
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
				Praise for

				Kasie West

			
			“Hits all the right notes.”

			—Kirkus Reviews on Sunkissed

			“Light, frothy, swoony!”

			—SLJ on Sunkissed

			“This is a perfect romance for reading on a road trip or at the beach.”

			—The Bulletin on Places We’ve Never Been

			“Sweet teen romance.”

			—SLJ on Places We’ve Never Been

			“Borrow My Heart is a sweet treat you won’t want to put down.”

			—Culturess on Borrow My Heart

			“Fun and lighthearted.”

			—Booklist on Listen to Your Heart

			“Kasie West books are our kind of comfort food—romantic, light and cute!”

			—Justine Magazine on Lucky in Love

			“The perfect romantic comedy.”

			—VOYA on P.S. I Like You

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	OceanofPDF.com


		
			Also by Kasie West

			
				
					[image: A series of four sketched hearts.]
				

			

			The Distance Between Us

			Pivot Point

			Split Second

			On the Fence

			The Fill-In Boyfriend

			P.S. I Like You

			By Your Side

			Love, Life, and the List

			Lucky in Love

			Listen to Your Heart

			Fame, Fate, and the First Kiss

			Maybe This Time

			Moment of Truth

			Sunkissed

			Places We’ve Never Been

			Borrow My Heart

			Better Than Revenge

		

	OceanofPDF.com


		
			
			[image: Book Title, Room to Breathe, Author, Kasie West, Imprint, Delacorte Romance]
		

	OceanofPDF.com


		
			Delacorte Romance

			An imprint of Random House Children’s Books

			A division of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			GetUnderlined.com

			Text copyright © 2026 by Kasie West

			Cover art copyright © 2026 by Ana Hard

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			DELACORTE ROMANCE with colophon is a registered trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Editor: Wendy Loggia

			Cover Designer: Casey Moses

			Interior Designer: Michelle Canoni, adapted for ebook

			Production Editor: Jamie Johnson

			Managing Editor: Tamar Schwartz

			Production Manager: Liz Sutton

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available upon request.

			Trade Paperback ISBN 9780593897720

			Ebook ISBN 9780593897737

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			Random House Children’s Books supports the First Amendment and celebrates the right to read.

			ep_prh_7.3a_154569606_c0_r0

		

	OceanofPDF.com


		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

			

			
				Chapter 1: Now

			

			
				Chapter 2: Then

			

			
				Chapter 3: Now

			

			
				Chapter 4: Then

			

			
				Chapter 5: Now

			

			
				Chapter 6: Then

			

			
				Chapter 7: Now

			

			
				Chapter 8: Then

			

			
				Chapter 9: Now

			

			
				Chapter 10: Then

			

			
				Chapter 11: Now

			

			
				Chapter 12: Then

			

			
				Chapter 13: Now

			

			
				Chapter 14: Then

			

			
				Chapter 15: Now

			

			
				Chapter 16: Then

			

			
				Chapter 17: Now

			

			
				Chapter 18: Then

			

			
				Chapter 19: Now

			

			
				Chapter 20: Then

			

			
				Chapter 21: Now

			

			
				Chapter 22: Then

			

			
				Chapter 23: Now

			

			
				Chapter 24: Then

			

			
				Chapter 25: Now

			

			
				Chapter 26: Then

			

			
				Chapter 27: Now

			

			
				Chapter 28: Then

			

			
				Chapter 29: Now

			

			
				Chapter 30: Then

			

			
				Chapter 31: Now

			

			
				Chapter 32: Then

			

			
				Chapter 33: Now

			

			
				Chapter 34: Then

			

			
				Chapter 35: Now

			

			
				Chapter 36: Then

			

			
				Chapter 37: Now

			

			
				Chapter 38: Now

			

			
				Chapter 39: Now

			

			
				Chapter 40: Now

			

			
				Chapter 41: Now

			

			
				Chapter 42: Six Months Later

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				About the Author

			

		

	_154569606_

	OceanofPDF.com
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				Chapter 1

				Now

			
			“Key, key, key. There has to be one in here,” I muttered as I opened cupboards and riffled through drawers in the teachers’ lounge. I glanced over my shoulder, thinking someone was coming, but it was just voices in the hall, passing by. I’d had detention after school, so there weren’t many people left, but I was sure a random teacher or two were still on campus ready to discover me. I needed to be quick.

			Half a tray of Subway wraps sat on the table behind me, making the entire room smell like onions and pickles. I opened the last drawer only to find napkins and plastic utensils. I slammed it shut, and the locked pouch in my hand containing my cellphone banged against the cupboard below.

			I didn’t think teachers should be able to lock up phones. But our school had implemented this policy two years ago, and it was “going so well.” The policy was: Students were to keep their phones in their backpacks during class. If you were caught looking at it, your phone had to be locked up.

			No matter how briefly you were looking at it. No matter why you were looking at it.

			I had been caught.

			It was now the end of the day. Not just any day—Friday. And my phone was still locked up. Useless in the small bag. Mr. Lopez, who had been running detention today, told me that the teacher who locked it up had to be the one to unlock it. I knew that wasn’t true. Mr. Lopez was just being a power-hungry jerk. But I hadn’t had time to fight about it if I wanted to catch Mrs. Thiessen before she went home for the weekend. I’d left the room quickly in search of her. She was the one who had caught me looking at my phone. The one who had stopped mid-lecture, put her hands on her hips, and said, “Indy, something interesting on the screen?”

			My eyes had shot to hers. To my disappointment, the answer to her question was no, there was nothing interesting on my phone. Definitely not the text I’d been waiting for. “Putting it away.”

			She went to her desk and pulled out a lock bag. “You know the rules. And it’s not your first offense this week.” She tossed the bag onto my desk.

			“Seriously?” I wanted to throw the lock bag across the room. I refrained. I got zero recognition for my excellent willpower.

			In fact, I got the opposite when she said, “And now you have detention too.”

			“Cool,” I said.

			Ava and Caroline laughed behind me and Mrs. Thiessen shot me another look. Surprisingly, she didn’t tack on some other punishment. She waited in front of my desk for me to turn off my phone, slide it into the small bag, and lock it closed. I maintained eye contact with her while completing the task. She gave me a satisfied nod and continued her lecture like she’d never stopped.

			But apparently, she’d forgotten about me and my phone, because when I checked her room after detention she had already left. With the key. And so here I was in the teachers’ lounge searching for a different key. I was pretty sure they were universal. Some sort of magnet mechanism.

			If I couldn’t free my phone, I was screwed. I’d been taking notes on it. Notes I needed. Maybe. I squeezed my eyes shut, wishing I could check my texts. Taking my phone for an entire weekend was cruel and unusual punishment.

			I turned a circle in the room. “If I were an overly controlling teacher, where would I put a key?” My eyes landed on the door to the bathroom. Maybe? What could it hurt? I’d already exhausted my search of the lounge. I might as well be thorough.

			I walked inside, the heavy door swinging shut behind me. First I went to the sink and opened the cupboards below it. There was a four-pack of toilet paper, a toilet plunger, air freshener, and a basket of feminine hygiene products. I dug around inside that basket, but there was no hidden key. There were two stalls in the room. The back one was a larger handicapped stall and I went inside, but it was just a standard bathroom—toilet, paper, handrails, and seat protectors. There was a high window above the toilet, but no keys sat on its ledge. The smaller stall was the same story. The walls were mostly tile, and there were no hooks holding keys. I didn’t know why I thought it would be in the bathroom, anyway.

			I was going to have to cut open the bag. I’d seen some scissors in one of the drawers in the lounge. I didn’t want to have to destroy the lock bag. I was sure the school would charge me for it. How much could a small pouch like this cost? Way more than I had in my bank account, considering I only had about five dollars. Would I be expelled?

			Whatever. Desperate times and all that.

			I went back to the door and gripped the handle, pushing it down. But it stopped short. I twisted the lock on the handle but it just spun and spun. That’s when I noticed a small brick sitting on the right side of the door with a sign above it that read: Broken lock, use to prop open door when inside.

			This was a joke, right? I looked at the brick, then back at the broken lock. “No,” I said. “This isn’t happening.” I tugged on the handle. It didn’t budge. I twisted the lock again, slowly this time, seeing if it would catch. It didn’t.

			I lifted the bag in my hand and tried to rip open the lock holding my cellphone hostage. It was made of some sort of rubbery material that could’ve very well been what they made superhero suits from, because it was stretchy yet impenetrable. I growled in frustration and tossed my phone onto the counter next to the sink.

			I needed to think. I pressed my palms to my temples as if I could squeeze a viable solution out of my brain.

			The window.

			I fast-walked to the back stall and looked up at the window. It was too high to reach from the floor. I approached the toilet and tried not to think too hard. I slid my backpack off my shoulders and dropped it into the corner farthest from the toilet. Then I braced myself on the wall to climb onto the seat, glad I had put on tennis shoes this morning instead of flip-flops.

			There were hinges at the top of the window, which told me it opened inward and probably only a couple of inches. More of a vent than a window. I twisted the gold handle at the bottom and pulled. Six inches. That’s about what it gave me. Enough to wedge my face in the small opening and peer outside. I couldn’t see anyone through the screen. The only thing I could see was a tree. It was unseasonably warm for late February and its branches were full of pink blossoms. They’d fall off with the next cold spell.

			The sidewalks were empty. At least the small stretch of sidewalk behind the teachers’ lounge bathroom.

			“Hello!” I called anyway. “Anybody out there?”

			I wondered if the janitors were still here. Our janitors only worked during school hours, and once again it was Friday, after hours. Any other day and they might have stayed late, but everyone wanted to flee on Fridays. I wanted to flee.

			“Hello!” I called again, just in case.

			Nothing.

			I climbed down, leaving the window open so I could hear if anyone came by, then squatted by my backpack, wondering if I had something inside to help me unlock the door or free my cellphone. Everyone may have treated me like a delinquent, but I didn’t actually carry around lockpicking tools or sharp objects. I unzipped the front pocket and dug through it anyway. The sharpest thing I had was a pen. In my frustration, I freed it from my backpack and used it to carve Mrs. T sucks onto the back of the stall door.

			Okay, maybe I was a delinquent.

			Speaking of people who thought I was a troublemaker, how long would it take my parents to wonder where I was? They would assume I’d gone to Cody’s after school. They didn’t know we’d broken up two weeks ago.

			Actually, breaking up required two people who thought they were in a relationship in the first place. I wasn’t sure he’d ever acknowledged that fact. Regardless, we were no longer talking. I didn’t tell my parents, because they would’ve been happy about that—they hated him, and I needed to be sad for at least a couple more weeks even though he didn’t deserve my sadness.

			Maybe this was karma, me being stuck in the bathroom, for how I’d been acting for the past couple of months. Maybe I’d be here all weekend. Maybe the fluorescent lights and the slight aroma of mildew would be enough to transform me back into my old self. The one my mom could say she recognized. Because just three days ago, she’d told me she didn’t recognize this one. That makes two of us, Mom was what I should’ve said. What I really said was I don’t recognize the new you either.

			No, I couldn’t be here all weekend. I needed to be out tonight. I had to show up tomorrow, letter in hand, or my mom would never forgive me. I needed the notes from my phone.

			Laughter sounded out the window and I gasped and ran back to the toilet, climbing up.

			“Hello!”

			“Hello!” came a voice. I couldn’t see anyone.

			“Over here!” I called.

			“Over here!” they parroted, and then there was more laughter and echoey running through one of the outdoor breezeways. And then silence.

			“Seriously?” I growled.

			Behind me the glorious sound of the door opening rang out. I twisted toward it and my foot slipped. My chin hit the windowsill on my way down and my foot landed in the toilet. I let out a loud curse but then managed to yell, “Hold the door! Hold the door!” as I yanked my now-dripping wet foot out of the toilet, pressed a hand to my aching chin, and ran out of the stall just in time to watch the door shut.

			“Are you an idiot?” I said to the back of a guy who was standing at the sink. He didn’t turn, just picked up my phone pouch and inspected it before setting it back down. Then he slid something that sounded like glass across the counter.

			I stood there, out of breath, water squishing out of my sock and through my shoe and puddling on the floor when I shifted my weight. He turned, and as he did I saw the earbud in his ear. He hadn’t heard me. Our eyes locked and my expression fell, then hardened. His did the same.

			I was now stuck in the bathroom with someone I’d only seen up close once in the past two months. Someone I had never wanted to see up close again. Someone who felt the exact same way about me, I was sure.

			Beau Eubanks.
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				Chapter 2

				Then

			
			“You still studying?” Mom asked, tying her robe as she walked down the stairs.

			“Not still. Again,” I said, flipping to the next flash card. “I did not stay up all night.” Maybe I should’ve.

			“Good, because rest is important too,” she said, kissing the top of my head as she walked by where I sat at the kitchen table.

			“Speaking of rest,” I teased, “you slept late.” It was nearly eight. My ride was going to be here in five minutes. Mom usually woke up at seven. She was a registered nurse at the hospital and her shift started the same time school did.

			“I know. I’m running a little late. Did you get something to eat? I can make you some eggs really quick.”

			“I already ate. Thanks.” I flipped to the next card, repeating the definition of mitochondria in my head.

			Mom came out of the pantry with a protein bar. She placed it on top of my backpack, which was sitting on the table. “For later.”

			“Thanks, Mums,” I said in a terrible British accent.

			“No problem.”

			That’s when my dad came down the stairs. I was surprised. Dad was normally long gone by now. Had he overslept as well? He had his cell pressed to his ear and was dressed in a suit and tie. Maybe he was in court today. He rarely went all out if he was only going into the office.

			“He’s still here?” I asked.

			Mom gave a short nod.

			Dad held the phone away from his ear for a second and said good morning to me. “Have a good day at school.” Then he was back on his phone. He grabbed the protein bar off my backpack, kissed my mom on the cheek, and left out the garage door.

			Mom sighed and got me another bar.

			“Is he late too?” I asked.

			“No, just dealing with some drama.”

			“What drama?” I asked.

			She shook her head.

			“Confidential kinda drama?” I asked. Sometimes, due to the nature of his job, Dad really couldn’t talk about it.

