to let me pet her. You’re going to try to reverse out of your parking spot at school and bam, I’m in the rearview mirror with a bag of chicken tacos. You’re going to be in the lecture hall for exams and bam, I’m the girl sitting behind you chewing her gum too loudly.”

I laugh at Emi’s dramatic scenarios, the heaviness in my chest dissipating. “I get it, I get it; you’re not going anywhere.”

Emi’s smile is wide and confident. “You got that right. And I’m sorry for getting caught up in the new girlfriend excitement and doing that thing people do where they get in a relationship and get so wrapped up in that person they suddenly forget about their friends. That’s not cool of me, and I didn’t even realize I was doing it.”

“No, Emi, you’re great. You still made time for us with the group dates. I should’ve said something, or at least tried a bit harder to make plans for just the three of us.”

“Oh shit.” Emi covers her face with her hands. “You did. You always asked me and Kalani to hang out. Like the art exhibit you wanted to see! And we always hijacked the plans and invited our partners.”

“I like hanging out with Daphne and Emmett too, though! I didn’t mind!” I add quickly. I’m not trying to say I don’t want them to bring their partners around ever, because that’s not the case at all! I like their partners, and I like hanging out with them all, and I’d never tell her to stop inviting Daphne out.

“No, I know, that’s beside the point,” Emi says. “I know you like hanging out with us all, and that doesn’t make you a fifth wheel or whatever stupid bullshit Kalani said. But we shouldn’t have forgotten about our friendship or made you feel like we’re only dragging you along on our dates. We’re still friends and can hang out with and without our partners! In fact, let’s go to that art exhibit you keep bringing up tomorrow after school.”

“Oh, it was only for a limited time. It’s not here anymore.”

Emi’s eyes widen. “Shit. I’m so sorry, Carina. You brought it up so many times, and we never seriously considered it. Maybe we can find out where they’re going next and do a road trip!”

It’s sweet of her but unnecessary. “Don’t worry . . . Jay took me,” I add, feeling shy for some reason.

“Jay took you?” Emi’s eyebrows rise to her hairline before her lips tug up in a smug smile. “Well, now I feel like I need to be the one to tell you not to forget about your friends in this exciting new partner stage! Just because you have a hot new boyfriend you like to have angsty bantering foreplay with doesn’t mean you can blow me off. You better make time for me!”

I laugh and shove her, though there’s nowhere for her to go in the confined space of the car. Jay is not my boyfriend—I don’t even have time to worry about what’s going on between the two of us right now—but it feels great to have cleared the air between me and Emi.

“We do not have ‘angsty bantering foreplay’!”

She laughs along with me, and the sound is light and carefree. “You so do. And it is the angstiest and banteryist.”

“Shut up.” I laugh, not meaning it.

“Well, since you’re about to be caught up in your hot new boyfriend and forget to make time for me, let’s have designated BFF nights: one day every week or two, just the two of us and no partners. That way, we can have meaningful BFF time before we go away to school, and our partners won’t get sick of us being around them all the time.”

My smile is wide and genuine when I say, “I’d like that.”

“C’mere, you,” Emi demands, pulling me in for a hug. It’s awkward because the center console of my car is in the way, but it’s meaningful and sweet and healing nonetheless.

I feel immensely better now that I got everything off my chest. By not saying anything before, I was expecting change without doing anything to make my thoughts heard. But now Emi knows how I feel, and we’re even better friends than we were before.

I’m making a promise to myself right now that I’m going to work on being honest about how I’m feeling and not hold back because I’m scared of hard conversations. Not all confrontation is bad—and even if it is, sometimes it’s necessary. I can’t keep living with this tight ball of anxiety in my chest, doing things I don’t want to because I’m uncomfortable sharing my true thoughts and feelings or I’m scared of rejection.

But even with my new attitude, I’m avoiding the biggest confrontation that’s been impending for maybe years now: a real talk with Kalani.

Being open with Emi was easy. I didn’t have a crush on her partner, and she’s not the one who recorded a video of me and sent it out to everyone to embarrass me. She’s not the one who made me feel like a fifth wheel or came up with the idea of setting me up on blind dates then purposely made sure they’d fail.

Why? To humiliate me? To make me feel bad? So she could tell me it’s my fault they’re failing and make me think something’s wrong with me?

Is it even possible to have a real, truthful, constructive conversation with Kalani? Obviously, something about me is bothering her, because her actions aren’t coming from nowhere. This is a conversation both of us need, but will we even be able to have it, or are Kalani and I past that point?

Emi and I say goodbye, and I wave from the porch as she gets in her car, honking as she takes off, not caring that most people are in bed already.

Kevin’s waiting for me when I enter the house, jumping up and wagging her little tail like she hasn’t seen me in months. I pet her and kiss her and coo at her like I do every time I enter the house, and she flops on her back for belly rubs, loving the attention.

I love her. Kevin is really my best friend. She always cheers me up and is happy to just be with me. Kevin doesn’t send me on bad dates or take joy in my humiliation. She follows me up the stairs and into my room, where I place her on my bed. She promptly curls up in her spot and falls asleep.

As I gather my things for a shower, my phone pings. It’s a message from Jay.

Are you home? How are you feeling?

I type a reply back to him.

Yes, I’m home. And I’m feeling much better. Telling people how I really feel is great.

His answer is immediate.

Good. Don’t shy away from confrontation. If it helps, just imagine everyone is me and you’re pissed, which shouldn’t be too hard for you, and the truth will come pouring out.

I laugh at my phone. There’s something about Jay that both frustrates and excites me. Emi says that’s “angsty, bantering foreplay,” and the realization makes me laugh harder. I debate telling Jay about Emi’s theory, but he’ll probably enjoy it too much and say something annoying to tease me and make my face turn bright red, so I decide against it.

Instead, I send this.

Thanks for tonight, Jay. I had a lot of fun. Just what I needed to forget about everything before class tomorrow.

You let me know if those fuckheads at school give you a hard time tomorrow.

I’m not sure what he’d even do, but the comfort of knowing he cares enough to threaten a bunch of kids he’s never met before and who could possibly be bigger than him—which isn’t the case, but he doesn’t know that—causes fluttering in my stomach.

I’m not sure what exactly we’re doing or where we stand with each other, but that’s one conversation I’m okay with saving until later. I have bigger things to worry about right now, and tomorrow’s the day I set everything straight.

I’ll be okay, have a good night, Jay.

Good night, Princess.

And because of him, it is a good night.


Twenty-One

My new be-honest-and-don’t-skirt-around-telling-people-how-you-feel attitude sticks when I wake up in the morning. School is going to suck, and people are going to whisper and gawk and call me Pukey McBarfface, but Emi and Jay are right. Who cares about those kids? If they’re making fun of me, they’re not really my friends anyway and their opinion doesn’t matter.

Plus, it’s already Wednesday, and exams start next week, then prom, then grad, then I never have to see any of these kids again.

So instead of wallowing as I’ve allowed myself to do for the last two days, I put on my uniform and matching black lace panties that make me feel badass, grab a pear-and-walnut muffin my dad baked last night for breakfast, and drive to school with all the confidence of a girl on a mission. Because I am on a mission: I’m determined to get to the bottom of everything that’s going on between me and Kalani.

No more avoidance, no more pretending there isn’t an issue, no more fear of rejection, no more backing down to not hurt anyone’s feelings. This new and improved Carina Costella is here to stay.

Eyes are on me as I walk through the parking lot and the halls of Oakwoods, making it very clear no one has gotten over it yet and I’m still the latest piece of entertaining gossip for the student body. I ignore it all and keep my head held high, even when I pass Steven, the boy who told me to stay away from his car Monday in case I puked on it.

He averts his gaze from me, probably still embarrassed Emi called him out for eating his own boogers, and I consider that a win.

I walk past my own locker and wait by Kalani’s instead, needing to do this ASAP before I lose my nerve. But Kalani never shows up. I’m debating going to the cafeteria to see if she’s there when I spot someone down the hall.

It’s Arthur. He’s talking with his friends at the other end of the hall, and I remember the part he played in the rumors about me. We haven’t properly talked since I saw him in the library and he accused me of cheating on him then revealed Kalani gave him tips on how to win me over. After that, he apparently talked about me to everyone, putting me down to make himself seem more interesting. I can’t believe I heard him saying that he dumped me because I was a loser!

Before I can stop myself or think anything through properly, I march down the hall, my eyes zeroed in with laser-like focus on the blond boy with the black-rimmed glasses.

“Hey!” I call out when I’m close enough. Arthur and his friends turn to me, with the former’s eyes going wide. He looks around as if maybe I’m calling out to someone behind him before realizing it’s him I’m heading straight toward. “Yeah, I’m talking to you!”

His shocked face morphs into an expression of panic, and his friends scurry away as I near, leaving Arthur alone and frozen to the spot. He clearly never thought I’d actually call him out or talk to him again in school.

I stop directly in front of him. He’s my height, so we stare each other directly in the eye, his gaze panicked, mine determined.