			“Yes,” she said, pouring coffee from the pot I had started earlier into a travel mug.

			“Oh!” I said. “Speaking of drama, my printer is out of ink. Can I use the one in Dad’s office?”

			“What does that have to do with drama?” she asked.

			“My printer. It’s a drama queen,” I said in a duh voice.

			She laughed. “Yes, go use his printer.”

			I shoved my flash cards into my backpack and rushed to his office, mad at myself for nearly forgetting to print out this homework assignment. That wasn’t like me. But when my printer had just produced blank pages last night, I told myself I’d do it this morning. I pulled up Google Docs on my phone and tapped print on my latest essay. The printer hummed to life.

			My phone buzzed with a text: here

			Give me two minutes, I texted back.

			The printer finished and I scooped up the papers, shoved them into my backpack, and spun toward the door. In the process, my backpack swept a stack of papers off the desk and my foot slammed into the shredder, knocking it over and spreading even more paper across the floor.

			“Stupid,” I muttered to myself, picking up both stacks and putting them back into their respective piles. I turned a circle to make sure I hadn’t missed anything, then left the office.

			“Ava’s here!” I called toward the kitchen. “See you later, Mom!”

			“Good luck on your test!”

			“I don’t need luck. I have brains.”

			“Yes! You do!”

			I pulled the door closed behind me and walked the pathway to my best friend’s car. I was last on the pickup route, so I always got the back seat on the way to school. I climbed in. “Sorry, everyone. Had to print out the AP Lit essay.”

			“Ugh,” Caroline said.

			“That thing was the worst!” Ava agreed.

			Beau was in the back with me, like he always was. Our carpool placement actually represented our friendship dynamic well. We were all close, but Ava and Caroline were close and Beau and I were even closer. The best friends in our group of best friends.

			I shoved his shoulder for no reason at all except that I thought it was funny. He Frisbeed a flash card in my direction and it hit my arm. I was wearing a jean jacket today—October was finally starting to feel like fall—so his card did zero damage. I picked it up from where it had landed on the seat between us. It was a cell diagram. He was studying too. Of course he was.

			“It’s Friday!” Ava said. “Time to contribute to the gas cup.” She held up an empty 7-Eleven Slurpee cup and I dug a ten out of my bag and dropped it into the little hole at the top.

			“And?” she prompted.

			“Thank you, our benevolent ruler, for driving,” I said with an eye roll, knowing everyone else in this car had already said this today. Ava had straight dark hair, and the way she raised one black eyebrow at me in the rearview mirror made her look regal, like she really could be the leader of our little group.

			She pulled onto the road. “You’re welcome.”

			My eyes skimmed over the drawing of the cell on the flash card.

			“Are you both studying?” Caroline asked, looking back. She had strawberry-blond hair that was naturally wavy and big brown eyes.

			“I don’t know how much more we can possibly smash into our brains,” Ava said.

			“Have to maintain my class rank,” Beau said with a smirk. He acted like he was kidding, but I knew there was truth to his statement. He was number four in our class, one tiny spot ahead of me, and he wanted to be number one. I didn’t necessarily care about beating him; I just wanted to stay top ten by the time we graduated. I knew it would help with college and scholarship applications. Okay, maybe beating him would give me a little satisfaction as well. Only because it would bother him so much.

			I tucked the card back into his stack and he offered me a distracted smile. Beau was cute. Big blue eyes, thick brown hair, a crooked smile. Annoyingly my heart fluttered. It did that sometimes around Beau. I always chalked it up to the fact that I cared about him a lot. He was my best friend. The four of us had been friends since seventh grade, when our parents connected through some rideshare app that organized carpools by proximity. Before we got our licenses, our moms did the driving. Now Ava did because she didn’t like Beau’s car and because Caroline and I didn’t have cars yet.

			My parents told me when I could save a thousand dollars, they’d help me buy one. Something about appreciating something more when you had to sacrifice for it. I thought I’d appreciate a car regardless of my sacrifice, but I’d managed to save six hundred so far.

			A truck pulled in front of Ava from a side road. She lay on her horn.

			Caroline put her hand to her chest. “Don’t trigger road rage.” Caroline was the kind of person who didn’t like to draw attention to herself or risk offending people.

			Ava was the opposite. “I had to let him know that he’s an idiot.”

			Beau had his nose back in his flash cards.

			“Maybe if you eat those flash cards you’ll assimilate the information better,” I said.

			He raised an eyebrow in my direction. “You should write that down as one of your essay answers for the test. See what Ms. Crane thinks of that biological theory.”

			“She’d think it was sound.”

			This time he shoved my shoulder. I laughed.

			“Do I have to separate you two for the drive home?” Ava asked in a spot-on impersonation of her mother.

			“That was creepy,” Caroline said.

			“Your mom used to hate it when we laughed in the car,” I said.

			“She doesn’t like noise, happy or sad,” Ava said.

			“Then she had way too many kids,” Beau said. Ava was the second-youngest of five.

			“I think her noise intolerance is a result of the kids, not a precursor.” She pulled into the school lot and parked where she always did—underneath the third row of solar-paneled shade structures.

			Beau’s girlfriend, Harper, was waiting for us on the grass bordering the asphalt. Well, she was waiting for Beau, but our foursome was often seen as one entity, so sometimes I used collective verbiage to denote both the individual and the group.

			For example, We ran a great race today, when Caroline participated in any cross-country meet. We look adorable, when Ava put on pretty much any outfit in her closet. We have an amazing singing voice, when Beau sang along to car songs or participated in a choir performance.

			I didn’t really have a thing that the group could collectively claim. I mean, I did. I was smart. That was my only thing. And since it was my only thing, I worked hard at it. Would not let myself slip. But we were all smart, so my friends didn’t need to claim my abilities for that.

			We climbed out of the car and Beau scooped Harper up in a hug. She was short, much shorter than my five-foot-nine height. The perfect height to scoop, it seemed. She let out a squeal.

			I liked Harper. They’d only been dating a few months, but she was funny and seemed to like Beau a lot, so that was a plus.

			“I’m having a Halloween party,” she announced when Beau set her down. “You all have to come.”

			“I haven’t celebrated Halloween since I was ten,” I said.

			“Not true,” Beau said. “We did that trunk-or-treat thing in seventh grade.”

			“Oh yeah,” Ava said. “Remember? My mom decorated our trunk like a graveyard.”

			“Oh, right,” I said. “I’d forgotten about that.”

			“How could you forget about that?” she teased. “It was so memorable.”

			Ava pressed the lock button on her key fob and we all headed across the parking lot toward campus.

			“Is it a dress-up kind of party?” I asked.

			“Yes,” Harper said. “Absolutely. I won’t let you in if you don’t dress up.”

			I could respect someone who went all out for their parties.

			“We should go as the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles,” Caroline said.

			“I call Michelangelo,” Ava said.

			“I’m Leonardo,” Beau said.

			“How about the Golden Girls instead?” I said, throwing Beau a smile.

			“I call Blanche!” Ava said.

			“You would pick the ho,” I said.

			“Do not slut-shame Blanche,” Ava said.

			“Um, hello,” Harper said. “You can’t pick a foursome for my Halloween party. We’re either going as a pair”—she pointed at herself and Beau—“or we’re going as a fivesome.” She used her finger to draw a circle in the air around the group of us.

			Oh…right…there were five of us.

			“Exactly,” Beau said with a smirk. “What is wrong with you all?”

			She smacked him playfully on the shoulder. He picked her up and spun her around saying, “Sorry, babe.”

			Caroline scrunched her nose at me and quietly said, “There are no good famous fivesomes. We’ll have to encourage a three and two situation.”

			“Agreed,” I said under my breath.

			We headed toward the science building and my nerves kicked up again, thinking about the test that awaited us in class. I was getting a 94 percent in biology, but I wanted that to be higher. If being smart was my only thing, making sure my grades proved it was my singular task.

			Beau squeezed my arm. I must’ve had my worried face on.

			“You’ll do great,” he whispered. “You always do.”

			My heart did that stupid flutter again.

			A guy on a skateboard brushed by me, nearly knocking me over.

			“Watch it!” Beau called after him. The guy just held his middle finger in the air without looking back.

			“Feet on the ground!” a teacher called. There was a strict no skating on campus policy.

			We went to a charter school, so it wasn’t huge, but I didn’t know everyone. Especially if they weren’t juniors, like we were. And I assumed the guy who had just skated by was a freshman or sophomore until Harper said, “I give him two weeks until he’s expelled again.”

			“You know him?” I asked.

			“He lives on my street. Cody Pratchett. He’s a senior.”

			“Well, if you see him later, you can return the gesture,” I said.

			“I think the original gesture was for me,” Beau said.

			“Well, the return gesture can be from us, then.”

			“I’ll pass on the message,” Harper said.

			“I thought he was cute,” Ava said. “Along with the message they’re giving him, tell him I say hi.”

			“He nearly knocked me over,” I responded.

			“That added points.” She laughed.

			“You’re a brat,” I said.

			Caroline opened the door to the building. The bell was about to ring, so the halls were packed. Beau reached into his back pocket and pulled out his flash cards.

			He passed them over to me. “You might want to eat these, let them assimilate. It’s the only way you’ll score better than me on this test.”

			I narrowed my eyes at him and dropped them into the nearest trash can. “The info has already been assimilated. I don’t need extra help to beat you.”

			He gave me a teasing smile. When we got our scores back two days later, he’d beaten me by two percentage points. I’d have to study twice as hard next time.
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				Chapter 3

				Now

			
			Beau’s hard eyes gave me a once-over, from the shaggy haircut I’d gotten a couple of weeks ago, to the chunky black strip behind my ear I’d dyed at home myself a month ago that stood out dark against my light brown hair, and all the way down to the puddle of toilet water surrounding my foot. He didn’t seem confused by that, only disgusted. My chin still throbbed from hitting it on the windowsill, but I resisted the urge to touch it.

			Without a word, he turned toward the door. I let a smug smile come onto my face and leaned against the wall to see how his big brain was going to handle this snag in his plan. I didn’t want to be stuck in here with Beau Eubanks, but if I had to be, I was going to enjoy watching him realize he was stuck in here with me.

			He tugged on the handle. It didn’t move. He twisted the lock. It turned in place. His head whipped toward the brick on the floor. He was probably reading the sign above it. Then he tried the handle again. Finally he plucked out his AirPods, pocketed them, and turned around.

			“What did you do?” he asked.

			“Oh, I did this?” I said with an exaggerated eye roll.

			“I don’t see anyone else here,” he said.

			Was he serious? “I broke the lock, brought a brick here, made a sign that is obviously at least a month old, and have been camping in the teachers’ bathroom waiting for, what…you?”

			“It’s possible.”

			“Even if I wanted to see you, which I don’t, why would I think you’d be in the teachers’ bathroom?” My eyes went to the counter he’d been at minutes ago and I saw what he’d deposited there: a jar of mints. I let out a loud laugh. “You brought the teachers mints? Did you leave snacks in their lounge? Tidy up their mess? You really will do anything to make sure you lock down spot number one at school, won’t you? I bet your mommy is so proud.”

			“Not anything,” he said, arms crossed. “That’s you.”

			“You know nothing, Beau,” I snapped, anger flaring in my chest.

			He looked around. “Then what are you doing here? Vandalizing the place?”

			I was still holding the pen in my grip and I couldn’t deny that, yes, I had been using it to vandalize. “Thinking about picking the lock.”

			“You can’t pick a lock from the inside.”

			“Thank goodness you showed up to tell me that. Had you heard me yelling for you to hold the door, we’d already be out of here.”

			“Had you not had your foot in the toilet, I would’ve seen you and never come inside in the first place.”

			“Why don’t you go put your head in the toilet. Give us both some peace.”

			“It might be the more pleasant option in this situation.”

			“Couldn’t agree more.”

			“Nice,” he said sarcastically.

			“Nice,” I said, my breathing hard. I tried to control it for several moments. He didn’t need to know he was having any effect on me. Who was I kidding, he already knew. He could always read me. I channeled all my energy into controlling my expression. He was silent. I could usually read him too, but he was just wearing a stoic scowl.

			“Well,” I said, hating to ask him for anything but feeling like the situation warranted it. “Can you call one of your friends? Get us out of here?” Maybe he’d let me borrow his phone while we were waiting so I could text my mom.

			“Why haven’t you called anyone? Don’t have many friends these days?”

			The words stung, stabbed me right through the heart, which was exactly where he’d been aiming, I was sure. I gritted my teeth and nodded at my jailed phone on the counter.

			Realization came over his face in the form of a smug lip quirk. “Of course, your phone is locked up.” And because he was smart, always had been, he made the next logical leap as well. “You were looking for a key, weren’t you? Thought you’d find one in the bathroom?”

			“I get it, I’m an idiot. Will you just call someone already?”

			He took a deep breath. “My phone is in my backpack.”

			My eyes shot to his shoulders, where I didn’t see any straps, then to the ground, where I didn’t see a bag. He jerked his head toward the locked door. “I set it down out there when I was getting the mints out of it.”

			I groaned. “Okay…well, how long until someone realizes you’re missing?”

			“I was going to the bonfire tonight.”

			“And Ava and Caroline won’t wonder where you are when you don’t show up?”

			“Maybe. You know Caroline spends most of her time with Luca. And Ava’s grandparents are in town.”

			I did not, in fact, know either of those things. That’s what happened when you no longer talked to your best friends. You were no longer privy to information about their lives. “Great,” I said.

			“Nobody will notice you’re missing? Your parents? Cody?”

			“No,” I said without any other explanation. I would not be explaining anything to Beau.

			I shifted my weight again and more water squished out of my shoe. I sighed and marched toward the paper towel dispenser. He backed up quickly, as though he thought I was going to punch him or bodycheck him or something.

			I shot him a look. “Seriously?”

			“Warranted,” he said.

			“Whatever.”

			I finished my walk and slammed down the handle on the side of the metal box several times, dispensing a long strip of brown paper. I ripped it off and then went back to the puddle, dropping the towel on top. It immediately turned a dark brown, soaking up the water. I toed out of my wet shoe, peeled off my sock, and dropped them both in the stall by my backpack. Then I got more paper towels and added them to the floor until they no longer changed color. I washed my foot with soap in the sink, dried it, then sat down, leaning up against the wall.

			“Looks about right,” he said. “Just cover up your messes. Don’t clean them up.”

			“Shut up, Beau.”

			“Tell me I’m wrong.”

			“Don’t talk to me. We can just sit in silence until one of your people comes and rescues you.” I hoped that was sooner rather than later.

			“Gladly,” he said. “I’d forgotten how grating the sound of your voice is.”

			“What you’re hearing is hate.”

			“Goes both ways.”
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				Chapter 4

				Then

			
			“The Powerpuff Girls?” Caroline asked.

			“Yes, sounds perfect,” I said.

			“Or maybe Alvin and the Chipmunks.”

			“Ew, no,” Ava said. She was on the floor in front of my full-length mirror, touching up her makeup. “My mom says we should go as Charlie’s Angels—the Lucy Liu version.” Her mom sometimes called us Charlie’s Angels because we sort of fit the visual: Ava was Asian, and Caroline and I kind of looked like the other two angels in that we were white with the right hair color. She called Beau our Charlie.

			I would shake my head at Beau whenever she’d say this and mouth, In your dreams.

			He would say, out loud, “My little angels.”

			Ava’s mom found this very charming. I would never let him know that it kind of was.

			“I don’t think anyone our own age will get the reference,” Caroline said now, “unless we write it across our foreheads or something. Angel.” She pretended to draw angel on her forehead.

			“Plus, without Beau, who would be our Charlie?” Ava said, uncapping her lip gloss.

			“We are spending way too much brainpower thinking of these costumes,” I said. I was lying on my back on my bed, my head over the side, looking at the world upside down.

			“We only have like three weeks until the party,” Caroline said. She was scrolling her phone, looking for good choices. Caroline liked to have things planned. It helped her feel less anxious if she knew exactly what was going to happen. “Harper didn’t give us a whole lot of notice.”

			“I don’t think people will take it too seriously,” I said. I didn’t want her to stress over something that was supposed to be fun.

			She continued to scroll. “You heard what she said. She won’t let people in who aren’t dressed up. That sounds pretty serious to me.”

			“What are Beau and Harper going as, again?” I asked.

			“They won’t tell us because they said we’ll try to highjack their costumes and be the villains from their story, or something,” Ava said, rolling her eyes, her mascara wand close to her face.

			I laughed. That’s exactly why I had asked. I’d wanted to go as the villains in their story. I lifted my legs in the air and flipped off my bed, landing on my knees on the floor. “You ready?”

			“Yes,” Ava said, tucking her makeup bag back into her purse and standing up.

			They followed me out of my room and down the stairs.

			My mom stood from where she’d been sitting on the couch. “Hi, girls! You off?”

			“We are.”

			“Be back by curfew,” she said.

			I gave her a hug. “Okay, I will.”

			We hadn’t quite made it to the front door when my dad appeared in the hall to our right. “Indy, a minute.”

			Ava gave me an alarmed expression, but I was used to my dad’s speech patterns. He was about to ask me a business question, not a dad question. Like how much money did I anticipate needing for school supplies next semester or was the balance on my lunch account sufficient. I guess those were kind of dad questions too, but they were more business. I actually appreciated the warning that I wasn’t sure he was even aware he’d given.

			“I’ll meet you in the car,” I said to my friends, and they walked out the front door.

			“You have your serious face on,” I said to my dad.

			“Do I?” he asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Mom said you used my printer the other day,” he said.

			“My printer is out of ink. I keep forgetting to tell you.”

			“Okay, I’ll pick some up. But while you were in there, did you take some papers?”

			“Papers?” I asked, confused. “No.”

			“Maybe by accident?”

			“Were they in the printer?” Could I have grabbed them when I grabbed mine?

			“No, on the desk.”

			Suddenly I remembered the papers my backpack knocked to the floor. “Oh! I accidentally knocked some papers off the desk and the shredder. I put them all back, though.”

			“The shredder?” he asked.

			“Yes, there were some sitting on the shredder. I’m sorry.”

			“And when you put them all back, you didn’t combine a page or two with the ones you printed off? Maybe turned them in to a teacher?”

			“Did I?” I asked, alarmed. “Did my teacher call you? Does she have some client documents or something? I’m so sorry.”

			“No, no,” he said, waving off my worry. “Nobody called me. I’m just asking, in case that jogged your memory.”

			“I’m pretty sure I only had my homework. I’m sorry, Dad, I should’ve told you I scattered some paper. I thought I put them back right.”

			“It’s okay. I’m sure you did. I’ll double-check at work.”

			I pointed over my shoulder, toward the front door.

			“Yes, of course. Go. I’ll see you later.”

			“See you later.”

			“Everything okay?” Caroline asked when I climbed into the car.

			“Yeah, why did Serious Dad come out?” Ava chimed in, starting the car.

			“He lost some documents or something. Was asking if I’d seen them. He’ll just print some new ones off, I’m sure.” I felt bad. Maybe they were signed documents. Maybe he’d have to get them signed all over again. I’d check my backpack when I got home.

			“Do you have to work tomorrow?” Ava asked.

			“Yes,” I said with a curled lip. I tutored at a local center for mostly grade-school kids, sometimes middle schoolers. When your whole identity was the fact that you were smart, that was the kind of job you got. I actually enjoyed my job. The kids were adorable, but I really wanted to sleep in tomorrow.

			I generally only worked on the weekends, the main reason I’d only saved six hundred dollars in seven months for a car. The other reason was I liked to spend my money on books and chais. And movies. Not really that last one, but that’s where we were going now and it cost money.

			“Are we taking bets on if Beau and Harper cancel on us right now?” Ava said.

			“They better not,” I said. “Half the reason we’re doing this is because they wanted to. We would’ve gone to the bookstore if not for them.”

			“True,” Caroline said.

			“You two would’ve gone to the bookstore,” Ava said.

			“What movie are we seeing, again?” I asked.

			“That horror one,” Caroline said.

			“The horror!” I screamed in a fake scared voice.

			“Don’t scream while I’m driving. Seriously, Indy. What’s wrong with you?”

			“So much,” I said.

			She laughed.

			On the way over, Ava really did bet twenty bucks that Beau would cancel last minute. I took her up on that bet, so when I saw him as we crossed the street, I let out a loud “Yes!” and ran the rest of the way. “You’re here!” First I hugged him and then Harper.

			“You haven’t been this happy to see me since…ever?” he said.

			That wasn’t true and he knew it, but I said, “You just earned me twenty bucks.”

			“I don’t want to know,” he said.

			I put my hand over my heart. “I bet on you, Beau, and you came through. That’s all you need to know.”

			“That’s because he’s a come-through kind of guy,” Harper said.

			He really was.

			Caroline and Ava caught up with us and we walked toward the theater together. Beau looked at my feet as we walked. I was wearing flip-flops.

			“Your toes are going to be cold,” he said.

			“They aren’t.”

			“Your toes are always cold.”

			This was true. “I should’ve brought a blanket.”

			“I have socks in the car,” Ava said. “Want them?”

			“No, I’ll be fine,” I said.

			“Guess who you get to tutor tomorrow?” Beau said to me. He worked at the center too.

			I hadn’t looked at my schedule beyond my hours. I usually had the same kids every week. “Who?” I asked.

			“Brady.”

			“Your brother needs tutoring?”

			“Not really,” he said. “But you know my mom.”

			“I do.” She was a perfectionist and she expected her kids to be too. Perfect in every way. Her dad was a politician and she’d grown up with her whole city looking at her. She still felt like everyone was looking, even though they’d moved away from her hometown.

			“He’s struggling in math, though. He will not let me explain anything to him. My mom offered him you and he reluctantly agreed. Which is the only kind of agreeing he does these days.”

			“She offered him Indy?” Harper asked. “You make it sound like she’ll be served hot.”

			“I think I’d be a cold dish,” I said. “If I were to be served on a silver platter.”

			“I agree,” Beau said. “Cold as ice.”

			I shoved him, and so did Harper.

			“What?” he asked in exasperation. “She’s the one who said it!”

			“I’d be a hot dish,” Ava said.

			“Like spicy?” I asked. “Or temperature?”

			“Both,” she said.

			“I’d be popcorn,” Caroline said thoughtfully. “Something everyone looks forward to.”

			“But they only actually want on occasion?” I asked.

			“Rude,” she said.

			“Just kidding,” I said. “I want you all the time, my little snack.”

			“What am I?” Beau asked, as if this was something he desperately needed to know.

			“You’re a whole meal,” Harper said.

			He laughed and said, “Thanks, babe,” but I could tell that wasn’t the answer he wanted. He didn’t want a compliment. He really wanted to know what he was, as silly as that sounded.

			We scanned our phones at the booth and got our tickets, then walked inside.

			“I hope your brother doesn’t hate me after our tutoring session,” I said. “For forcing him to learn.”

			“Please, all the kids love you the best.”

			“It’s because I bribe them with candy.”

			“Do you really?”

			“Yes. You don’t?”

			“They told us not to,” he said. “They” meaning our bosses. But they only said that for liability. I didn’t give candy to the littles, only the older kids. And only after asking them if their parents were okay with it.

			“It’s amazing the doors that a single Jolly Rancher or mint can open for you,” I teased.

			“Do you have any right now?” he asked. “I’d like to see if your theory works.”

			“Your doors are already wide open.” At least for me they were. There wasn’t much we didn’t tell each other.

			We filed down the assigned row in the theater. I ended up between Ava and Beau, Harper on his other side, obviously. Caroline on Ava’s.

			As the movie started, Beau leaned over. “Your toes are freezing, aren’t they? Like ice.”

			“Shut up,” I said, and he chuckled. Why was the air-conditioning always on so high in the movie theater?

			“You want me to go get Ava’s socks for you?”

			I shook my head. Then after a few minutes I whispered, “You’re one of those Cinnabon balls from Taco Bell. Kind of crunchy on the outside but all soft and gooey and sweet inside.”

			He rolled his eyes at me but then smiled.
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				Chapter 5

				Now

			
			It had been a long time since I had to sit anywhere in silence. Either I was listening to a teacher drone on, scrolling social media, listening to music, or talking to people. I wasn’t sure how long Beau and I had been sitting here in the bathroom, not speaking a word, but it felt like hours. He’d positioned himself on the counter, his back wedged into the corner. I was still on the floor leaning up against the wall.

			I was trying to recall the notes I’d written on my phone. My childhood memories, mostly. Those said a lot about a person. I wasn’t even sure if those were what I was supposed to write in a character letter. Maybe it was something completely different. Google would be helpful right about now. I tried to channel my mom, think about what she would want me to write. But my mom and I had been out of sync for weeks now.

			I sighed, dragged my backpack to my side, and slowly started going through it. I found a couple of protein bars, probably put in there by my mother months ago, books, a binder with paper and assignments, pens, gum, a hoodie, a stack of flash cards. I almost Frisbeed one at Beau, but then I remembered I still hated him.

			He had nothing to distract him. He was leaning his head back against the wall with his eyes closed. I didn’t believe for a second that he was asleep. His feet were in the sink. His shoes looked new, not a pair I’d seen before. Black high-top Converse. He was also wearing a black-and-gray flannel I didn’t recognize. And it had been a while since he’d had a haircut. He had more curls than he normally did. Or his curls were puffier or something. As if he sensed me staring, his eyes popped open, and I averted my gaze.

			I had taken my other shoe off and was now barefoot. I was sure Beau wanted to say something about how my toes were freezing or maybe the germs on the bathroom floor, but he’d managed to keep quiet. Or maybe he didn’t want to say that at all. He didn’t care if my toes were freezing anymore, which they were, and I didn’t want him to care.

			I flipped through the flash cards I was still holding. They were for a test I had taken last month in world history. I got a C on it, which sucked because I actually studied. But the time ran out before I finished, and all those questions I hadn’t answered dragged me down. Just the thought of that grade now created a pit in my stomach.

			I pushed myself off the ground and walked to the trash can, where I started to drop the cards inside. But then I paused and went to the door. I slid a card in the crack by the handle, but it was stopped short by the latch. I tried again with more cards stacked together this time. Again it didn’t budge. Ugh. I needed to get out of here.

			“It’s the wrong side,” he said. “You’re on the flat side of the latch, not the curved side.”

			He was a door engineer now? He really wasn’t an expert in everything, even if he acted like he was.

			I sighed and dropped the cards into the trash. The half-full trash. I picked up the trash bag and felt along the outside of the bin. Not that I thought a teacher would throw away a key, but maybe there would be something sharp that I could cut open the cellphone bag with. I didn’t care about the consequences. Maybe they’d be less severe now that I was with the golden student, Beau.

			“What are you doing?” he asked.

			“Trying to find something to break into that with.” My phone still sat on the counter, and I gestured toward it.

			He bent forward and picked up the lock bag. Then he did what I’d already attempted—tried to rip it open with his bare hands. It just stretched but held firm with his efforts. I put the trash can liner back in place and then walked to the sink.

			I reached for the faucet handles without asking him to move, and he yanked his feet out of the sink just as the water poured out, barely missing him.

			He let out an angry grunt, but I ignored him and washed my hands. In the mirror, I could see a small red mark beneath my chin from where I’d banged it on the windowsill. That would bruise.

			I dried off my hands with some paper towels, then picked up the ones I’d used on the floor earlier, throwing them all in the trash. Looks like I do know how to clean up my messes, Beau, I wanted to say. But that would make it sound like I cared about his opinion, had been thinking about his insult. Analyzing it. I didn’t care. I couldn’t care.

			“Is it on?” he asked, turning the bag over and over in his hands. “Have you tried calling through it?”

			“I never set up Siri.”

			“No, I mean like tapping in a phone number.”

			“That won’t work.”

			“You’ve tried?”

			“One, we can’t see the numbers to touch. Two, phone screens use capacitive sensing. The lock bag is not made of conductive material.”

			“Are you sure?” he asked. Maybe he didn’t know everything about everything.

			“Pretty sure that’s the whole point of them,” I said. “I think I turned it off anyway.” I remembered powering it off while Mrs. Thiessen watched me like a hawk.