“I should’ve done this a long time ago instead of chickening out to avoid the confrontation,” I start, my voice strong and unwavering, “but you and I are not going to work out, and that’s not entirely your fault. I wasn’t ready to date anyone and shouldn’t have agreed to start going out with people just because it was what I thought I should do. But also, if you think about it, I don’t think we were compatible anyway.” My voice softens a bit when I add, “I’m sorry for not telling you earlier instead of leading you to believe we were a thing.”

His eyebrows rise up so high they peek out from behind the rim of his glasses. He was not expecting me to say that, but it’s all true. I did owe him an apology. I should’ve been honest with him on the date that it wasn’t going to work out between us instead of trying to escape from the bathroom window. And even if I didn’t say anything during the date, I should’ve told him afterward instead of avoiding him at school and asking Kalani to do it on my behalf.

Arthur bites his lip, unsure. “After the date, Kalani told me that you were interested in me and we were essentially a thing.”

Of course she did.

“I’m sorry you were led to believe that, and I should’ve set it straight. I’m sorry for hurting you, but what you’re doing in feeding rumors about me that you know are untrue isn’t right either.”

He looks down at his feet, ashamed. Around us, people gather at their lockers and talk amongst themselves as they travel through the halls. Some of them must be looking at us, but I don’t pay them any attention.

“I know. But I was hurt.” Scarlet blotches spread over his face. “I’ve had a crush on you forever, and you never even noticed me. When Kalani approached me about the date, she said you were really interested in me. You’re, well, you know, you. You’re way out of my league, and I wanted to do everything I could to make sure the date went well. So when Kalani gave me all those tips, I was so grateful. I wanted you to like me.”

“Arthur . . .” I start, not knowing what to say. In a way, he reminds me of myself. He had a crush on me and never said anything, and in the end that only made things worse. It’s similar to how I handled my crush on Emmett.

It’s not really Arthur’s fault he was dragged into this mess. He was led to believe something that wasn’t true, and I feel bad that Kalani used him for whatever weird scheme she had going on to make my dates awful. She must’ve known about Arthur’s crush and his reputation for moving a little fast and still gave him tips to make our date awful without caring about how that would affect him.

Even though at the time I was obsessed with Emmett, I went into every date wanting it to work out and giving them a fair shot. Maybe without Kalani’s tips, I could’ve gotten to know the real Arthur. Who knows, maybe I would’ve liked him?

But that ship has completely sailed. In fact, it’s on another continent, never to return again.

He rubs the back of his neck. “Yeah, well, when I didn’t hear from you after, and then I heard the rumors of you dating other people that you confirmed when I saw you at the library, I was hurt. I’d told basically everyone that we were together, and I had to save face somehow.”

“I wanted to tell you, but I chickened out,” I admit. “Kalani said she’d tell you, which she obviously didn’t do, but either way it should’ve come from me. I hate confrontations and wanted to avoid one with you, but that’s something I’m working on, starting . . . yesterday, I guess. And that includes apologizing to you and confronting you about the rumors.”

Arthur’s shoulders slump. “I’m sorry about starting rumors about you and making the gossip worse. And I’m sorry for saying . . . not nice things about you. That was all uncalled-for, and it was really petty of me. That’s not the kind of person my mom raised me to be.”

I have to bite my tongue from agreeing that Barbara would indeed not approve of this behavior. Or maybe she would? It’s hard to know with that woman. For all I know, she’s pissed at me for not liking her son back and would encourage the slander. But regardless, I do believe his apology.

He straightens up a bit when he says, “If it helps, I’ll tell everyone that nothing I said about you was true.”

He looks like he means it too. He’s watching me eagerly, excited to help put everything back together again.

“At this point, that probably won’t help, but thanks, Arthur.”

He nods, frowning slightly. “Well, I’m still going to set the record straight with the people I told and say something if I hear people talking about you.”

The warning bell rings, signaling we have five minutes to get to class.

“It’s nice that you care enough to tell the truth. Thanks, Arthur,” I say, turning to leave but then stopping. “And no one is out of your league, not even me.”

There’s a hopeful look on his face, and it makes him appear younger, like a kid being told their favorite action hero is coming to town. “You mean that?”

Oh shit. I hope he didn’t interpret that as me saying, Hey, I’m open for another shot with you. Because I am definitely not.

I’m immediately filled with relief when he adds, “Because there’s this girl, Monique, and I really want to ask her out, but I’m worried she’s going to laugh in my face if I do.”

I know Monique. She’s on the debate and chess teams and was accepted to one of the most competitive programs at U of T, which almost guarantees acceptance to med school as long as she does well. She’s a serious girl, but oddly enough, I can see her and Arthur working out.

“Well, Arthur,” I say as we walk down the hall together, “as I’ve learned the hard way, you’ll never know unless you say something. Go for what you want and ask her out. But, piece of advice, don’t bring your mother. And don’t mention baby names. And don’t tell her what she can and can’t do with her future career. And don’t—”

I cut myself off when I notice Arthur nodding attentively. “Yes? Go on. Should I be taking notes?”

“You know what? Don’t listen to any advice from anyone. Ask her out and be yourself. That’s what’s important.”

“Yeah, okay. I can do that.”

We stop walking, and I turn to face him. “But seriously, don’t bring your mom. That’s the one piece of advice that trumps all other pieces of advice you’ll ever get from anyone. Don’t bring Barbara on first dates.”

“Okay, of course. Makes perfect sense.”

I smile at him, the tight ball in my chest loosening now that I’ve cleared the air with Arthur.

“Good luck, Arthur. See you around.”

I turn and head down the hall, which is close to empty now that everyone’s gone to class. The conversation wasn’t as terrible as I thought it would be, and we sorted everything out. I feel good, great even. That confrontation wasn’t horrible at all. Maybe I’m getting good at this “being honest with my feelings” stuff.

Arthur calls after me, “How about the second date? Should I bring Mom then?”

I turn around and send him my best glare. His eyes widen, and he nods like he’s received the message loud and clear even though I’ve said nothing.

“That’s a no . . . which is cool . . . because I was totally joking . . .”

“Leave Barbara at home, Arthur!” I exclaim as I turn and resume my journey to class.

I’ve done my duty to Arthur’s future dates by saving them from the absolute force that is Barbara. It’s up to Arthur to do the rest.

I make it to class before the bell, and despite everyone turning to stare at me and whisper as I walk through the aisle to my seat, I’m in high spirits. I feel like I’ve regained a sense of control by talking with Arthur, and there’s no bad blood between the two of us now.

This has only motivated me even more to talk with Kalani. I’m going to tell her exactly how I feel, and we’re going to sort everything out between us. Even if it doesn’t end the way I want, at least I won’t feel like there’s something hanging over us.

Now all I have to do is find her.


Twenty-Two

Kalani didn’t come to school today.

She’s ignoring my texts, so I message Emmett, who says he hasn’t heard from her at all today either. I even ask someone who shares second period with Kalani, and they confirm she isn’t here today.

None of that deters me, though. I said I was going to talk to her today, and that’s what I’m going to do.

After school, I drive directly to Kalani’s house and ring the doorbell. No one answers. I ring again and even peek in through the window, but the house remains dark inside.

There are no cars in the driveway, but Kalani’s could be in the garage.

Maybe no one really is home. I know her parents try to stay at work late to avoid talking to each other, especially since they’re still living together during the divorce process. Ailani hasn’t come home from California, and Maleah’s school ends later than ours.

I sigh, sitting on the patio chair on Kalani’s porch as it starts spitting rain. I wanted to do this with her while I still had the drive, but it looks like that’s not going to happen.

I try calling her again for one last-ditch effort, but it goes directly to voicemail like it has every time I tried today. Emmett’s not going to answer since he’s in an after-school study group, and I made Emi promise not to say anything to Kalani until I’ve had a chance to speak with her, so she would have less of an idea than I do about Kalani’s whereabouts.

Is she not going to come to school at all until exams? Is she going to avoid me forever?

My phone vibrates in my hand, and I look down to find a text from Jay.

How’d school go today? Need me to beat anyone up?

I laugh out loud. I’m not sure if he’s joking or not, and I don’t know if Jay’s ever even been in a fight before, but it makes me feel better nonetheless.

No need, Emi’s got that covered.

His response comes quickly.

She is kind of scary when she wants to be.

And I don’t even think he’s witnessed her yelling at anyone yet.

He sends another text before I reply.

Did you talk to Kalani?

I’m currently sitting on her porch in my school uniform watching the rain pelt her overgrown lawn, so that’s a no.

I send him a quick summary of my day trying and failing to find her, and how she’s ignoring me, and he messages me back quickly.

Check Ralph’s Instagram story.

Ralph’s Instagram story? I just poured my heart out telling him how I’m trying to reconcile with my best friend who’s ignoring me, and he tells me to check Ralph’s social media?

I don’t think Jay would brush aside my feelings for no reason. He didn’t even do that when we hated each other, so he definitely wouldn’t do that now, not with whatever is going on between us.