			“I’m still going to try,” he said.

			“Of course you are. You don’t believe anything until you disprove it yourself.”

			“You expect me to trust you?” he snapped back, poking at the bag. I let him, because what else was there to try? Plus he looked stupid doing it.

			“I expect nothing, Beau.”

			He ignored that comment and attempted to access the phone for entirely too long. Probably praying to some science god that he could prove me wrong. He couldn’t, and finally he tossed the lock bag back on the counter.

			“Needs conductive material.” I probably shouldn’t have said anything, but I couldn’t help myself. Okay, fine. I could’ve helped myself. I didn’t want to.

			“Maybe you should be getting higher than a B in biology.”

			“I’m getting the grade I deserve, right?” I said.

			“You act like a B is terrible,” he said.

			I wanted to laugh because to him a B would be terrible. But apparently I was supposed to thank the universe for mine. “Oh, right. I deserve worse?”

			He raised an eyebrow. “You said it.”

			I wanted to flip him off. I should’ve. “Glad you’re still keeping track of my grades. You obsessed with me or something?”

			His jaw jumped as he gritted his teeth and I felt smugly happy about that reaction, knowing my words got to him.

			I picked up the cellphone lock bag again and started stabbing the side with a pen, dragging the point along the seam. It didn’t accomplish anything but adding a dark blue line down the bag.

			Once again I tossed it to the side.

			“You’d think you’d have figured the bags out by now with how many times your phone has been locked up,” he said.

			“You really have been paying attention,” I said.

			“You’re not exactly quiet in your rebellion.”

			“We can’t all sit in silent judgment on our extra-high perfect pedestals,” I said with a bitter edge to my voice.

			“Well, some of us didn’t take a nosedive off of ours.”

			If that’s what I’d done, it felt like I’d landed directly on asphalt, with nobody around to give me a hand up. But I would never admit that to him. “I like it better down here. It’s much more relaxing.” That wasn’t true. I’d lost my one and only thing—being one of the smart students. I wasn’t sure who I was without it.

			“I think that’s called giving up,” he said.

			“Screw you, Beau. I’m better off.”
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				Chapter 6

				Then

			
			“We should’ve gone as the Powerpuff Girls,” Ava said as we shuffled together toward the party; our steps were out of sync, making it really hard. “Their costumes are sexier.”

			“They’re children,” I said.

			“But we are not,” she said.

			“Well, technically,” I started, but didn’t finish because she reached over and smacked my green-clad shoulder. My whole body, minus my head, was green-clad, actually. We were wearing green bodysuits.

			I laughed but was unable to defend myself because I was in the middle, my arms through two holes at the back of our felt-made peapod and then wrapped around each of them. “You agreed to this.”

			“Before I saw it in action,” Ava said.

			“It’s fine,” Caroline chimed in from my left. “We’ll be fine.” I wondered if she was talking herself out of turning around.

			“We cannot trip,” I said, “or I will face-plant.” My phone buzzed in my pocket, but I couldn’t get to it. I wondered if it was my mom. She’d seemed stressed the past couple of days, but any time I asked her about it, she said it was nothing. I couldn’t worry about something that she wouldn’t even tell me. Okay, maybe I could, because she was the first person I thought of with my buzzing phone when it could’ve been anyone. It was probably Beau, wondering where we were. He’d sent me a dozen texts today trying to get me to tell him our costume. I’d held firm.

			“We are not staying in the pod part of this costume all night,” Ava said.

			“We have to,” I said. “That’s the funny part.”

			“She’s right,” Caroline said.

			“I might hate both of you after tonight,” Ava teased.

			“I’m the one in the middle,” I said, guiding us toward the side gate that was propped open.

			Ava pretended to trip and I hip-checked her.

			“This would’ve been even funnier with four,” I said. “Maybe next year we can reprise it with Beau.”

			“You don’t think Beau will be doing another couples costume next year?” Ava asked.

			My brows drew together. “You think? Harper is endgame?”

			“You don’t like Harper?” Caroline asked.

			“I like Harper a lot,” I said, perhaps a bit defensively.

			“But?” Ava asked.

			“I just don’t think she’s the love of his life. They’re too different. She thinks all the things that make him him are weird.”

			“I’ve never noticed,” Ava said. “Like what?”

			“Like when he sings songs in odd voices or how he is the biggest know-it-all about the most random stuff or how he remembers every tiny thing anyone tells him.”

			Caroline gave me a sideways glance but didn’t say anything. Did she think I was wrong? That he didn’t remember every tiny thing about everyone? Maybe that was just for me. Because we were closer.

			The music was loud; I could hear it from the street when we’d gotten out of the car as individuals and pulled the pod portion of the costume out of the trunk, positioning ourselves inside of it. Now it was even louder as we walked through the gate.

			I’d never been to Harper’s house, but her yard was big—a lit-up gazebo in the middle, surrounded by cement, which was surrounded by grass. Most of the people standing around had not fully committed to their costumes. There was someone in a pirate hat holding a hook for a hand, but the rest of his outfit was just street clothes. There was someone in a witch hat and a supercute black dress and flip-flops. One person was wearing glow-in-the-dark vampire teeth—I could see them across the yard—but there was nothing else to the costume. The rest of their outfit was just a striped T-shirt and shorts.

			And then there was Harper. I couldn’t even tell what she was. She was wearing a purple minidress with a purple headband. My eyes scanned the yard for Beau. I found him adding sodas to an ice chest, wearing a white long-sleeved shirt and blue jeans.

			“I’m beginning to think that Harper pulled a prank on us. Or maybe she wasn’t serious when she said she would turn uncostumed people away,” I said.

			“Worse,” Ava said. “I think these people think they are costumed.”

			“What are they supposed to be?” I asked.

			“Which underachievers are you referring to?” Ava asked.

			“Beau and Harper.”

			“Fred and Daphne?” Caroline guessed.

			“From Scooby-Doo?” I asked. “That’s a five-person team!” Why was I so offended that they didn’t want to include us in their costume?

			“That’s probably why they didn’t want to tell us,” Ava said.

			“Fred and Daphne don’t even exist without Scooby and Shaggy,” I huffed.

			“They are independent characters with their own dreams and goals,” Ava teased.

			“I would’ve been a good Velma,” Caroline said.

			“You would’ve rocked Velma,” Ava agreed.

			“Is it too late to go change?” Caroline asked.

			“Yes,” I said. “We are here. We are owning this.” When I said the words, I propelled us forward. “Right foot first,” I said when we all stepped at different times with random feet. “Do we need to count steps?”

			The movement must’ve caught Beau’s eye because he saw us and laughed. Hard.

			He came striding across the grass. “Oh wow. This is…”

			“Amazing is the only correct end to that sentence,” I said.

			He smirked at me.

			Both Caroline and Ava went in for a hug and enclosed him into our little pod, my body smashed against his because I was in the middle and I had no arms to stop it.

			“It is amazing,” he said by my ear. My brain knew he meant the costume, but my body, in a deep betrayal of everything I knew to be right in the world, had a reaction to his words, his closeness. More than just a fluttering heart. My stomach flip-flopped and my skin tingled to life. I tried to step back, but I was at the mercy of my counterparts. They were too busy laughing and telling him that he was a loser for underdressing for his character.

			“You could’ve at least sprayed your hair blond,” Ava said. “Or worn an orange kerchief. Is that what they’re called? Kerchiefs? Kerchieves?”

			“Claustrophobic!” I yelled to the sky.

			They thought this was funny too and smashed together even closer.

			“You’re horrible people,” I said, and finally Caroline backed up, setting Beau free. He took a few steps back. We met eyes for a brief second and quickly averted them. His body didn’t betray him just now. That’s not why he gave me that look. He has a girlfriend after all. We are just friends.

			“You’re the one who said we couldn’t leave the pod all night,” Ava said.

			“I might be reconsidering my stance,” I said.

			“How were you planning to eat in this?” Beau asked me.

			“I have two hands.” I nodded toward Caroline and Ava.

			“Yes, she does. We get our little pea anything she needs,” Ava said.

			“We are one,” Caroline said.

			“Jealous?” I asked Beau.

			“Actually,” he said, our eyes colliding again, “kind of.”

			I laughed. “Don’t worry, Beau. You’ll always be a pea in our pod. Now point us to the food.”

			For the next hour we stayed together as a group of three. It was nearly impossible to do anything, even sit. All the chairs had armrests. We tried to sit on the grass at one point but fell onto our backs and rocked there like flipped tortoises until someone helped us up.

			Now we were just standing, talking to the girl with the glow-in-the-dark vampire teeth—Ali. I was having to listen hard because her words were contorted by the teeth. Considering it was the only piece of her costume, I appreciated that she hadn’t removed them, was sticking to the bit.

			“Oh, Cudy is here,” she said.

			“Cudy?” I asked.

			“No, her namer, Cudy.”

			I was confused. She pointed.

			I craned my neck but couldn’t turn enough to see anything.

			“Her neighbor?” Caroline said. “Harper’s?”

			“Yes!” Ali agreed. “He must’ve crashed, he wasn’t inmited.”

			“I have to pee!” Ava announced. “And I’m doing it alone.”

			“Did you really think we were going to pee with you?” I asked.

			“Yes,” she said. “I thought you’d insist on it.”

			“I’m taking this opportunity to eat with both hands, then,” Caroline said, and they were out of the pod and gone, leaving me with Ali the vampire.

			“Can you eat with those things in?” I asked, nodding to her teeth, the empty pod stretched out on either side of me like wings.

			“No, I take them out to eat. I need to go find Harper. Make sure she knows about Cudy.”

			I should’ve slipped my arms out of the pod, but I didn’t. It wasn’t uncomfortable. It was made of felt, soft and flexible. If I left it on the ground, I had no doubt other people would put it on, probably ruin it.

			I walked around the patio in search of Beau. Before I could find him, I came face to face with the tall, lanky, skateboard-riding guy from school who’d flipped Beau off a few weeks back.

			“Oh! Cudy,” I said.

			“Cody,” he corrected.

			“Well, with vampire teeth, you’re Cudy.”

			“What?” Cody wasn’t wearing a costume. Unless he was going as a skater boy—baggy pants, graphic tee, shaggy brown hair. But that was his everyday look, so I didn’t think he was.

			“You had to be there,” I said.

			“What are you? Like a stick bug or something? A praying mantis?” He nodded to the pod.

			“I’m a pea. My other two peas left me.”

			“A pea?” he asked, giving me a once-over. I hadn’t felt exposed in my tight green body suit all night until then.

			“You flipped my friend off a few weeks ago,” I said, trying to fold my arms but failing. The motion did close the pod around the sides of my body, though.

			“Probably,” he said, like that was a standard occurrence for him.

			“You almost knocked me over on your skateboard.”

			“My bad,” he said with a sly smile.

			Why was I smiling back? “Mr. Lopez yelled at you not to skate on campus.” I wasn’t sure why I was recounting, beat for beat, the events of our first interaction, just that I didn’t know what else to say and he wasn’t contributing to the conversation.

			“Sounds about right.”

			“You need to leave.” Beau’s voice interrupted our conversation. “You weren’t invited.”

			Cody turned toward Beau. “The wide-open side gate and Come In sign say otherwise.”

			I mean, he wasn’t wrong. I tried not to laugh.

			Beau looked at me; I wondered if my face had given away my struggle. My face often did that for him.

			“Still, you need to leave,” he said to Cody.

			“I might. After I get some pizza.” As Cody was heading for the food table, he turned and walked backward a few steps. To me he said, while pointing at Beau, “Is that the friend I flipped off?”

			I nodded.

			He shrugged as if to say Yeah, he deserved it, then turned and walked away.

			“What was that about?” Beau asked.

			“I was just reminding him of his offenses.”

			“He didn’t seem to care,” he said.

			“Yeah, not so much. You going to chase him out of here?”

			“I was mainly just trying to chase him away from you. It worked.”

			My heart thumped heavily for several beats, reminding me that my body was on a completely different page than my brain tonight. We were friends. “Why?”

			“You seemed uncomfortable. I figured he was annoying you.”

			“He was fine. He thought I was a praying mantis, though.” I held my arms out, to lift the sides of the pod higher. “Do I look like a praying mantis?”

			He took a step back and studied me. My skin prickled to life with his assessment.

			“I don’t see it,” he said.

			I folded myself up again. “Yeah, well, one pea does not a pod make.”

			“Let me in, then,” he said, stepping forward.

			I automatically took a step back. “What?”

			He laughed. “I can’t be part of your costume?”

			“It’s not my fault you’re regretting your life choice of unimpressive Fred,” I said.

			“Let me in, Indy,” he said with a laugh.

			“Come on, then,” I said, but my body once again took a step back. What was wrong with me?

			His brows furrowed; then his eyes met mine in a question.

			“It’s fine, just lost my balance.” This time I forced myself to stay still, but my body knew what it had been doing. It was trying to protect me, because once he slid his arms into the holes and was smashed up against my side, I melted against him.

			“This is supposed to be a couples costume, isn’t it?” he said. “Two peas in a pod.”

			“There are actually a lot more than two peas in a pea pod. Six, eight, ten,” I answered, probably too quickly.

			“Right. That’s true. But I mean, the saying.”

			“Yeah, the saying is wrong.”

			He barked out a laugh. “Okay, no need to get defensive.”

			“I wasn’t,” I said, but I was.

			“I want to try walking. I think we can do it better than you three were doing it earlier.”

			“It’s not as easy as it looks,” I said, but then we were walking and it was so easy. We were in sync without even having to count it off.

			“It’s easier than it looks?” he teased.

			“It’s harder with three,” I said.

			“We should get Harper in here,” he said.

			“Yeah,” I responded, and that was the reminder my body needed. It shouldn’t have needed one at all, but I was glad for it. I immediately felt better.

			“Oh, first I have to show you her tree house.” He steered us toward the back of the yard.

			“What about Harper?” I said. “We were going to get her to join us.” My eyes scanned the yard. I couldn’t find her.

			“After.” He led us toward a tree at the back of the yard.

			“Why didn’t you spray your hair or wear a kerchief?” I asked, curious. But before he answered, my mind filled in the reason. “Your mom?”

			He sighed. “You know how she is.”

			She was all about appearances. She probably thought sprayed hair or orange kerchiefs looked tacky. She would hate our peapod outfit.

			We came to a large tree and he nodded up at the branches.

			I looked up to see a house built around the trunk. “Is there a way up?”

			“In this costume? No.”

			“Out of it?” I said.

			“Yes, but you’re scared of heights,” he pointed out.

			“True.”

			We turned back toward the party but didn’t move.

			“Speaking of parents, something is going on with mine,” I said.

			“What do you mean?”

			“I don’t know. My mom is stressed. I think it’s because my dad has been in a bad mood for weeks.” Ever since that day he couldn’t find his papers. Was he still mad about that? I hadn’t gone back in his office since. “And neither of them will tell me what the problem is.”

			“Your parents are usually so chill…well, your dad can be kind of scary sometimes, but mostly chill.”

			“Right?”

			“What do they say when you ask what’s going on?”

			“My mom keeps telling me it’s nothing.”

			“What do you think it is, then?” he asked.

			“Maybe it’s another confidentiality thing.”

			“Something with one of his clients?” he asked.

			“I don’t know. I’m trying not to think of worst-case scenarios.”

			“I’m sorry,” he said, tightening his arm around my shoulder. “It probably is a client thing.”

			I swallowed as tingles went down my arm. “Yeah, probably.” But he’d obviously had clients his whole career, kept their secrets, and never acted like this. “Let’s go find everyone.”

			“Wait,” he said.

			“What?”

			“Look.” He pointed up at the sky. The black night above us was dotted with light.

			A star streaked across the sky. I gasped. “How did you know that was going to happen?”

			He chuckled. “I can tell the future.”

			I wished he could tell the future. Tell me what was going on with my parents. Tell me what I was going to do with my life. Being smart wasn’t a career, and that’s all I seemed to know about myself at the moment. At least I had that.
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				Chapter 7

				Now

			
			“That’s how I fell into the toilet,” I said. Not that I wouldn’t want to see Beau fall in there, but I thought a warning was courteous. I could extend that much to him. My butt hurt from sitting on the tile, so I was now pacing. He was up on the toilet, messing with the window. First he’d called out of it, to no success; now he was trying to detach it. Even if he could, I wasn’t sure either of us could climb out the small opening.

			We’d already tried to take the pins out of the hinges on the door. I’d shoved a pen underneath and then hammered with the brick. When I got nowhere, he took over. It didn’t work. The hinges wouldn’t budge. Too much counterpressure or something. But even with one of us pushing up on the door handle, it did nothing to loosen the tension. So he’d moved on to the window.

			“I won’t fall in. I’ve always been more athletic than you,” he said.

			Okay, maybe I was taking courteous back off the table.

			We’d been in here for at least three hours. Again, it was hard to tell. Time passed differently when there was no clock to verify reality. It moved slower. But the sun was going down outside, which meant it was probably around six? Is that what time the sun set in late February? It had been a warm day, but I could feel a cool breeze coming in the window. I imagined it would get even colder the later it got.

			How long would we be stuck in here? Overnight? I couldn’t be in here overnight.

			My throat suddenly felt very dry. I looked around, my eyes landing on his jar of mints. He was obviously trying to open some doors with those, like I’d told him my Jolly Ranchers did with the kids at the tutoring center. Maybe Ms. Crane would grade on a curve the next time his test score was lower than he wanted it to be. Not that he needed to worry about that. He was number three in the class now or something. I’d slipped all the way off the board.

			That thought made my throat tight. My whole identity had been wrapped up in my ability to stay in the top ten. And now I probably wasn’t even in the top fifty. I wasn’t climbing my way out of the hole I’d dropped into.

			No, I wasn’t going to think about this right now. I didn’t care. I couldn’t care.

			I unscrewed the lid on the mints and dumped them onto the counter, then filled the jar with water from the sink and took several big gulps. Even though the mints were individually wrapped, I still tasted a hint of their flavor in the water. The jar must’ve been lined with mint dust.

			“You can have one,” he said.

			I turned. He must’ve given up the attempts on the window, because now he stood in the open door of the back stall.

			“I don’t want your mints,” I said. “Or your attempts at courtesy.”

			He let out a frustrated sigh. “I guess I can’t see the future after all, or I would’ve avoided this bathroom.”

			I took a sip of air. He was referring to the Halloween party. He actually remembered that? Standing out by the tree, looking up at the stars in that stupid peapod. And that’s what he would now use his hypothetical future-seeing powers to avoid? Being locked in the bathroom with me? Not the entire blowing up of our friendship? “Wish you had,” I said. “I would’ve made Mrs. Thiessen unlock this bag before detention.”

			He gave a single laugh. “You had detention today too?”

			“I know that you’ve never been in trouble a single day in your life. It’s what happens when you aren’t in love with all your teachers and can disappoint your mother. Try to imagine it.” It was a low blow, but apparently we were doling those out.

			He clenched his fists. “It’s actually what happens when you care at all about other people.”

			“I think you mean when you care too much what people think about you,” I snapped.

			He let out a breath of frustration. “Can we call a bathroom truce?”

			“A bathroom truce?” I asked.

			“Yes, one that only needs to exist in this room.” He pointed at the floor.

			“In the teachers’ lounge bathroom?” I asked.

			“Yes,” he said. “You don’t like me, I don’t like you, truce. We’re even.”

			“No,” I said. “We’re not.”

			“Just in this bathroom,” he reiterated.

			“Fine,” I said. It really was exhausting to be this angry. Most of the time I didn’t think about Beau…Well, that wasn’t true at all. Most of the time, I could push Beau out of my brain when he found his way in there. But this was going to be a long lockup if my normal coping strategy didn’t work, because he was standing right in front of me.

			“Fine?” he asked, as though he didn’t expect me to agree so quickly. Maybe not at all.

			“Yes, fine,” I said.

			“Great,” he said. “Should we establish some rules for this truce?”

			“Seriously?” I asked, not surprised he would need rules.

			“Yes, we each get to have…three?”

			“So specific. Can’t wait to hear them,” I said.

			He spouted his off like he’d been thinking about this for the past hour. “Okay, my three: One, no more sarcastic put-downs. Two, we accept help from the other person if we need it. Three, we entertain each other.”

			My eyebrows popped up. “Entertain each other?”

			“You know what I mean, Indy. I’m out of my mind from boredom. We use crap in your bag to draw or play a game or something.”

			There was a different kind of desperation in his eyes. One I’d never seen there before. “I can agree to the last two,” I said. “The first one might be hard for me. I was the queen of sarcastic put-downs even when I liked you.”

			He let out a single laugh. “Fair. What are yours?”

			“My put-downs?”

			“No, your three rules.”

			We talk! I wanted to scream. We get everything out on the table and figure out where it all went wrong. But that wasn’t exactly a rule, and I actually wasn’t sure that’s what I really wanted. Especially when there was no place to run to if what we said was too much. And it would be.

			“Your rules are a good start,” I said. “I reserve the right to interject mine as I deem necessary.”

			“Of course you do.”

			“Are you already breaking the first rule?”

			“You said the first rule was impossible.”

			“I said it would be hard, not impossible.”

			He held up his hands in surrender. “You’re right, we’re good at hard but not impossible.”

			I didn’t think I was anymore. I was really bad at hard now. I seemed to let everything that sat on my shoulders collapse me under the pressure these days. My eyes went to the bag with my locked-up phone that contained the main thing I’d been avoiding lately—the notes I was supposed to turn into a character letter. My mom was waiting on that letter. It was due tomorrow. It was tomorrow or never. And if it was never, she might not forgive me if things went even more sideways. Already she was going to think I’d blown it off again. I had. My plan was to do it today. Or at least try. I wasn’t sure what was stopping me. Well, aside from that crushing pressure.

			“So…” he said. “What’s in your backpack?”
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				Chapter 8

				Then

			
			It was the first time in a while that we were eating dinner together as a family. My mom had gotten takeout from a local Mexican restaurant that we loved—enchiladas and rice and beans. She was telling us about a patient at work whose ear had been itching for days.

			“What was it?” I asked. “Something bad? It was something bad, wasn’t it?”

			Dad laughed. “A spider? An earwig?”

			“Is that why they’re called earwigs?” I asked. “Because they like to crawl in people’s ears?”

			“That’s a wives’ tale,” Mom said.

			Dad pointed at her with his fork. “I think the wives’ tale is that they would lay eggs in the ear and the babies would eat your brains.”

			“I’ve never heard that,” I said.

			“That’s because it’s not true,” Mom said.

			“Good thing,” I said with a laugh. I cut off a piece of my enchilada, the cheese stretching from my fork to the plate as I lifted the bite to my mouth. Just as I was starting to feel relieved that we were having a normal family dinner, that the tension from the past few weeks was just my imagination, my dad’s phone buzzed.

			I hadn’t even noticed his phone was on the table. Mom hated it when we had our phones out, and she looked at it now, sitting there by his plate. Dad pretended not to hear it for a moment, but when she started talking again, telling us that it was actually a fly in the patient’s ear, he looked at his screen, tapping it to life.

			“A fly?” I asked, disgusted. “Had it been in there since the maggot stage?”

			“I don’t think so,” she said. “We got it out.”

			Dad’s phone buzzed again.

			“If we were at school, you’d have to put that in a lock bag,” I said.

			“A lock bag?” he asked, distracted by the text.

			“What’s a lock bag?” Mom asked.

			“I’ve never told you about this?”

			“I don’t think so,” she said.

			I turned to face her more fully and she smiled in anticipation, as if this was going to be a funny story. “If we even just look at our phones during class time, teachers can make us lock it up in this small pouch until the end of the day.”

			“Oh, right, I remember reading that in the school paperwork. So they take your phone?” she asked.

			“Sounds like a liability,” Dad said.

			I smirked at him. “Sounds like something a lawyer would say.”

			“Good thing I am one.”

			Mom stood to refill her water and she grabbed a bag of tortilla chips from the pantry.

			“But no,” I said when she sat back down. “I think the school realized it would be a liability. That’s why the teacher doesn’t keep it. It’s a portable bag that they make the student carry around, locked, until they unlock it at the end of the day.”

			“Wow,” Mom said. “So futuristic.”

			“Have you ever gotten your phone locked up?” Dad asked.

			I tilted my head at him in the Do you even know me? position. “I never even got my clip moved to yellow in elementary school. You think I’m getting my phone locked up?”

			Dad’s phone buzzed again. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I have to take this. You can lock up my phone for the rest of the night after this.” He stood from the table, his plate of food only half eaten, and disappeared into his office, shutting the door.

			Mom’s mood instantly shifted, her eyes going hard, her jaw tightening.

			“Is Dad dealing with some kind of emergency?” Even if it was a client and therefore he couldn’t talk about it because of the whole confidentiality thing, I couldn’t think of a time he’d had to take after-hours calls for work. He wasn’t a criminal attorney. He dealt with workers’ comp claims from federal workers. Maybe the texts weren’t work-related? That thought scared me even more. The thought of it being personal. He wouldn’t be so obvious if it was personal, right?

			“Let’s not talk about it at the dinner table.” She was trying to hide how she really felt, but her words were stiff, short.

			“Okay,” I said. Where were we allowed to talk about it? Because any time I asked if something was wrong, even outside of the dinner table, her answer was always: nothing.

			I tried to make small talk as we kept eating, but she was only half listening, her eyes on the closed office door in between responses.

			I’d never minded being an only child. My parents decided early on that they only wanted one. My mom had a very hard pregnancy with me, and they didn’t want to risk even more complications trying for a second. It had never bothered me. I understood. But I imagined, in moments like this, that it would’ve been nice to have a sibling. Someone I could share a look with when things seemed weird or off at home. Someone who would understand perfectly how I felt. Or someone who would say I was overreacting or underreacting in situations. But I didn’t have that. Maybe that’s why I was so close with my friends.

			So it didn’t surprise me that after dinner, up in my room, I called my person. Beau.

			“Hello,” he answered on the second ring.

			“Do you know what I want?” I asked, sitting at my desk chair. I pushed off from the ground with my foot so I spun in a full circle.

			He chuckled a little, probably because I started with a question instead of a greeting. “A photographic memory? Perfect penmanship? A lifetime supply of those Taco Bell Cinnabon treats?” he said, recalling the food I’d assigned his personality to.

			“Already have that last one.”

			“You don’t own me,” he said in a dramatic voice.

			“Don’t I?”

			“What do you really want?”

			“I want one of those houses you see in movies where you can step out of your second-story window right onto the roof to sit and ponder life.”

			“You’re scared of heights.”

			“I wouldn’t be scared on a roof like that. It’s basically flat. I might have more insights on one of those roofs.”

			“Everyone would,” he agreed. “What do you need insights about?”

			“So many things, but tonight, uncooperative parents.” I summarized the dinner interaction.

			“Could he just be stressed about work? I know my dad sometimes gets stressed about work.”

			“Yeah…” That reminded me of the documents he hadn’t been able to find several weeks ago. I went to my backpack and pulled out my binder, flipping through the pages.

			“What are you doing?” Beau asked.

			“Looking for that essay we turned in a while ago. We got it back, right?” I remembered an A written in red ink at the top of the page. I wouldn’t have gotten an A if I’d accidentally stapled my dad’s documents at the end of my essay, would I? At the very least, she would’ve mentioned it. Unless she didn’t read the entire essay. Mr. Whit was known for not reading the entire essay. I heard that people started writing nonsense on their last page just to be funny. I’d never done that. Too risky. But Mrs. Lloyd was not Mr. Whit.

			“Yes, we got it back,” Beau said. “Why?”

			“Maybe I accidentally turned in some of my dad’s work papers. Here it is,” I said, once again noting the red A. I flipped to the back; there were no extra pages.

			“Anything?” he asked.

			“No.” I sighed. “You think I’m overreacting?”

			“I didn’t say that,” he said.

			“No, I want you to say if you think I’m making too much out of nothing here. It’s a sibling thing.”

			“Excuse me?” he said.