I open the app and click on Ralph’s profile. His story shows him at the cliff. It doesn’t look like it’s raining there, but the background looks a little cloudy.

He must have skipped school—or at least last period—to get there already. I click through the stories, one of which shows him in a hideous button-up shirt with a pattern of turkeys and Santa Claus for some reason, singing into a beer bottle to a song someone’s blasting from a speaker. Other stories show Ralph with other people, cliff jumping and just generally fooling around.

I’m beginning to think this is pointless when I get to the last story. It’s a video of him throwing his arm around Kalani, telling her to jump. She laughs and pushes him off, some of the beer in his bottle spilling from the action. “You know I can’t swim, Ralph, and stop filming me!” she exclaims, and her hand lands on the camera before the video cuts out.

It was posted fifteen minutes ago.

A renewed sense of hope and purpose ignites within me, and I sprint through the rain and dive into my car.

Thanks, Jay! Heading there now!

I text him as I adjust my backpack in the passenger seat before finding my recent locations in the navigation app on my phone and selecting the cliff.

Want me to come with you? I can be ready in five.

Thanks, but this is something I should do on my own. I’ll text you when I get there.

I’m sure Jay would be great company and emotional support for this, but Kalani and I need to do this on our own. I’m not backing down anymore, and even though I’d rather have teeth pulled than talk about it, it’s way past time we discuss everything. Including my crush on Emmett.

—

Considering this is the first time I’m driving to the cliff by myself and the GPS can only take me so far, I do a pretty good job navigating. I pull onto the little dirt road where the tree branches whip at my car and emerge into the parking lot clearing, feeling triumphant when I spot Kalani’s Audi. She’s still here, and we’re settling this today.

I park beside her, and a clap of thunder rings as soon as I open my door. It’s not raining here like it was at home, but the darkening sky tells me to make this quick.

Laughter and music from the cliff urge me on as I march up the path, and I don’t stop to chat with some kids from Jay’s school who pass me on the way to their cars. I am on a mission.

As soon as I pass the tree line, I spot Kalani. It’s not hard since there aren’t many kids here today, and she’s sitting directly in front of me with a beer bottle in her hand. She’s with Ralph and his friend Nico, whom I’ve met previously, but Emmett and all of Jay’s other friends I bonded with yesterday are absent.

Taking a deep breath for courage and reminding myself that I’m telling people how I really feel, I step into sight. “Kalani!”

The three of them turn to me—Ralph even waves and calls out my name enthusiastically—but I’m focused on Kalani, who frowns as she lowers her beer bottle. “I don’t remember inviting you. I thought I turned my phone off.”

She’s in a designer skirt and floral ruffled tank top, and both look a little askew—not a noticeable amount, but askew enough by Kalani’s standards to know something is off.

“Are you drunk?” I ask.

“I can drink one or two beers without getting drunk, Mom.”

Despite the heavy condescension, she’s not slurring or unsteady in her seat, so I let it go. “Then great, we need to talk.”

“You want to talk?” she asks, like I’m annoying her with my presence. This would normally be my out, where I’d say never mind and scamper away with my tail tucked between my legs to avoid the confrontation, but I’m not that girl anymore, and I’m not pushing my problems away in favor of avoiding hard conversations.

So I drop my backpack on the ground, straighten my spine, and say, “Yes, we’re going to talk about everything that’s going on, Kalani, and we’re going to do it now.”

Like she’s dealing with an annoying child that’s begging for her attention, Kalani huffs a sigh, chugs the last of her beer, hands the empty bottle to Ralph, and stands. “Fine. You want to do this now? Then let’s do it. Remember the first time we came here? You forgot your jacket. When I returned it the next day, I heard you talking to your mom. I know you’re in love with Emmett.”

I thought I’d dread this conversation, dread those words escaping Kalani’s lips, but now all I feel is anger.

“That shouldn’t be a surprise to you, Kalani! I talked about my crush on Emmett basically every single day from the day I met him in grade nine right up until you said, ‘Oh, Emmett and I are dating now.’”

Indignation crosses her face. “So, what then? You spent the last nine months trying to steal him from me? You told me you were happy for me.”

My jaw nearly drops to the ground. “When have I ever done anything to indicate I’m trying to steal him? Have I ever been anything but supportive of you? Have I done anything to sabotage your relationship or try to break you up? No. Unlike you, who has literally been sabotaging my dates—which were your idea in the first place!—for goodness knows what reason.”

Kalani grits her teeth, and instead of answering me, she crosses her arms and looks away. But I’m not going to let that slide. I didn’t come all this way just to learn she thinks I’m trying to steal Emmett and leave it at that.

“Kalani, I—” I stop when I realize we have an audience of not only Ralph and Nico, who are staring at us in complete shock, but everyone else at the cliff as well. I pull Kalani away from the tree line, where they’re sitting on logs around the cooler, to give us a bit more privacy. The sky is still darkening, but it’s not dark enough to not notice how incredibly high up we are, and I position myself so I don’t need to continuously stare over the edge of the cliff at the churning water below.

I can’t stand not knowing anymore. “Why, Kalani? Why did you make me do this stupid blind date thing just to make sure the dates sucked? Because you knew how I felt about Emmett?”

Kalani still doesn’t give anything away, just shrugs and says, “Partially.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Kalani. Can we have an actual, honest conversation for once? Cut this ‘I don’t care’ attitude and tell me what’s going on.”

Her laugh is sarcastic when she says, “You might have to be more specific. There’s a lot going on.”

There’s so much I want to say, but I start with the easiest thing first. “Fine. Why don’t you begin with why you forced me to go on blind dates only to make sure they sucked?”

Kalani shakes her head, and for a moment I think she’s not going to answer, but then she says, “At first, I set you up on terrible dates because I figured you’d crack and tell me you didn’t want to date anyone because of your feelings for Emmett. I even kept giving you outs to tell me. But as the dates went on, and I could tell how miserable you were, I started to . . .”

“Started to what?” I prompt, dread creeping up my spine.

“I started to enjoy that you were miserable. You hated going on the dates. And not only that, but you hated pretending you were excited about it, you hated the actual guys, and the worse the dates were, the happier it made me.”

I can’t even process her words, so I try and fail a few times before I get out, “Do you even hear yourself? You’re supposed to be my best friend, Kalani!”

“Am I?” she fires back, a bitter edge to her voice. “These days, you’re closer to Emi than you are to me. You and I don’t have an ‘Ultra Fun Setlist of Stupid Bands’ or whatever it is you have with Emi.”

“This is about you being jealous of Emi?” I ask incredulously. “We’ve been best friends since grade two, Kalani. Grade two!”

“So what? That doesn’t mean shit. We’re going to university soon, do you really think we’re still going to talk?”

“Well, that was the plan before all of this!”

Kalani laughs humorlessly. “Of course you thought that. Everyone leaves eventually, Carina. But it’s not like you could ever comprehend that.”

There was never any doubt in my mind that we’d still be friends when we went to university. In fact, I was scared that she would forget about me, not the other way around!

“You’re not making any sense, Kalani! What are you talking about?”

With a frustrated huff, Kalani exclaims, “Your life is perfect, Carina! Your parents are awesome and love you, you and Emi are BFFs, half the guys in school are in love with you, you’re talented and pretty, and even your mean dog with the stupid name loves you.”

“Don’t talk about Kevin like that!”

“This isn’t about Kevin!” she shouts, angrily wiping away a few tears that escaped. “My life is falling apart; I’m losing everyone. My parents are still in a brutal divorce arguing over every cent and asset, but you know what they aren’t fighting over? Me and Maleah. Actually, they’re fighting about not wanting custody of us. Ailani picked up and moved to California and barely, if ever, answers her phone. Maleah thinks it’s lame to be seen with her older sister. Emi has always been too cool for me, and I was losing you to her. So when Emmett asked me if you liked him at the beginning of the year, I told him you didn’t, and we ended up going out instead.”

“Wait, what?”

Emmett asked about me?

“He was going to ask you out, Carina,” she says in a defeated tone, running a hand through her hair as she backs away from me. “I lied. I told him he’d only embarrass himself and make things awkward if he did because you didn’t feel the same way.”

She knew how I felt about him. I ranted about how in love I was with Emmett every day, and how I would do anything for him to feel the same way and ask me out. He was going to—he wanted to! And she stopped it.

She must know what I’m about to say because she quickly defends herself. “I was losing everyone, while things always seemed to effortlessly fall into place for you! I couldn’t stand you having Emmett too—having another thing perfectly align itself to contribute to your perfect life. So I asked him out, mostly out of spite, but real feelings formed.”

We stare at each other, her chest heaving with anger and frustration and her hair whipping around as the wind picks up. Thunder booms behind her, but neither of us makes a move to leave.

I can’t believe her. Emmett told her he liked me, and she sabotaged me because she didn’t want me to be happy?

“I don’t even know where to start with what you’ve just said,” I fume, trying to wrap my mind around it.