			I picked up a highlighter from my desk and twisted the cap several times. “That’s what siblings do for each other, right? They’re brutally honest, but in a loving way.”

			“One, I’m not your sibling.”

			“I know, but you’re the closest I have. And two?”

			“Two?” he asked.

			“You said one, so I assume there is at least a two. Maybe even a three and a four.”

			“Oh, yes, there is a two. Two,” he said in a serious voice, “that’s not what siblings do for each other. At least not my siblings.”

			“What do you do for each other?”

			“My brother spies on me on the daily and reports to my mom. My sister takes my things and pretends like she didn’t. They can be brutally honest as well, but it’s rarely in a loving way.”

			“Huh. Well, me and my siblings would tell each other if we were over- or underreacting.”

			“Your siblings sound like they’d be really cool.”

			“They would be,” I said with a smile.

			“And no, I don’t think you’re overreacting. You feel how you feel.”

			I stood up, walked to my window, and pulled the string on the blinds. It made a high-pitched zipping sound as the slats rose to the top of my window.

			“What was that?” he asked.

			“Me analyzing my roofline.”

			“You don’t have one of those roofs. Do not climb out your window.”

			I wouldn’t. Just looking down the pitch of my roof from up here made me dizzy. Across the street, a car I didn’t recognize sat parked with its lights on. I couldn’t see its occupant, but it was obviously running. It was probably a DoorDasher or something, lost.

			“Are you climbing out the window?” he asked. Apparently I’d been quiet for too long.

			“No. I’m trying to picture your house. Do you have one of those roofs?”

			“Not out my window. Maybe my parents’.”

			“Lucky.”

			He laughed. “Next time they’re out of town, we’ll use it to ponder all of life’s mysteries.”

			“Why not when they’re in town?” The car drove away and I lowered my blinds, realizing I was probably lit up like a television screen up here.

			“Indy, what will the neighbors think?” he said in a chastising tone, channeling his mother, I was sure.

			At first, I thought he was talking about my neighbors, seeing me now in my window. But then I remembered what we were actually talking about. Us sitting on his roof. “They might think you’re a normal teenager.”

			“How dare you call me normal,” he teased.

			“Does your mom make flyers of your accomplishments every year and distribute them to your street? That seems like something she would do, to remind them that she has the most perfect kids.”

			“No, but she makes a yearly newsletter that she includes with our Christmas card.”

			“I don’t think I knew that. Tell me she’s saved them all and I can read about the wonder that is the Eubanks family. The treasure that is Beau. At two, were you already reading chapter books? At five, playing piano concertos for visiting dignitaries?” Beau could play the piano. Sometimes I forgot that because he didn’t do it much.

			“My grandpa, you mean?”

			I laughed. “I guess he’s the closest to a visiting dignitary that we know.”

			“It feels like he is, considering the prep work that goes into everything before he arrives.”

			“I’m sorry,” I said.

			“What? Why?” he asked, obviously confused.

			“People expect a lot from you.”

			“It’s a good thing,” he said. “The more people expect, the more I push myself.”

			“Leave some accomplishments for the rest of us.”

			“You have plenty.”

			I took two deep breaths, surprised at how much better I felt after our short conversation than I had in a while. “Hey, Beau?”

			“Yeah?”

			“Thanks.”

			“For what?”

			“For being my person.”
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				Chapter 9

				Now

			
			We sat cross-legged on the floor, facing each other. Between us were the two protein bars, gum, my binder full of paper, a half-dozen pens, and a book I’d checked out from the library at least two months ago and had neither returned nor read yet. I had already gotten at least four late notices from the librarian that I ignored. The rest of the stuff was still in my bag, unhelpful to us at the moment.

			“We should save these for later,” I said, poking at a protein bar. “When we’re hungrier.”

			His eyes went to the door. “We probably won’t need them. We’ll be out of here before we’re hungry.”

			He said that with so much confidence it almost doused the nerves that had been buzzing through my body since being locked in here. No, the nerves started when my phone was locked up.

			“But yes,” he said. “I agree. We save the food.”

			“I call the book,” we both said at the exact same time.

			“Oh,” he said, meeting my eyes. “Yeah, you can have it first.”

			“Maybe we switch off in an hour?” I suggested.

			“How will we know when an hour has passed?”

			True. I still wasn’t sure exactly how many hours we had already passed in here. “Maybe we switch off after each chapter.”

			He nodded. “That’ll work.”

			I pushed the binder and pens toward him and picked up the book. It was a fantasy, Beau’s favorite. But this wasn’t one I’d ever seen on his bookshelf. In fact, I’d specifically checked it out because I wanted to read something he hadn’t. Some weird, “in your face” move. Not that I’d planned on telling him. And then I didn’t read it and I didn’t return it and it became a weight on my back, another thing that reminded me of him.

			I took my hoodie out of my backpack, wadded it into a ball, and lay back on it. I caught him staring at my makeshift pillow, obviously jealous that I was somewhat comfortable. There wasn’t a big enough truce in the world that would make me want to share it. He could figure out his own lounging arrangements. And he did. He went back to his place on the counter, wedged himself into the corner, and rested my binder on his knees.

			When he turned back the cover, like a bolt of lightning I remembered some writings I’d done months ago, venting about him and Ava and Caroline. I launched myself off the floor and across the room.

			“Hold up!” I said, yanking the binder out of his grip.

			His eyes went wide. “What?”

			“Just need to clean this up a bit first. Why don’t you start with the book?”

			“I don’t want to start with the book now. I want that.” He pointed to the binder and slid off the counter.

			“You don’t. I promise.” I walked back to my spot, sat down with the binder, then held up the book, raising my eyebrows at him.

			He nodded and I tossed it to him. It bounced off his fingertips and landed on the floor.

			“Who’s the more athletic one, again?” I asked with a smirk.

			“Rule one.”

			“That was just an observation, a fact.”

			“It was a terrible throw,” he muttered as he bent down and picked up the book. But he didn’t settle back into his place, didn’t open it, just stared at me as I started at the beginning of the binder and flipped through pages. The beginning was mostly study guides. But in some of the margins of those were words like: Beau=stupid or Glad I’m an only child or Friends suck or much more strongly worded sentiments. I ripped out those pages and put them to the side. Then I came to the actual binder paper with longer, angrier diatribes, about not just my friends but my parents too. I had forgotten how much I wrote in those early days. I tore out page after page.

			“Wow,” he said. “That much, huh?”

			“I’m sure you have your I hate Indy journal somewhere. Most likely full of how it was my fault that you lost the love of your life.”

			He didn’t deny it. For two months I’d wondered if that was true, if he blamed that on me. Now I knew. He still thought Harper was the love of his life. I ignored how that twisted my insides.

			I flipped a few more pages, which were just clean white sheets. I nodded, satisfied. Then I stacked the pages I’d ripped out into a more organized pile and looked at the trash can. They were trash, but I couldn’t throw them away in here. Not when Beau could easily pluck them right back out. Or some teacher could get ahold of them. (I’d had plenty of bad things to say about teachers too. They were a huge part of the whole messed up situation after all.) So I slid the pages back into my bag and met Beau’s stare.

			“Do you want the binder back? Or do you want to start with the book?” I asked.

			He stared at me for a long moment. I dared him to say something. I wanted him to say something. He didn’t. Instead he held up the book, then hoisted himself back onto the counter.

			I uncapped a pen and turned my attention to a blank page. Maybe I didn’t need the notes from my phone. Maybe I could start here from scratch, think of better memories, like a refresh. I only had so much time. And even though I couldn’t track it, I knew it was running out.
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				Chapter 10

				Then

			
			“There was a dark car parked down the street from my house this morning. Did you notice it during carpool?” Beau and I sat on the top row of the bleachers at the school track, waiting for Caroline to finish her cross-country race. The team started on the far end of the school, did a few laps around the big block, and would end up here. Ava was standing on the bottom row cheering, even though we couldn’t see her yet.

			“A dark car?” Beau asked. “Parked? No, I didn’t notice it.”

			“Yeah…”

			“Should I have?”

			“I’ve just never seen it before, and I’ve seen it a few times this week. Sometimes there’s a woman sitting inside.” I’d first seen it that night up in my room. I’d thought it was a DoorDasher, but ever since then it sat too long for that to be true. I felt paranoid, and his skeptical look wasn’t helping.

			“Don’t you think someone is probably just visiting your neighbor or something?”

			“I mean, logically, yes.” He was right, it had to be that. I was just on edge because it felt like everyone in my house was on edge. I was trying to assign a reason to it without having enough facts.

			“And not logically?” he asked, shifting toward me.

			“I don’t know. Nothing.”

			“Point it out to me on Monday if it’s still there.”

			His taking it seriously made me even more convinced that I was overreacting. “I’m sure it won’t be. Oh! There’s Caroline.” I jumped up and joined Ava at the bottom of the bleachers. She was cheering even louder now.

			Beau settled in on my right, his hands in the air. “Go, Caroline!”

			“That’s our girl!” Ava shouted.

			There was a small smirk on her face as she passed us, but she didn’t look our way. Her cheeks were pink, and even though it was mostly from exertion, I knew at least some of it was from embarrassment at our loudness.

			She crossed the finish line and I said, “I’m going to buy her a Gatorade at the snack bar.”

			Beau and Ava nodded, and I walked around the bleachers to the back side, where a small building stood, the metal grate on the front of it rolled up to create an open window. I bought a drink and turned to rejoin my friends. The sound of a skateboard caught my attention from the sidewalk on the other side of the fence surrounding the track.

			I walked over to see Cody standing on his board under a tree, practicing some kind of jump.

			“Don’t kill yourself, Cudy,” I said.

			He turned to face me. “Oh hey, it’s the praying mantis.”

			“In her human form,” I said.

			“What?” he asked. I thought he’d get the joke, since he was the one who’d started it.

			“Out of costume?” I clarified.

			“Oh, right.” He jumped and landed on the board. Over his shoulder, parked on the street, was a dark sedan. It wasn’t the same one I’d been seeing…or was it? Nobody was sitting inside. No, it wasn’t the same. Why would it be?

			Another jump caused Cody to lose his balance and he ran forward, propelling his arms to keep himself from falling. The move brought him closer to the fence. He gave me a slow smile.

			A woman, in yoga pants and a high ponytail, and a kid, carrying a backpack, got into the dark car I’d been suspicious of moments ago. It wasn’t the same woman I’d seen in the other car, which made me sigh in relief. I was getting in my own head.

			“You know them?” Cody asked, nodding to the woman and kid.

			“No,” I said.

			“The look on your face made it seem like they killed your cat.”

			“I don’t have a cat.”

			“Because they killed it?”

			I rolled my eyes but laughed.

			“Indy!” Ava was waving at me from the top of the bleachers, where she was peering over the back side.

			I held up the Gatorade.

			“Coming!” Back toward Cody I said, “See ya.”

			“Will you?” he asked.

			“Bring it, then!” she said.

			“Maybe.” I backed away, then ran to join my friends.

			“You flirting with the skater again?” Ava asked as I handed the bottle of Gatorade to Caroline.

			Beau, who stood next to me, tilted his head as if listening for my response as well.

			“No,” I said, but didn’t explain. “You did so good, Caroline. Congrats!”

			“Thank you.” She held up the drink. “And thank you.”

			Beau nudged my shoulder with his as if he was waiting for the real answer to the flirting question. I thought I’d given the real answer.
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				Chapter 11

				Now

			
			“Is the bathroom water gross?”

			It had been quiet for so long that his voice made me jump. He picked up the empty jar I’d used as a cup earlier. The mints were still piled on the counter to the right of the sink.

			“It had a minty tang to it. Not sure why,” I deadpanned.

			He exhaled a single breath that sounded like it was the start of a laugh but didn’t go beyond the one sound. He used to laugh at my jokes.

			I turned my attention back to the open binder on the floor in front of me. I was supposed to be writing, thinking of stories about my childhood that would make us seem like a happy, normal family, but every story I thought of felt warped now.

			At one point I’d given up, traded my pen out for a pencil, and shaded the entire paper, leaving spots open for stars. I colored in a single shooting star. It was black instead of white, and I had it crashing into the ground, leaving a crater. The side of my hand was black from the transfer. I rubbed at it.

			Beau moved his feet out of the sink and filled the jar. He held it up as though examining the clarity of it.

			“Best not to think about it too much,” I said.

			“You’re good at that,” he returned.

			“Rule one,” I said.

			He didn’t respond, just took a swig. Then he ripped open a packaged mint and dropped it into the water. I wanted to say Good call, but I didn’t.

			“Better,” he said after his next drink.

			“I have to pee,” I said suddenly. It wasn’t a sudden sensation, though. I’d been holding it for thirty minutes.

			“Then pee,” he said. “This is the right place for that.”

			I sighed. I really didn’t want to. Not even when we were best friends had I peed in the same room as him. But I knew I couldn’t hold it much longer. “I’m going to need you to cover your ears and go la la la.”

			“Seriously?”

			“Yes, seriously. I don’t want you listening to me pee.”

			“It is a natural function. Everyone does it.”

			I put my fingers in my ears in slow motion and then in a serious monotone voice said, “La la la.”

			“Indy.”

			“This is my rule number one,” I said.

			“That we have to plug our ears and sing while the other person pees?” he asked.

			“Yes,” I said firmly.

			“You’re wasting a rule on this?”

			“Not a waste.”

			He rolled his eyes but did as I’d instructed. Unlike my la la las, as his continued they became melodic, pleasant to listen to.

			“Can you hear me?” I asked as I unzipped my pants in the far stall, which I had locked and triple-checked. He didn’t respond, so either he really couldn’t hear me or he was pretending he couldn’t. The window above the toilet was still open, but I didn’t mess with it. There was obviously nobody out there. I put down a seat protector and sat. It sounded like his melody had turned into an actual song; it seemed familiar, but I couldn’t make out what it was. Maybe what he’d been listening to when he came into the bathroom earlier.

			The music. That he’d been listening to. I let out a loud gasp.

			“What?” he said. “Are you okay?”

			“You punk! Plug your ears and sing.”

			“I am!”

			“Obviously not loud enough!”

			His song became louder.

			I finished my task, flushed, and buttoned up, rushing out of the stall and to the sink to wash my hands.