She rolls her eyes and edges away from me. “It doesn’t matter. You can’t have everything, Carina. I may be losing my home and my family and my friends, but I’ll always have Emmett. He gives me the stability I need. He’s consistent and reliable, and he gives me a solid sense of home, and I’m not going to lose him to you.”

“I was never trying to steal Emmett from you!” I shout, bewildered that I even have to clarify it. “When you told me you guys started dating, I never even told you not to or that it was terrible of you to date him knowing I’d been in love with him for years. I didn’t say that you were a shitty friend for not even talking to me about it. I sucked it up and told you I was happy for you. But I should’ve said something. You should’ve said something. You knew how I felt about Emmett, and we just pretended like the second you started dating him, my crush magically went away.” Wetness lands on my cheeks, but it hasn’t started raining yet. Unleashing everything I’ve kept pent up all this time has cracked my chest wide open, overwhelming me with all the sadness and anger and betrayal and frustration I’ve pushed down and locked away.

Wiping away the tears, I continue, “It doesn’t work like that, Kalani! And when you heard me talking to my mom about my crush on Emmett last month, you should’ve said something instead of forcing me to go on terrible dates as punishment, just like I should’ve said something when you and Emmett started dating. But I didn’t realize how screwed up our friendship is, or how you thought about our friendship, how you thought of me. Maybe it started from us not talking about Emmett, but we could’ve gotten past that. You could’ve told me how you were feeling about everything, how you were worrying about being left behind. That’s what friends are for.”

Standing here on the edge of a cliff, with raging water rushing below us and thunder rumbling in the sky as we each angrily swipe away tears and vent without holding back, I realize Kalani and I were both afraid of the same thing. Neither of us wanted our friends to move on and forget about us, and neither of us said anything.

“You could never understand,” Kalani says accusingly. “You have everything! I was jealous. I knew it wasn’t right, but I would come over to escape the fighting at my house, and your dad would bring up cookies and tell you he loved you. People would stop and talk to you in the halls even though I was the one who was making an effort to get to know everyone. Do you know that when I signed up to run for prom queen, the head of the committee asked if you were going to run too? You!”

“Are we even best friends?” I ask, throwing my arms up. “Everything from these last few days and everything you’re saying today leads me to believe you don’t even like me.”

“That’s not true.”

“Kal, you literally said you got enjoyment from my misery. Friends don’t do that! And you took a video of me puking and made me the laughingstock of the school. Of the internet. Why? How could you do that to me?”

Kalani stills, and I can tell she’s mulling over what to say when she slowly admits, “Emmett’s been . . . interested in you . . . more than normal . . . ever since the dates started. Asking about you and talking about you and stuff. I don’t know if he’s jealous or excited for you or . . . I don’t know. But I know he wanted to go out with you and settled for me when he thought you didn’t feel the same. But I love him, Carina, and I’m jealous, okay? We were driving behind you when you puked, and I was upset and just started recording before I thought about it.”

Even after everything she just admitted to, and even with all the evidence stacked against her, some part of me was still holding on to the hope that it wasn’t her who recorded me and sent it out. But now she’s admitted it out loud, and those words come hand in hand with what’s most likely the beginning of the end.

Despite everything she’s said, I still feel the need to comfort her. Like the fight has been drained from me, I insist, “Emmett didn’t settle for you, Kalani.”

Kalani makes a face like she disagrees but doesn’t vocalize her thoughts. Instead, more solemnly now, she says, “I know these last few weeks have been screwed up, but if I regret anything, it’s taking that video and sending it out. I wasn’t thinking, and I’m genuinely sorry, Carina. I never meant to make you a laughingstock.”

Her apology sounds genuine, and I really do believe her, but still, I cry for the friendship we’ve ruined. “This all could’ve been avoided if we’d just talked to each other. And it’s not your fault alone, it’s mine too. If I wasn’t so scared of confrontation, we could’ve handled this way back at the beginning of the year, and we could’ve spent all this time as best friends, real best friends, instead of you silently resenting me and me fearing you dropping me as a friend because of my crush on Emmett. But maybe dropping me as a friend would’ve been for the best.”

Kalani steps back from me like my last statement was a silent blow. “I was scared of losing you, but I ended up pushing you away anyway.”

Her movement tunes me into our surroundings, and for the first time, I realize we’ve been steadily migrating toward the edge of the cliff. Kalani must not have noticed either as she’s right by the edge, and as she takes another step backward, I scream out, “Kalani! Stop—”

But I’m too late. Kalani has taken that step, and her arms pinwheel for a second before she loses her balance and slips. She’s gone in a blink.

Her terrified scream rings in my ears as I charge to the ledge and launch myself off.

The fall lasts forever but happens so fast. The air whips around me and the cliffs blur and my stomach flies into my throat and my breath is sucked out.

I smash into the turbulent water so hard it disorients me. I don’t know which way to swim for the surface, and panic claws at my chest. My first instinct is to open my mouth and take a breath, but I force myself to stop thrashing long enough to open my eyes and search for Kalani. A flash of dark hair and bubbles has me spinning around, and I spot her flailing as she tries to swim despite not knowing how to.

My own lungs screaming at me, I push toward her and grab her. Together, we kick to the surface, breaking it and gasping for air, tears mixing with the water as I tread for the two of us.

There’s a splash beside us, and it’s Nico breaking the surface, followed by Ralph not too far behind him, and I’ve never been so happy to see a Santa-and-turkey shirt in my life.

“Carina!” Ralph yells, swimming powerfully toward us as I struggle to keep my and Kalani’s heads above water with the angry storm waves hitting our faces.

“Ralph! We’re here!” I call out, swallowing more water with every wave that pushes us back under. Despite knowing how to swim, I’m not the strongest at it, especially not in choppy waves and double especially not when I’m trying to support another person, so I’m flooded with relief when Ralph and Nico finally reach us.

They grab Kalani from me, and with heavy legs and watery lungs, we struggle through the rough waves to land.

We crawl onto the rocky shore, coughing and panting and crawling just far enough away from the shore to be deemed safe before flopping onto our backs and sucking air into our desperate lungs.

“Holy shit,” Ralph gasps as Nico catches his breath beside him. “Kalani, we saw you fall and Carina dive in after you. That was the scariest shit I’ve ever seen in my life.”

“Thanks for coming in after us,” I say to the two of them between gasps. They didn’t have to leap in after us—no one should be jumping or swimming in this weather—but I’m immensely glad they did. I’m not sure I would’ve been able to tow the both of us to shore without their help.

Distantly, over the roaring wind and waves, voices call out to us. Nico and Ralph stand, jumping and waving at the few very concerned people left on the cliff who just witnessed everything and are yelling to make sure we’re all okay.

Kalani’s on her back beside me, limbs spread out, breathing just as hard and fast as I am.

“You jumped in after me,” Kalani asks, though it comes out as a statement.

Without moving, since I’m still breathless, I reply, “Well, duh. You can’t swim.”

Like she needs clarification, she struggles to sit up and gazes down at me. Her makeup is smudged all around her eyes, and her thick, curly hair hangs soaked around her face like a limp curtain. “You jumped off a cliff even though you’re terrified of heights, in the middle of stormy weather, after everything I said? After everything I did?”

I blink up at her. “Just because you haven’t been a true friend to me doesn’t mean I want you to drown.”

She studies me for a moment then lies back on the ground beside me.

“I’m sorry for being a shitty friend,” she says to the dark sky.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been more up-front and honest about my feelings,” I admit, watching the clouds rolling in. “Not just about Emmett, but everything.”

The two of us are quiet, and Ralph and Nico must be giving us our moment because I can hear them rustling around behind us, wringing out their clothes, but neither interrupts us.

“Does this mean you forgive me?” Kalani asks hesitantly, though there’s noticeable resignation in her voice.

“I don’t know,” I confess. “So much has happened, and I haven’t even had a chance to really process it.”

We’re quiet for another moment, finally catching our breath, watching the wind shake the trees and cause a chill to run up my body. I can’t believe I jumped off the cliff. I can’t believe I voluntarily launched myself sixty feet toward my impending death in merciless stormy water and survived.

“Do you think we’ll ever be friends again?” Kalani asks.

I sit up when there’s a flash of lightning followed by a clap of thunder. The water is dark and scary, and I’m astounded that I was swimming in that just moments before. A lot of things have been said tonight, and it’s made me realize that maybe Kalani and I don’t really know each other as well as I thought.

“I’m not sure,” I answer honestly, even though it’s upsetting.

The sky finally cracks open, and cold rain descends on us, blurring everything and making the ground beneath us soft and muddy.

Beside me, Kalani sits up. “Yeah. Me neither.”


Twenty-Three

Everyone stares at us while we eat lunch in the middle of the cafeteria like there’s a spotlight and a neon arrow sign pointing at me flashing the words Pukey McBarface is eating here! If they’re hoping for a show, they’re going to be waiting for a very long time because I do not have shrimp for lunch. In fact, Emi and I are splitting a very safe large pizza like we’ve done at least once a week during our four years attending Oakwoods.

It’s only Thursday, and the video just spread last weekend, so I’m not old news yet. But it’s not the worst, mostly because I don’t really care anymore, and also because the timing is perfect. If I had to decide when to be the laughingstock of the entire school, now would be my first choice. I’m the latest hot piece of gossip, yes, but at least people are busy talking about prom, graduation, and exams, so me sticking my entire upper body out of a moving vehicle and puking all over Wyatt’s pretty BMW is one of many things occupying everyone’s minds.

“Do you think Kalani’s going to skip everything until exams?” Emi asks, picking a green pepper off the pizza and stuffing it into her mouth.

I haven’t seen her since we went our separate ways last night after we dove off the cliff. I’m not sure if she and Emmett are just avoiding us or if they aren’t here today at all, but lunch period is almost over and neither has made an appearance.

“She can’t avoid us forever,” I answer Emi, finishing my own pizza slice. We have exams Monday to Thursday next week, prom on Saturday, and graduation on the following Monday. Those are all events where running into Kalani will be inevitable, and I’m still processing everything she said yesterday. Apparently, we had terrible communication and she was happy when I was miserable. It makes me wonder if we were ever real friends at all.

Emi’s laugh is humorless. “Especially since it’s too late to change tables for prom. How awkward do you think it’ll be? Particularly for all our other friends at the table with us. Vic might pass out from the tension alone. Carson might place a bet on who starts a fight first.”

“No one is going to start any fights.”

“But—”

“No one,” I repeat with more authority this time. “There’s no need to make this unpleasant for anyone, including Kalani.”

Emi glowers at me, but the action isn’t half as threatening as it was intended to be when she’s scraping the bottom of the empty cardboard with her nail for the cold melted cheese that’s stuck to it. “After everything she said to you yesterday, she’d deserve it.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. But it’s our last week as seniors before we graduate and officially become adults, so let’s make the most of it while we can. Besides, maybe she’ll win prom queen and be too busy running around to even spend time at the table anyway.” I stand from my seat, gathering my garbage. “I have to run to the art room to load some of my projects that were on display into my car. I’ll catch up with you later?”

“Yeah, I’ll stop by the bakery tonight during your shift. Save me a zeppole, those go fast after soccer.”

“You got it,” I promise.

As I walk away, she calls out, “And I can make the most of senior year while also being pissed! I’m a great multitasker!”

I don’t doubt Emi’s multitasking abilities, and while I’m hurt and upset with Kalani, I’m also coming to terms with the fact that I’ve lost a ten-year relationship with my best friend. It feels stupid to pettily squabble with Kalani when what we’ve both lost hurts more than any words we can throw at each other now that everything’s said and done.

I dump the garbage in a bin beside a table where a couple is sitting huddled over a book they’re sharing, and the boy looks up and catches my eye. Arthur’s entire face lights up, and he excitedly points at the girl with the neat French braid beside him, silently mouthing, This is her! This is Monique!

Well, look at that. It is Monique, and they look mighty cozy together. Seems like Arthur took his shot and it paid off for him.

I send him an encouraging thumbs-up, and he grins from ear to ear before Monique glances up and pulls his attention back to whatever they’re reading. I’m happy for him, and I sincerely hope he listened to me about not introducing Barbara right away, although Monique is definitely the kind of girl who has a five-year plan. She’d probably hold up well under Barbara’s interrogation. The thought makes me laugh to myself as I walk through the hall to the art room.

It’s sad to see it so empty. Throughout the year, the walls, shelves, and glass display cabinets slowly filled up with every art class’s projects. It made the large room feel vibrant and warm and alive. With so much emotion and expression and color, the room never felt like a stuffy classroom and instead made me feel right at home beside the easels and stools. This was the one classroom where I never struggled with keeping up or felt like it was a chore to show up, and now, because of my college choice, I’ll never have that experience again. The thought is just as sad as the bare walls.

As I enter the storage room to grab a cardboard box, I freeze. Emmett’s here, box in hand, just as frozen as I am.

Because of my crush on him, I’m no stranger to experiencing awkward moments with Emmett, but none have ever been two-sided before, and none have been as tension-filled and uncomfortable as this one.

“Carina . . . hey . . .” he starts, shifting on his feet.

“Hey,” I repeat, doing nothing to help break the tension in the little storage room, so thick I can taste it.

“How are you . . . you know . . . doing?” Emmett asks, and it’s so weird that he feels awkward around me. I was usually the one stuttering and getting stuck on my words because I was so in love with him. But looking at him now, with the curly chestnut hair that falls over his forehead and bright blue eyes and the slight boyish flush on his cheeks, all things I would’ve drooled over before, I feel . . . absolutely nothing. Not a single stomach flutter or heart palpitation or hitched breath. I might as well be looking at a wall for all the emotion that arises while looking at Emmett. Except maybe I feel some mild annoyance for everything his girlfriend has done.

There’s really nothing to be said to Emmett anymore. But at the same time, I have been going on a come-clean-to-everyone-about-how-you’re-feeling tour, and it has been making me feel better, so there’s no reason to stop now.

Instead of answering the question, I blurt out, “I had the world’s biggest crush on you.”

He blinks at me, stutters to come up with a reply, then anxiously looks around the small storage area like I’ve cornered him in here to jump his bones.

“Not anymore!” I amend quickly. “I had the world’s biggest crush on you, ever since we ran into each other in grade nine. I used to hope and pray you’d ask me out.”

I spent four years holding on to that secret, and the last few months terrified it would come out, only for it to be spilled unceremoniously in a succinct three-second admission in a closet in the art room. Not that I ever planned on telling him at all, but that’s definitely not the way I ever envisioned it in my late-night fantasies before falling asleep. But wow it feels good to get that off my chest.

Emmett’s eyes widen. “Really? You liked me?”

I have no idea how he didn’t know. I’d gaze lovingly at him any time he entered the room. I’d jump to take his side in any debates. I’d make any excuse I could to be around him, and, in my super young and desperate days, I even went so far as to let myself get hit in the face with a dodgeball in gym class so he’d run over to me and walk with me to the nurse’s office. I laugh at my past self. “I think it was obvious to everyone but you.”

“Wow,” Emmett says, shaking his head in disbelief like he’s trying to picture a world where I actually had a crush on him.

I know Kalani said he wanted to ask me out, but in the spirit of getting everything out in the open, I ask, “Why didn’t you like me back? What was wrong with me?”

“Absolutely nothing!” Emmett rushes out. “I did like you back. But you’re you, and I was too intimidated to ever make a move. And then when I finally worked up the courage to ask you out, I approached Kalani first so I wouldn’t make a fool of myself in front of you. She told me you only thought of me as a friend, and if I asked you out, you’d feel awkward and uncomfortable around me, and that’s the last thing I wanted.” He pauses, considering his words before admitting, “Kalani told me that you really wouldn’t say yes if I asked you out because you knew how she felt about me.”

My eyebrows draw together. “How Kalani felt about you?”

He nods. “Yeah. She told me that you knew she liked me, so you wouldn’t go out with your best friend’s crush.”

That little hypocritical liar! She said I wouldn’t go out with my best friend’s crush when that’s exactly what she did!

And I know what she said to Emmett is untrue because Kalani admitted yesterday that she only asked out Emmett out of spite, so that I couldn’t have him, and then real feelings formed afterward. She never had a crush on him when I did, even if that’s what she told him at the time.

I force my lips shut before I accidentally contradict what Emmett admitted. I don’t want to tell him the truth of Kalani’s actions because I don’t think it’s my place to meddle in their relationship, and no matter how they started, they’re genuinely in love now. Maybe Kalani will come clean to him one day, but I don’t want to start a she-said, she-said with what Kalani told me versus what she told him. I’m not trying to break them up; in fact, I don’t really care about their relationship. I wish them nothing but the best.

When I don’t say anything, Emmett continues, “I was shocked, obviously, because I never knew Kalani liked me. She seemed to only ever tolerate my presence because of you. She asked me out, and she seemed somewhat taken aback at herself, like she couldn’t believe the words had actually passed her lips. She kind of blurted it out, taking both of us by surprise.”

Because she didn’t even like him! She never planned on asking him out!

“And it sounds really terrible when I say it out loud,” Emmett confesses, “but I thought it would be rude to turn her down, so I said yes. We went out, and we both saw a different side to each other than we knew through you, and we really hit it off. I mean, you guys are best friends, you know the tough Kalani she shows the world is different from the soft, vulnerable Kalani she feels like she has to hide to deal with everything going on.”

When I think about it, Emmett and Kalani technically went on a blind date with each other. They knew what the other looked like, sure, but neither of them really knew the other any deeper than what they knew from when we all hung out because of me. It was just as much of a reluctant blind date as the ones I was sent on: Emmett only said yes to not be rude, and Kalani only asked him out to be petty. Neither of them really wanted to be on that date.

“Wow,” I say, “it looks like it all worked out for the best.”