			He took his fingers out of his ears and stopped singing. “Did you fall in?”

			“Your AirPods! You were listening to music when you came in.”

			His eyes went wide. “I forgot.” He must’ve been as shocked to see me as I was to see him, if we’d both forgotten about his earbuds. He retrieved them from his pocket. “Entertainment.”

			“No,” I said. “Not entertainment. Siri.”

			“Siri?”

			“I know you have her set up.” Because Beau wasn’t the type to tap the Set Up Later option. He did everything all the way through. Perfectly. I had never gotten to the step of setting up Siri—I had been too impatient. Too ready to start using my phone.

			“Yeah, but my phone is out there.” He pointed to the door. “Zipped inside my backpack.”

			“Can’t you tap on your earbud and, I don’t know, tell your phone to call someone?”

			“I can turn my music back on with my earbud…maybe…we’ve been in here for a while—not sure that app is still open. But Music and Siri aren’t the same program. I don’t think Siri will be able to hear me from in here.”

			I dried my hands on the back of my jeans, too excited about this new thought to worry about paper towels. I ran over to the door and pressed my face to the crack. “Hey Siri!” I yelled, then turned back to him. He was still leaning against the counter holding his AirPods.

			I waved my hand at him. “Put them in.”

			“This isn’t going to work.”

			“Just try!”

			He put the buds in his ears and tapped on the right one. They let out a chime noise. I nodded in excitement. “Music,” he said too loudly.

			“That’s good! Now tell Siri to call someone.”

			“Hey Siri,” he said. “Call Ava.”

			Ava’s name made my throat tighten, but I held my breath waiting to see if it worked.

			He shook his head. “Nothing. Still music. It might’ve worked if these were the newer version.”

			I curled my lip and groaned. He took out the earbuds.

			“Okay,” I said. “So she can’t hear you through the earbuds? Then come over here and scream through the door. She’s not trained to my voice.”

			He sighed but walked over to the door next to me. I didn’t step back fast enough and his shoulder brushed mine. I sucked in a breath and he gave me a sideways look before putting his face close to the crack in the door and yelling, “Hey Siri!”

			We were both still as we listened for any response. I wondered whether we’d hear her if she answered. He tried again, “Hey Siri! Call Caroline!”

			Another tug in my chest, but no noise. Nothing.

			“Hey Siri!” I yelled as loud as I could.

			“Hey Siri!” he yelled even louder, a smirk coming onto his face.

			“Siri, you little punk! I know you can hear us!”

			He laughed this time. “Siri, you’re going to be in big trouble when we get out of here!”

			“I swear she’s doing this on purpose,” I said, laughing with him.

			“You don’t trust Siri?” he asked.

			“No! You do?”

			He laughed again and turned his back to the door, leaning his head against it. I did the same. We were now shoulder to shoulder. I wanted to stay mad at him. I was so mad at him. But I also could no longer deny, without the distance we’d forced ourselves into over the past two months, that I missed him so much. More than I realized. But missing him wouldn’t fix anything. It was easier to be mad. Because the alternative was sad. And I was worried sad might destroy me. I’d been holding back that feeling for a long time. I’d been holding back a lot of feelings for a long time. The only one I had let flourish over the past several months was anger. And it had flourished. It had blossomed and bloomed and become beautiful.

			He held one of his earbuds out to me. “Music?”
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				Chapter 12

				Then

			
			“Brady! You’re back,” I said when Beau’s brother walked into the tutoring center. I’d known he was coming—he was on my schedule. But I liked to make the kids feel welcome. There were only two other tutors in the center today, Beau and a college guy named Cliff. It was the week before Thanksgiving break and it was slow. Our boss, Lana, was in the back office.

			Beau looked up from where he was working with a third-grade boy on reading. For the past thirty minutes I’d listened to him overpronounce his e’s and a’s. I even silently mocked him across the room. He shot me hard eyes but his mouth curved into a smirk.

			Now he was wrapping up with his student as his brother came in. Brady looked a lot like him—blue eyes, loose curls, tall and lanky.

			“Hey, Indy,” Brady said, his eyes on the ground as he maneuvered around desks to get to mine at the back of the large room.

			“That was not a very happy hey,” I said. “What’s wrong?”

			“I got a C on my last math test. My mom made me come back.”

			I cringed. His mom would be horrified over that grade, even though I thought that for a kid who struggled with math, it was a solid effort.

			It had been over a month since he was last here. I’d thought he picked up on the concepts well, but that was the challenge with math—there were new concepts every unit, and they built on the last ones, so if you fell behind, it was hard to turn it around.

			“Math is hard,” I said. “And everyone has a different way of learning things. Maybe I didn’t figure out your way last time. We’re going to try a few different methods this time. Okay?”

			“Yeah, okay,” he said.

			“Do you like music?”

			“Yes,” he said.

			“Okay, let’s use some music.”

			Beau was passing my desk, walking his student out. He squeezed my shoulder on his way by and mouthed, “Thank you.”

			My cheeks heated up and I quickly looked away from him.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			“You like better music than my brother,” Brady said.

			I laughed.

			“Hey, I heard that,” Beau said from across the way. He was cleaning up his station. Cliff had left fifteen minutes ago.

			Brady and I were listening to music in between concepts. I was trying to help him relax more. We even put a couple of ideas to a beat. I didn’t have a good voice, like Beau did, but I agreed, my taste in music was much better.

			“Let the boy have an opinion,” I said.

			Brady laughed. His time was almost up, and I watched out the glass door as his mom’s car pulled up out front. I was surprised he wasn’t going home with Beau. But maybe she’d been running errands in the neighborhood for the last hour. Or maybe it was because Beau had given me a ride today and he needed to take me home.

			“Watermelon or grape?” I asked, holding up two Jolly Ranchers.

			“Watermelon,” he said.

			“Another correct opinion.”

			He unwrapped the candy and put it in his mouth.

			“Do you feel like you understand negative exponents a little more now?”

			He nodded. “I think so.”

			“You got this.”

			“Thanks,” he said with a smile, standing and putting his backpack on. “Maybe I should come next week too.”

			“Next week is Thanksgiving. But the week after that for sure,” I said. “Tell your mom to schedule a good time online.”

			He nodded and waved to his brother.

			“Bye,” Beau said. Then he waited for Brady to be out the door and all the way into the car before he turned to me and said, “You’re good with him.”

			“I’m sure you would be too. You’re just his brother, and he doesn’t listen to you as well.”

			“I bet your siblings would listen to you all the time,” he said. “Hang on your every word.”

			I laughed. “Of course they would.”

			“But seriously, I think you’re more laid-back than me, and that’s better for him.”

			“Well, that too,” I said, throwing the grape Jolly Rancher at him.

			He caught it, unwrapped it, and popped it in his mouth. “You have any more appointments today?”

			“No, he was my last.” I stacked my papers and supplies, then grabbed a Lysol wipe from the container on the front desk.

			“I need your playlist,” he said.

			“What?” I asked.

			“You need to put together a playlist for me of all the best music so that I can be cool.”

			“Yes, I do,” I said.

			“I’m serious,” he said, maybe noting the smirk on my face.

			“Oh, I know. So am I.” My playlist wasn’t all that special. It was just good songs from a wide variety of genres. I didn’t really have one standout artist or type. Maybe that’s why it was good—variety. Or maybe it was another area of my life that I couldn’t find a focus or passion about.

			Beau went to the office door and knocked. There was a muffled “Come in,” and he opened the door.

			“Indy and I are done for the day,” he said.

			“Thank you. See you next time.”

			“Bye, Lana!” I called, even though I couldn’t see her.

			“Bye!” she said.

			We walked outside to Beau’s car. It was a fairly new two-door Corolla with the tiniest back seat—the reason Ava refused to let Beau drive in the carpool. I buckled my seat belt as he turned the key in the ignition.

			“I’m going to start your playlist now,” I said, pulling out my phone and opening Spotify. “I’m going to title it Cool Like Indy.”

			“Must you?”

			“I must.”

			He chuckled. “Oh, my mom wanted to make sure you knew that your family is invited to Thanksgiving dinner at our place.”

			“Tell her thank you. Maybe we’ll actually take her up on that invite this year.”

			“Yeah?” he asked, looking over his shoulder to back out of the parking space. His arm brushed my shoulder as he did and the scent of grape Jolly Rancher invaded my senses. This combination made my stomach flutter.

			I ignored it with everything in me. “I’ve heard nothing about Thanksgiving. I’m guessing my mom isn’t hosting anything. Going to yours would be easier.” Normally we had my aunt, her husband, and their three kids over. They lived a couple of hours away. My mom’s parents had both passed about five years ago. And my dad’s parents lived all the way on the other side of the country near my dad’s sister. We rarely saw them.

			“Easier for you, maybe,” he said with a laugh.

			“Is your grandpa coming?”

			“He sure is.”

			I cringed. “Yeah, maybe I won’t be passing that message on to my mom. Your grandpa scares me.”

			“You’d rather be alone with your parents, who are being weird?” he asked.

			“You make a good point,” I said.

			“So they are still being weird?”

			“Yes.” Whispered conversations. Tense standoffs. I knew it wasn’t nothing.

			“Wait, that car you were telling me about? You think the two are related?”

			“I don’t know.” I hadn’t seen the car for a few days. So it probably was just someone visiting family. Or they saw me staring and realized I was onto them, so they were being more careful. I wasn’t onto anything. I had no idea why they’d hang out there. “Maybe. Probably not.”

			“Sorry,” he said.

			I shrugged. “I’ll figure it out.”

			“Let me know when you’ve cracked the case.”
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				Chapter 13

				Now

			
			I was back on the ground, lying on my hoodie, the binder propped on my knees as I stared at the blank page in front of me. A character letter about my dad wasn’t as easy as my mom had made it seem when she asked me to write this.

			“A character letter?” I’d said. “What does that even mean?”

			“Just a nice letter about your dad. Something we can give his lawyer to pass on to the court. A memory or something.”

			“A memory?”

			“Something that makes him seem more…” She trailed off.

			“Personable?” I asked.

			She narrowed her eyes. “Relatable,” she said. “A father. A dad.”

			Why was I having a hard time? It wasn’t that I didn’t have positive memories of him—he was a really good dad. But I couldn’t seem to conjure up the good feelings that went with them. And I knew that my feelings were supposed to play a part in this letter. Probably the most important part.

			A memory.

			We’d gone to the zoo a couple of times when I was a kid. He made funny voices at the monkeys. Was that relatable enough? Sometimes he’d read to me before bed. That act was sure to erase any negative opinions anyone might have about him, I thought sarcastically.

			One of Beau’s AirPods was in my right ear. I hadn’t been listening to the music too carefully—I was trying to think—but something in my subconscious kicked in, because I realized this was the third song in a row from the playlist I’d made him months ago.

			It was like he’d been waiting for me to notice, because the second I looked over the top of the binder at him, he met my eyes. He had the book open in his lap.

			“It’s good music,” he said.

			“It is.” Which reminded me. “How is Brady?”

			His attention went to the open book, then back to me. “He misses you,” he finally said.

			Tears stung at my eyes and I gritted my teeth to keep them at bay. I readjusted the sweatshirt under my head to distract myself. “How is he doing in math?”

			“B.”

			“Nice. I knew he could do it.” Without me, I almost added, but I kept that part to myself. Saying that out loud really would make me cry. I’d quit the tutoring center two months ago and I missed the kids so much.

			“He was putting too much pressure on himself,” Beau said.

			“Must run in the genes.”

			He let out a breathy laugh. “Yeah. Probably.”

			“How is your mom with his B?” I didn’t need to ask. I knew exactly how she felt about that.

			“Putting on a brave face,” he said sarcastically.

			“Does her brave face include those judgy eyes she’s so good at?”

			“Yes.”

			I held in a laugh. We fell silent and he went back to reading. The music kept playing. Songs I loved. I could almost forget I was trapped in a bathroom with someone I was supposed to hate. If I closed my eyes, I could be anywhere listening to music. I felt myself drifting. I didn’t want to fall asleep in here.

			I sat up and stretched, rubbing at my neck. “Are you done with the chapter yet?”

			“My mind is wandering,” he said.

			“Don’t care, just want the book.”

			“Thanks,” he muttered.

			“You’re welcome,” I said back, like he wasn’t being sarcastic.

			“I’m not done,” he said.

			“I know you don’t read that slowly,” I said.

			“How’s Cody, anyway?” he asked.

			“Seriously?” I gave him an annoyed stare. “Slow reading made you think of Cody?”

			He shrugged.

			I narrowed my eyes. “Don’t be rude. You’re the one who asked for a truce.”

			“The truce just covers the people in this bathroom.”

			“Are you sure you want to give me that opening?” I had so much to say about so many people not in this bathroom.

			“I’m surprised you haven’t already taken it.”

			“Yeah, well, there’s still time.”

			“I’m sure I could think of a few things to say as well.”

			“Then say them, Beau. Say them!”

			We held a stare for a long moment. His hard expression wasn’t one I was used to, and I hated that it was directed at me. It hurt. It made me want to hurt him back.

			“Cody is fine,” I said, finally answering his question.

			He flinched as if I really had hurt him. Had I?

			He looked down, then turned a page of the book.

			I gritted my teeth, the familiar anger that had been a part of me for months burning my insides. Sometimes, like now, with anger clouding every thought, I wondered if I remembered wrong how it had all happened. Why else would everyone have taken his side?
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				Chapter 14

				Then

			
			A loud banging pulled me out of sleep. There was yelling as well. I sat up, scared. It sounded like someone, or a lot of someones, were trying to break down the front door. The walls around my bed were rattling. I cowered against the headboard, frozen.

			More banging.

			Then my parents’ door across the hall opened and someone was running down the stairs. My dad? I wanted to tell him not to go down there. To call 911. But my voice wouldn’t work either; it was stuck in my throat, trapped by fear.

			Was this an angry client?

			My door opened and my mom appeared. The look on her face didn’t help me relax. “You need to get up,” she said.

			“Why? What’s going on?” I croaked.

			“Get a robe.”

			“A robe? I don’t own a robe.”