A small smile crosses Emmett’s face, like he’s happy just thinking about his girlfriend. “Yeah, it really did. And maybe I wish I’d had the balls to ask you out in the first place, but I don’t regret the way it all went down because I really love Kalani.”

“A lot of things would be different if I’d stopped running away from confrontation and rejection and started telling people how I feel. But as you can see”—I gesture between the two of us in the small space—“I’m trying to work on that.”

“Yeah.” Emmett laughs his sweet Emmett laugh, handing me a cardboard box. “I see that.”

We exit the storage room together, each of us feeling a little lighter with those confessions off our chests. It’s good to have confirmation that Emmett actually did like me back, even if I didn’t know it at the time. And sure, maybe if I had just come out and told him how I felt back in the day, or if he had done that to me, things would’ve been different, but I don’t regret the way things played out, and neither does he. Emmett is too good, too rigid and by-the-book for my taste. As awful as it sounds, I would’ve been bored by him and his goody-two-shoes strictness and moral code, but that’s exactly the kind of predictability and stability Kalani needs. I think I’ve discovered I prefer my dates to have a devilish smirk, to know just how to rile me up, to be a bit more exciting, a bit more unpredictable, and, dare I say, even a bit more delightfully irritating.

Together, Emmett and I load our cardboard boxes with our projects from the year, reminiscing about each assignment and the design choices we made for each. It’s nice, it’s normal, it’s two friends talking about the work they’re passionate about—even if Emmett only took art to prepare for graphic design—and it’s not one of us pining over the other. But the entire time, he looks at me like he wants to say something, only to decide not to at the last second. I still feel an unsettledness in my stomach, and judging by the way he keeps trying and failing to speak, he feels the same. Emmett has always been my friend above all else through the years, and there’s still a question I need to ask him about what went down. I don’t want to ignore it for the sake of keeping things comfortable anymore.

So, after the fifth time he opens and closes his mouth, while I’m placing the ornate vase that I shaped out of clay on the pottery wheel into the box, I turn to him and say, “What is it, Emmett?”

His face turns red, and his eyes widen. “I . . . um . . . I don’t know how to say this . . . but the dates . . .”

I decide to put him out of his misery and ask what I’ve also been wondering. “Did you know what Kalani was doing with the blind dates?”

He sheepishly rubs the back of his neck with his hand. “You mean how she made them suck on purpose?”

“Yes. And the fact that she was the one who filmed me puking out of Wyatt’s car and shared it with everyone, resulting in me becoming a huge internet meme.”

Emmett slumps, regret etched all over his face. What Kalani did goes against every one of his do-the-right-thing instincts.

“I didn’t know, not until last night when she confessed to everything. She knows it was wrong, and she feels awful. She never meant for it to go that far, she just got carried away, with the dates and with the video. And I’m so sorry, Carina. If I had known, I would’ve stopped it. I didn’t even notice her taking the video while I was driving.”

Everything about his face and body language screams that he feels guilty, and even if I didn’t see it with my own eyes, I’d know he feels guilty because I know Emmett. “It’s not your fault,” I say, but it doesn’t alleviate the look in his eyes or the slouch in his shoulders.

But his guilty expression reminds me of my own twinge of guilt, which is why I ask, “Did Kalani by chance tell you about how she’s been feeling lately? About feeling left behind and like everyone is leaving her?”

“Yeah, kind of,” he says with a frown. “You know how hard it is for Kalani to open up about stuff like that. But I know generally that she’s having a tough time, and we’re going to talk about it more tonight.”

“Okay, good. I really think she should talk to someone about what’s going on.” She’s clearly struggling, and even though she’s been awful to me lately, it doesn’t mean I have any ill will toward her.

I close the flaps of the cardboard box. “Well, I better get going before lunch period is over. It was good talking to you, Emmett.” And it was. It feels like I ended a chapter that’s been a huge part of my life for the last four years, and the closure is exactly what I needed.

Picking up the heavy box filled with the last of my year’s worth of projects, I turn without feeling like there’s anything left that needs to be said, leaving Emmett behind.

“Carina!” he calls, and I twist in the doorway with a questioning raised eyebrow.

He’s rubbing the back of his neck again when he says, “Kalani’s not a bad person.”

“I know.”

He perks up at that admission then asks, “Will you guys make up?”

I shift the box in my arms as I look directly into Emmett’s bright, hopeful blue eyes. Kalani, Emi, and even Jay, over the phone when I called him and told him what happened last night, have all asked me this same question, and it’s not until right now that I know my answer.

“You know, Emmett, I’ve had a lot of time to think about it, and while I hold no grudge against her, it’s best we keep our distance for now. We haven’t been true best friends for a while. Maybe in the future, when we both grow a bit, we can reconsider, but for now, we should go our separate ways.”

My answer deflates any hope he was holding on to, but he nods in understanding. “I get it.”

The five-minute warning bell rings, and I back into the hall. “See you around, Emmett,” I say, though my heart is heavy with the realization that I probably won’t be seeing him around, especially not after next week.

Kalani and I have been best friends for so long, and it’s never easy to let go of someone who has been such a big part of your life. But as I make my way outside, the sun warm on my face and the fresh breeze gentle in my hair, I know deep down that I made the right decision.

You don’t owe your friendship to anyone, and sometimes it’s best to let people go rather than force yourself to give your time and energy to people who no longer connect with you. And who knows what the future holds? Maybe Kalani and I will both grow and we’ll reconcile and be better friends than ever, or maybe we’ll both find new paths and new friends to walk them with. But either way, here and now, I’m making the best decision for me, and I’m proud of that.


Twenty-Four

Exams pass in a flash, and before I know it, I’m done my senior year at Oakwoods. It’s bittersweet walking out of school Thursday afternoon for the last time, especially since the legacy I’m leaving behind is being Pukey McBarfface, but at the same time, I feel ready to face whatever’s next.

Saturday arrives even faster, and soon I’m in my red prom dress and four-inch stilettos with Emi beside me in the Mercedes and Daphne in the back, and we’re cruising to the banquet hall blasting “Emi and Carina’s Ultra Cool and Fun Playlist.” We had a limo booked, of course, but when we really thought about it, the three of us decided we’d rather be jamming out having fun on our own over sitting in a stuffy confined space with Emmett, Kalani, and ten other friends pretending there’s no awkward tension in the air.

I pull into the lot filled with limos and shiny, expensive cars and park near the back. Emi lowers the volume of Joan Jett & the Blackhearts’ “Bad Reputation,” which is a fitting soundtrack for our entrance.

“Let’s do this shit,” she exclaims, holding the door open for her girlfriend.

We link arms as we strut through the parking lot and the banquet hall, uncaring of people staring or whispering about us, or at least me. I’m not old news yet; in fact, the video has reached astronomical numbers, enough for even a few celebrities to comment on it. But at least their comments were lighthearted and fun, saying they’ve done the same thing after a great night out, and it made me feel kind of cool—even though my vomit was bad-fish-induced, not from alcohol and partying, but still, I’ll take the cool points.

Our friends are already all at the table, dressed in their very best dresses and suits, excitedly chatting with one another and others who walk by the table. There, talking with Vic and her girlfriend, is Kalani. She’s wearing a designer dress in her signature deep purple, with her dark curls tamed in an elegant updo and her makeup intensifying her deep brown eyes. Online votes for prom queen were due yesterday, so she’s no longer campaigning, but I’m sure she’s still anxiously awaiting the results even as she makes friendly conversation with all the people she hopes voted for her. Emmett’s beside her, his hand on her lower back, looking handsome and perfectly coordinated with Kalani in a deep, subtly purple suit with black detailing and a black bow tie.

Watching them, I wait for the jealousy or longing or butterflies to start up, but nothing comes. I feel nothing looking at Emmett’s dimples as he smiles, and that in turn makes me smile.

“Look at them, smiling and pretending like nothing happened,” Emi fumes from beside me, plucking champagne flutes from a server’s tray and passing one each to me and Daphne before downing one herself. She makes a face and discards the glass on a random table. “Ugh. That wasn’t champagne.”

Daphne sips her own. “It’s sparkling cider. They can’t serve alcohol at an official event, not even at your fancy rich-school prom,” she jokes, bumping Emi’s shoulder with a laugh.

Daphne’s giving cottagecore vibes in her light green dress with a fitted corset top and tulle skirt that flows to the floor, which is embroidered sporadically with little flowers. With her long red hair and freckles, she looks like a whimsical fairy. Her school is having their prom tonight too, but she decided to come to ours instead and spend the night with Emi. And I’m glad because I enjoy Daphne’s company, especially now that I’m not worried about being a third, or fifth, wheel.

Emi’s lips curl in a mischievous smile. “Good thing I brought my own then.” She reaches into the combat boot she paired with a designer strapless dress that’s made from crisp black tulle speckled with gold glitter and pulls out a flask.

“Emi!” Daphne and I exclaim, and Daphne snatches it from her gloating hand and tucks it under her arm before any of the teachers see.

“What?” Emi asks, discreetly taking her flask back and stuffing it in her boot. “If I have to get through dinner sitting at a table with Kalani after everything she did and not start a fight, I need reinforcements.”

I’m touched that Emi’s so offended on my behalf, and she’ll have my back through thick and thin because she’s genuinely hurt by what happened. But even so, I say, “We can still be civil.”

“Exactly,” Daphne agrees, dotingly fixing Emi’s short hair. She’s moved on from purple to a rocker dark green. It’s almost amusing to see Daphne and Emi side by side, because they have completely different aesthetics, but somehow it works.

“And we can even try to have fun,” I say, picking up two shrimp cocktails from a passing server and handing them to my friends. I’m staying away from shrimp for the foreseeable future, my stomach churning at the sight of it.

My phone buzzes, and I fish it out of my clutch. It’s a text from Jay, a picture of him, Caleb, and Ralph in their suits, smiling and looking dashing.

The most handsome men at prom, yours or ours, he captioned it, and I can’t disagree.

Jay, as always, continues to be the hottest boy I’ve ever seen. The black tux does nothing to take away from his bad boy sharp jaw and perfect angles, and my heart squeezes at the sight. Ralph and Caleb look good too; the former, in true Ralph fashion, is wearing a hideous pink-and-teal flamingo tie, which I surprisingly think looks good on him.

To reply, I take a selfie of me, Emi, and Daphne smiling at the camera and holding up our drinks or shrimp cocktails.

His reply is immediate.

I bet I can guess what color panties you’re wearing.

He adds a knowing smirk emoji for extra measure, and I laugh out loud, a secret thrill going through me at his intimate knowledge of my panty-matching tendencies when before it would’ve pissed me off.

As we head to our table for the beginning of speeches, I text him back.

You assume I’m even wearing panties in this tight dress. You know I don’t like panty lines.

“What’s the evil chuckle for?” Emi asks as she sits beside me at the table.

My phone buzzes again, and I glance down at it.

I can be there in thirty to verify that statement. Don’t you dare leave.

“You’re doing it again,” Emi comments, and I stuff my phone in my clutch, trying to contain the blush on my face.

We say hi to all our friends at the table, gushing over how great everyone looks. Kalani and Emmett sit across from us, and I give them a polite wave.

“Hey, you guys look great,” I address them over the centerpiece, secretly glad that it partially obstructs my view of them.

“You guys too,” Emmett says. “Hey, Emi. Hey, Daphne.”

Daphne repeats the greeting. Emi crosses her arms and stubbornly lifts her chin in the air, but then Daphne elbows her and Emi spits out, “Hi.”

It’s ironic to think about how everything started with Kalani claiming if I didn’t have a prom date I’d awkwardly fifth wheel them and throw off their numbers or whatever it is she said, and now here we are, at prom, not on great speaking terms, and I’m still dateless.

I never cared if I had a date to prom or not, and clearly Emi and Daphne, maybe even Emmett, didn’t either. None of our other friends at the table seem to mind, and Carson beside me even leans over and tells me I look hot in front of his date whom I don’t think he’s even said two words to before tonight.

All I wanted was to have fun with my friends before we all go our separate ways, and now I’ve essentially lost two of them anyway. Still, I’m going to make the most of tonight.

We listen to the speeches from our principal and vice-principals, and then the DJ starts up at a slightly lower volume as food is served in courses. Everyone makes conversation at the table, and though it’s kind of awkward, no one brings up the elephant in the room, and I’m grateful for that. It’s mostly talk about who they think will win prom queen, since apparently, it’s a tight race between Kalani and Yasmina. Considering it’s all she’s been talking about for weeks, Kalani seems pretty somber about it all—her smile doesn’t even reach her eyes when everyone reassures her that they voted for her and hope she wins. Despite not talking, I still voted for Kalani yesterday. It means a lot to her, and she’s clearly very unhappy right now. If winning will make her happy, then I hope she does. I don’t want to hold a grudge toward her, so I occasionally make small talk with Kalani and ask how Maleah is doing. Daphne tries as well, but Emi flat-out refuses to speak to Kalani at all.

After all the courses are served and the DJ turns up the music, we head to the dance floor. I dance with Emi and Daphne, as well as with Carson and Vic and our other friends, and by the end my stomach is in stitches from laughing so much. I even dance with Arthur, who’s in a different suit than the slightly large one he wore on our date, and he beams from ear to ear as he tells me he’s here with Monique as his date.

Prom isn’t everything I imagined it to be, but though I don’t have a date and there’s an awkward tension in the air, I have a blast anyway. I even clap for Kalani when she’s announced prom queen. Her eyes find mine in the crowd when she’s being crowned on the makeshift stage, and her smile falters the tiniest bit before brightening. I smile for her nonetheless even though I’m sad I can’t join in the genuine excitement for my friend like I would have before everything happened. This kind of stuff means a lot to her, and I hope it’s everything she imagined it would be.

Around 11:00 p.m., I check my phone and see a text from Jay.

I’m here. Come outside.

Jay’s actually here?

My text back to him is teasing.

You said thirty minutes about four hours ago. Did you get lost?

His reply is instant.

Quit being annoying and come outside.

So demanding. So irritating. So utterly irresistible.

“Hey,” Emi greets me, sweaty from dancing, with an equally sweaty Daphne in tow. “We’re being summoned outside. Grab all your things, we’re not coming back in.”

I stuff my phone in my clutch and pull the little chain out so I can wear it like a purse, leaving my hands free to hug everyone scattered on the dance floor goodbye. When I get to Kalani, we stand in front of each other, silently assessing and considering our words.

“Um, I guess I’ll see you on Monday at grad?” I start tentatively, not sure what else can be said.

She shifts uncomfortably and doesn’t meet my eyes. “Yeah, I guess.”

“Right. Okay, um . . . bye.”

“Wait, Carina,” she calls, playing with the sparkly prom queen sash nervously before dropping her hands. “I just want to say I’m sorry for everything that’s happened. I felt bad because my life is falling apart, and I just wanted someone else to feel bad like I do. It was wrong. I know it’s hard to believe, but I really am sorry.”

I can acknowledge that it takes a big person to admit fault and own up to their mistakes, and I appreciate that she’s apologizing to me, but it doesn’t change what happened. I’m sad. It hurts to lose your best friend, the person I thought knew me better than anyone. But maybe somewhere along the line, we stopped being as good of friends as I thought we were.

“I know you’re sorry,” I say finally. “I am too. But it doesn’t change everything that happened.” There’s too much damage done to properly reconcile.

“Carina!” Emi calls from the exit of the hall. “Come on!”

“I’ve got to go,” I tell Kalani, slowly backing away. “Congratulations on winning prom queen, and I hope you have a good summer.”

“Yeah, you too.”

And with that, I walk away from my best friend of ten years, feeling like complete strangers, but at the same time, being at peace with it.

Together with Emi and Daphne, I exit the banquet hall and venture into the dark parking lot illuminated by tall lampposts, finding Jay, Caleb, Ralph, Nico, and some of their other friends chatting around a group of cars. They’ve all swapped out their formal wear for casual pants and shirts.

Jay straightens from the car he was leaning on as he spots us heading over to them. He’s in a light-pink linen button-up shirt that’s undone almost to his navel, showing off his sculpted chest, which brings a blush to my face as I remember pressing up against it in nothing but my bikini. He looks downright lickable, especially as I feel his heated eyes scan me from the top of my updo to the tips of my Louboutin stilettos, no doubt looking for that panty line I teased him about earlier.

“There you are!” Ralph calls out to the three of us. “Come on, Jada’s throwing a party. There’s a bonfire and everything. Let’s go!”

“Hell yeah!” Emi exclaims, running over. “Which one of you is driving me back to my house so Daph and I can get changed?”

Ralph hooks his arms around Daphne and Emi’s shoulders, leading them away as Jay closes the space between us. Before Emi disappears into Ralph’s vehicle, she glances back at me with a not-so-subtle head nod in Jay’s direction and a wink, a look that says, Drive with him alone!

“You were wearing a red dress the first time we met,” Jay greets me, stopping in front of me. He runs a large, warm hand down my side, leaving tingles in its wake, halting at my hip and giving it a possessive squeeze. His eyes blaze as he admits, “And like that day, you’re so fucking beautiful it’s hard to believe you’re real.”

The admission makes my heart stutter, and I place my arms on his wide shoulders for stability, connecting my hands behind his neck.

“And unlike that day, I don’t have the overwhelming urge to punch you in the face,” I tease as he pulls me closer.

“Give me a couple minutes, I’m sure I can think of something to inspire that urge again.”

“Don’t ruin the moment!” I exclaim as he uses his free hand to tilt my jaw up, his burning gaze sending fire through my veins.

“You started it,” he breathes, his lips skimming mine, an intoxicating anticipation coursing through me.

But before I can feel the tantalizing pressure of his lips that I’m yearning for, a passing car honks, making us jump apart.

Ralph pulls up beside us, all the windows in his car rolled down, with Emi and Daphne in the back seat and a convoy of his friends’ cars behind him.

“Don’t take forever to get to the party,” he calls, sticking his head out the window. “You two grossly cute lovebirds can make out all night, so quit standing around and hurry up and get to Jada’s.”

Emi waggles her eyebrows suggestively from behind him, and Jay answers by giving them both the finger.

“We’ll be waiting!” Ralph yells as he pulls away. The other cars follow, and in the last car is Jay’s best friend Caleb, who waves from the driver’s seat as he passes.

“Sometimes I wonder why I’m friends with him,” Jay jokingly says about Ralph as we watch the last of the red taillights disappear down the street.

“You mean it’s not for his impeccable style?” I ask as we walk through the parking lot to my car, my heels clicking on the asphalt.

“Retro bowling alley carpet chic isn’t really my style. But if you’re into that, I can ask him where he shops.”

My objection is quick. “Don’t you dare!”

When he laughs, I add, “Plus, I’ve really come to enjoy seeing you in your signature color.”

“I have a signature color?”

How does he not know his signature color? Maybe it’s my artist eye picking up on it, or maybe he doesn’t realize he keeps gravitating toward the color pink, but I shake my head instead of answering him.

“Maybe this will help,” I say, pressing the button to open the trunk of my car. “I finished it a few days ago, and I’ve been waiting to give it to you.”

The trunk slowly opens, and my nerves grow more and more intense with each inch it reveals. Doubts cross my mind, but I push them away just as quickly as they pop up.

With hands steadier and more confident than I feel, I reach in and pull out the twelve-by-sixteen canvas, turning it to face him.

He gasps. Like an audible gasp that I’ve never heard from Jay before.

“Carina . . .” He trails off, and I realize I must’ve really caught him off guard because it’s one of the rare times he’s called me by my actual name.

I’m always nervous when sharing my work with others, but it feels more intimate, more nerve-racking when Jay’s gaze glides along canvas, taking in each and every detail of the painting I poured my soul into. Every stroke, every color, every texture is a reflection of my vulnerability and the feelings that I laid bare on the canvas that night he left my house after the video went viral.

It’s a portrait in my contemporary style and limited color palette, and it’s of Jay. He once told me I should paint him because he’s the handsomest guy I know, and I can’t deny that he’s made an incredible subject for this painting. I surprised even myself by conveying his personality and spirit so masterfully in this one still image, or at least, conveying how I see him.

I’ve captured his intense, smoldering eyes, his playful yet cocky smirk, his charming but guarded personality. The entire thing is done in different shades and tones of pink, perfect for Jay, but it also lends the painting both a playful calmness and a passionate ferocity that’s distinctly Jay. It might be my favorite portrait I’ve ever painted.

“Holy shit,” he breathes, finally lifting his gaze from the painting to meet my eyes. “You’re incredible. This is the best art I’ve ever seen.”

His words and the way he’s looking at me are so raw and genuine that it leaves me breathless, making the air around us thick with an electric tension. I suddenly know that Jay, the boy who’s so irritating and knows exactly how to get under my skin and threatened to throw me off a cliff, gets me. And he gets my art, my feelings, and my view and interpretation of the world.

Suddenly feeling stripped bare and vulnerable, I attempt to lighten the mood by joking, “You’re only saying that because it’s a painting of you, and your ego is bigger than the canvas.”

He doesn’t take the bait, his eyes still so beautifully sincere and overwhelming, causing the butterflies in my stomach to erupt in a frenzy. “No. I mean it. You are so fucking talented, Carina. Can I keep it?”

“Yeah, I, um . . .” I clear my throat, shaking off the way my body’s reacting to his praise. “I made it for you.”

“Thank you,” he says, taking the painting and looking at it again like he’s noticing more details this time around. “You really, really should consider going to college for art instead of business.”

“Actually, I had a call with an academic advisor from OCAD the other day, that art school I didn’t think I was good enough for, and I decided I’m going to apply.”

“Really? That’s amazing!”

His excitement is infectious, and the last of my nerves morph into confidence. He’s the first person I’ve told besides my parents, and they’re always supportive, so it’s encouraging to know he’s rooting for me too. And if there’s one thing I know about Jay, it’s that he’d never lie to me, even if it hurt my feelings—especially if it hurt my feelings— so he’d tell me if I was making a stupid decision.

“It’s part of the whole grab-life-by-the-balls philosophy I’ve recently adopted,” I say.

His lips twitch, remembering when he told me to grab life by the balls when we were at Boscoe’s pop-up art exhibit.

When he doesn’t comment on it, I continue, “If I’m accepted, it will be for next year. But the academic advisor said the courses I’m planning on taking at Toronto Metropolitan University will count as transfer credits, so I’ll only be behind by a few credits instead of a whole year.”

“I’m happy for you, Princess. You’re making the right call.” He gently places the painting back in the trunk, only dragging his eyes away from it at the last second. “What’s changed from the last time we talked about it?”

I shrug. What hasn’t changed? “I was scared of putting myself out there before and facing rejection. But after everything that’s happened, I figured who cares if they reject me? At least I tried.”

“Grabbing life by the balls,” Jay repeats approvingly with a grin as I close the trunk and we walk to our respective sides of the car. Looking at me over the roof, he says, “This calls for celebration. Why don’t we go cliff jumping? You’re practically a pro at it now.”

“Absolutely not. Once was enough for my entire lifetime.”

He laughs as we open our car doors and slide into our seats, not surprised by my response at all. The small space of my car instantly fills with the delicious spicy, fresh scent that’s distinctly Jay, and I barely stop myself from making my infatuated sniffing obvious.

“All right,” Jay says as I start the car. “How about tacos? Tomorrow night? I promise you won’t have to jump out a bathroom window or fake an emergency call. We might even make it through appetizers this time.”

It would be nice to actually taste the tacos this time instead of frantically stuffing them into my mouth to make a hasty escape. And the fact that it would be with Jay, a guaranteed good time, is a bonus too.

My laugh is carefree as I pull out of the parking lot, excited for the first time about what the unknown future holds.

“It’s a date.”
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Reading Group Guide

	Kalani suggests that Carina go on blind dates to put herself out there, but Carina has been hung up on Emmett for years. If your friend was hopelessly in love with someone unattainable—like a person already in a relationship—what advice would you give to help them deal with unrequited love?

	Carina’s blind dates grow worse and worse, finding the distraction from Emmett she wanted in ways she hadn’t quite expected. Do you believe serial dating can help someone get over a person they have feelings for?

	How do you think friendships are portrayed in the novel? Do you feel they are authentic? How do you relate to Carina’s relationships to Kalani and Emi? 

	Carina and Jay’s first meeting is anything but a meet-cute, as the two quickly land in a mutual annoyance. Considering their interactions prior to their blind date, as well as Carina’s friends’ encouragement, would you give Jay a chance? Or would your negative impression of him ruin any potential of a budding romance?

	On their first date, Arthur details what his future with Carina will look like, from their hypothetical kids to all the housework he expects her to do. And to make matters worse—his mother joins them. In your opinion, what’s the worst thing a blind date could do or say to have you running to the nearest exit?

	As Carina spends more time with Jay, she is surprised to realize he has a caring side: He helps her during a tense moment at a party, saves her from paying an expensive bill after her date abandons her, and takes her to an art exhibition. At what moment do you believe their relationship evolves from frenemies into something more romantic? Did one of them fall before the other?

	Despite not officially being friends, Carina opens up to Jay about her feelings for Emmett—and the awkwardness of having feelings for your best friend’s boyfriend. Why do you think it’s easier for her to be vulnerable with someone she dislikes, opposed to her closest friends? Do you agree with how he responded to her confession?

	Holding onto feelings for one person for so long can sometimes make you miss out on the other opportunities—and people—that are right for you. Carina and Jay may have had a rough start, but it’s clear they enjoy each other’s company. If Carina wasn’t hung up on Emmett for so many years, is there a chance that she and Jay would’ve gotten together sooner? Or did they meet at the perfect time?

	Carina builds a negative opinion of Jay after a bad first impression, while longingly doting on Emmett from afar for years despite him being in a relationship. Through the course of the book, she realizes that there is so much she was blind to—both positive and negative. In your opinion, how similar are blind judgment and blind infatuation, and how might that bias affect your relationship with someone?

	In a hurtful revelation, Carina exposes Kalani for purposefully setting her up on bad dates. If your best friend had been humiliating you behind your back, how would you react? Who would you confide in?

	After a video of her puking outside of Wyatt’s car goes viral, Carina skips school and hides away from her classmates. When it’s revealed that the person who recorded and spread the video is Kalani, she is left mortified. In your opinion, after years of friendship, is this something you could forgive?

	Through a string of friendship breakups and makeups, a developing relationship with Jay, and the decision to apply to OCAD, Carina finally ends her turbulent senior year. What do you think was the biggest lesson she’s learned in her last year of high school?
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