			She had one wrapped around her. “Oh, right. A blanket, then.”

			“I can’t get dressed?” I was wearing shorts and a tank top.

			She didn’t answer, just pulled the blanket off my bed and wrapped it around my shoulders.

			“What’s happening?” I asked.

			Before she could answer, the yelling was inside the house.

			Mom led me to the stairs, and as we reached the top, about to go down, three people in black uniforms were climbing up them. I tried to back away, but my mom held my arm. They were screaming things I couldn’t understand.

			“We need to go outside,” Mom said in a surprisingly calm voice.

			“Why?” I asked, but followed her anyway, down the steps and onto the front porch. We had a bench and two chairs out there and Mom led me to one.

			Dad was already there, watching more people walk into the house. Some of them were armed. Some had clipboards. Large white letters, which I hadn’t noticed before but did now, were on the backs of their jackets: FBI. Dad mumbled something about a search warrant to Mom.

			I stood there, blinking, waiting for someone to tell me what was going on, because this was definitely something.

			Finally, Mom said, “There’s been some suspicious activity at the firm. And they’re just trying to figure out who is involved.”

			“Suspicious activity? Criminal activity?” I asked.

			Dad gave a tight nod.

			“It’s just an investigation,” Mom tried to assure me. “Your father hasn’t done anything wrong.”

			If that was true, then why hadn’t they been open with me about this for the past several weeks? Warned me this might happen.

			It was cold outside. The sun was just barely rising. I wasn’t exactly sure what time it was—I’d left my phone sitting on the nightstand in the chaos—but it was early. I wondered if our neighbors were watching. I wondered why these people had come to our house this early. I wondered why they didn’t call first. My dad would’ve let them in. But as soon as I wondered, I realized they’d done this on purpose so Dad wouldn’t have time to prepare. To get rid of things? I’d only ever seen this in the movies. I didn’t realize this happened in real life.

			My dad had obviously known about this for weeks now, though. When he was having tense conversations with Mom and taking calls at dinner. How had he known? Because he had something to hide? And if he did, had he already prepared for this?

			Did this have to do with those missing papers in the office? The ones he thought I’d lost? Did those incriminate him in some way?

			Ice seemed to fill my veins. I pulled the blanket from my bed tighter around my shoulders and sat on one of the chairs. Neither of my parents sat. They just stood watching. Nobody talked to us, which I thought was weird. Maybe they’d talked to my dad when he first opened the door. It felt like we were outside forever.

			Eventually people came out of the house carrying boxes, most likely from my dad’s office. A woman I recognized put the box she was carrying into a dark car that I also recognized. I hadn’t been paranoid after all. Apparently I should’ve been even more suspicious.

			“We were invited to the Eubanks’ house for Thanksgiving dinner,” I said, not sure why my brain chose this moment to convey the message from two days ago. Maybe because I wished Beau was here right now. No, I didn’t, actually. I was glad nobody was here. That nobody was seeing this except maybe the Ring camera across the street. Could their cameras see this far? And if they could, would our neighbors watch this on loop? Speculate. Share it with their friends. Post it on social media.

			My mom looked at me. “Yes, she called me.”

			“Are we going?” I asked.

			“Maybe,” she said absentmindedly.

			I pulled my feet onto the chair with me, hugging my knees to my chest. More people and boxes came out of the house.

			My mom patted my shoulder. “This is a good thing. They’ll clear his name of any fraud and it will be over.”

			I looked at my dad, who didn’t seem to agree with that sentiment. I hoped it was the first sentence he didn’t agree with and not the second.

			“Fraud?” I asked. “Someone at your firm is committing fraud? Like against the government?” My dad’s firm specialized in workers’ comp and federal aid. If a lawyer falsified documents so they could make more money…that wouldn’t be good. My dad wouldn’t do that. Tears stung my eyes as I watched him pace the porch, tension tight across his shoulders. What if he had?

			“Listen,” Mom said, looking at me. “This stays here, okay? We aren’t going to talk about this with friends or family. His entire business depends on people trusting him. And they can. He’s an honest person.” She said it like he wasn’t standing right there, like she was trying to convince me.

			I nodded. Exactly. He was an honest person.

			“You can keep this to yourself? Nobody else,” she said again.

			“Yes,” I said.

			An agent approached my dad. “Mr. Blair, we need you to come in for questioning.”

			“Now?” Dad asked.

			The agent gave a curt nod and my dad left with him. Panic clawed up my throat as I watched him climb into the back of a black car.

			As they drove away, my face was on fire. “Why did they arrest him? I thought you said they were going to clear his name.”

			“They didn’t arrest him,” Mom said.

			“He had to get in the back of an FBI car,” I argued.

			“Just for questioning. He’ll be back. Come on, let’s go inside.”

			If it was just for questioning, why didn’t they let him take his own car? Get dressed? Come in later? Fear raged through my body. Was he going to come back at all?

			Mom led me back into the house. Everything looked out of place—couches were crooked and cabinet doors were opened.

			“You can go back to bed,” my mom said, closing the drawer of the entryway table.

			She thought I could sleep after this? But I nodded anyway and slowly climbed up the stairs because her calmness was making me more scared, not less. The door to my room was ajar, and when I stepped inside I realized it hadn’t been spared in the ransacking. My dresser drawers were pulled out, clothes on the floor. My mattress was off-center. The hanging clothes in my closet were pushed to the side. My desk drawers were open, papers on the floor. My backpack was even unzipped.

			I meticulously spent the next hour putting everything back into place. Numbness had taken over my fear. Maybe this was why my mom seemed so calm. She was numb.

			Then I got dressed and walked. I ended up in front of Beau’s house. He lived about a mile away. I stared at it for a long time but didn’t knock. I wouldn’t be able to talk to him about this. I told my mom I wouldn’t. And this wasn’t just some minor family issue. This was serious. My mom was right, this was my dad’s career on the line. His future earning potential. Our livelihood. I kept walking.

			I ended up at the skate park a couple of miles from our neighborhood and sat on a bench, where I watched two lone skaters navigate the course.

			I wasn’t sure how long I was there, in a daze, but what brought me out of the trance was the sound of wheels on concrete to my left. I looked over to see a newly arrived skater riding down the path.

			He paused next to me, one foot on the board, one on the sidewalk. “Praying mantis.”

			My eyes traveled from his skateboard to his face. “Cudy,” I said.

			“You know that’s only an inside joke if I’m in on the joke,” he said.

			I gave a breathy laugh. “It’s an inside joke with myself and I’m okay with that.”

			“An inside joke with yourself?” he repeated. “I like it. I’ll have to get a few of those.”

			I pulled my foot up on the bench with me, hugging my knee to my chest. “I’m sure you already have some, you just don’t realize it.”

			He nodded, then looked around. “You come here to see me?”

			“No, I don’t think so.” Had I? I didn’t hang out at the skate park, but I’d obviously seen it before and maybe my subconscious thought I would run into him.

			“You don’t think so?” he asked, rolling his skateboard closer to me and then pulling it back toward him.

			“I’m not really thinking much this morning.”

			“Welcome to my world,” he said with a sly smile.

			“Is it a good world?” I asked, needing to feel some sort of hope right now.

			“The best.” With those words, he threw me another smile over his shoulder and dropped into the course.
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				Chapter 15

				Now

			
			Maybe I wouldn’t need to write a character letter at all. We were supposed to find out any day now if they’d discovered anything in those boxes they took out of the house, or in the three-hour-long questioning they’d had with him. He’d come home that day exhausted.

			Maybe there was a text waiting on my phone right now that would tell me everything was fine. That I didn’t have to write a letter after all. That I didn’t have to try to pretend everything was good between us. Or maybe there was a text waiting that said my letter was crucial. That he needed all the help he could get. That without it he would seem even harder to trust.

			I pressed my palms against my temples, trying to force more memories to the surface.

			There was that time we ran out of gas in the car and Dad and I walked three miles with a gas can because he couldn’t get ahold of Mom. It hadn’t felt like three miles. We played I Spy the whole time. I won. He probably let me.

			I sighed, my eyes burning. If Beau and I were in a better place, I could talk to him right now. Let everything out. Maybe it would help me feel better. Clear up my mind for some memories of my dad. Or maybe it would just bring up more anger.

			Beau had been quietly seething on the counter ever since he asked about Cody. I wondered if he was actually reading. If he was ready to get out of this bathroom, away from me. Then we’d never have to talk again.

			“We broke up,” I spit out.

			His eyes snapped to mine. “What?”

			“Me and Cody. We broke up.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes.”

			“Good.”

			“Nice,” I muttered.

			“No, I don’t mean…he just wasn’t…you two weren’t…”

			“Yeah, well, we’re not anymore,” I said when he couldn’t finish any of his sentences. Now there was nobody. I’d spent the past couple of weeks at school utterly alone. And home wasn’t much better. Maybe it was even worse.

			“I haven’t seen you around,” he said.

			That’s because I’d been sitting in my car during lunch. The car I really shouldn’t own, because even though I’d ended up saving the amount my parents required of me, I didn’t have much to contribute on a monthly basis anymore. Which left the burden on my parents. A burden that was heavier than it had once been. When I quit the tutoring center, my intention was to find a new job, but I hadn’t yet. I needed to. Maybe I could be a bagger at the grocery store. I’d seen a help wanted sign in their window last week. “I’ve been around,” I said.

			“Have you seen me?”

			“I try to avoid you, Beau.”

			“Yeah…” he said, as if he just now remembered exactly what had happened in December. That he wasn’t the only one with a legitimate reason to be mad, no matter how much he acted that way.
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				Chapter 16

				Then

			
			“Hey, Indy, we’re going,” Mom said, coming into my room with a short knock. I was looking under my bed for the textbook I hadn’t been able to find since that fateful day last week. The day that nobody in my house was talking about. The one we were all just pretending didn’t happen. But I couldn’t forget. My body kept reminding me in my sleep. I woke up often to loud banging sounds only real in my dreams.

			My dad hadn’t been into work. I’d heard him making calls, presumably to clients, from his home office, talking about taking some time off due to Thanksgiving, but that everything was progressing just fine.

			I thought they might disagree if they had been standing on our porch a week ago. I’d spent hours Googling Dad’s law firm and staring at the smiling faces of his partners, wondering who the liar and thief was. Because obviously it was one of them. If I’d been able to talk to my friends about this, we would’ve figured this out, analyzed their features and expressions and bios, and determined who our lead suspect was. It might’ve helped me to make light of this whole situation. Instead it felt the opposite of light. It felt so heavy.

			The internet was just as silent about what had happened at my house that day as my parents were. I couldn’t believe this hadn’t made the news. Maybe because the FBI hadn’t found anything yet. If charges were brought, this wouldn’t stay a secret. Then I’d be able to talk about it with somebody, wouldn’t I? But if that was the reason I’d be able to talk about it, then I didn’t want to. Maybe they’d find nothing on anyone and we could all just pretend our way back to normal.

			“Going where?” I asked now, sitting back on my heels without my book. We were going to have a test the day we got back to school after break and I hadn’t studied at all. At least I thought we were going to have a test. I couldn’t remember.

			“To Thanksgiving dinner at the Eubanks’,” she said with a smile. It wasn’t her real smile, but it was pretty good.

			I blinked in surprise. That dinner started in fifteen minutes. Yesterday she’d told me that we weren’t going. I hadn’t seen any of my friends since the incident. I’d skipped school last Friday and turned down a hangout on the first Monday of vacation. Nobody thought anything of it.

			I crawled over to my backpack and pulled out my binder, then flipped to the calculus section. Yes, we had a test. Could I get by on just the classroom notes I’d taken? I flipped back through the pages.

			“Okay?” Mom said.

			“What?” I asked.

			“The Eubanks’? For dinner.”

			“Why?” I asked.

			“Because we need to get out of the house.”

			I wondered if she meant me or my dad, because Mom had been out of the house. She went to work every day.

			I looked at her. She was ready—clothes, hair, makeup. She looked good. I was still in my pajamas. I hadn’t taken a shower yet. Had I taken one yesterday? “We didn’t make anything to contribute,” I said. “Did we even let them know we were coming?”

			“We were invited,” she said. “It will be good for us.” With those words she left my room.

			I sighed and went to the bathroom to get ready.
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			My mom held a bottle of red wine and transferred it from one hand to the other nervously as we stood on the porch. I could tell Dad liked this idea as much as I did—in that he didn’t like it at all, felt like we were intruding. There were lots of cars in front of the house, and I wasn’t sure if more people made things better or worse. I remembered here on the porch that one of those cars would be Beau’s grandpa’s, and I knew we should just turn around and leave. We should’ve dressed up even more than we had, brought something nicer to contribute, stayed home.

			The door swung open and Mrs. Eubanks smiled in greeting. She wore a deep burgundy dress and heels. Her lips were the same color as the dress, and her hair was styled into stiff waves. “Hello,” she said. “Come in.” I could not tell from her expression if she was surprised to see us or not. She was very good at appearances.

			“Thank you,” Mom said, handing her the bottle as we stepped inside. My mom was also in a dress, but she seemed ready for Sunday service, while Mrs. Eubanks seemed ready for a gala. “Sorry we’re late.” She put her hand on my shoulder with those words, and I wasn’t sure if that was a conscious or subconscious gesture indicating who made us late. It wasn’t my fault she gave me fifteen minutes’ notice. I’d managed to put on a long skirt and fitted tee, but I wore my Converse. I wondered if I should take them off, like I normally did, and leave them by the door. There were no other shoes there today, though.

			“It’s okay,” she said. “We’re just barely getting started.”

			I’d been in the Eubanks’ house plenty, but my parents weren’t frequent visitors, so they waited for Mrs. Eubanks to lead the way.

			“The Blairs are here,” Mrs. Eubanks announced, gesturing toward us when we arrived in the great room. The normal dining table was full. A large folding table had been set up in the adjoining living room and covered with a burlap tablecloth. That was full as well. Vases of fall-colored flowers filled the room.

			I located Beau right away at the extra table, the kid table. He wore a long-sleeved shirt and a tie. He was surprised to see me, I could tell, but it was a good surprise. He smiled big. For the first time in a week, I felt a sense of relief. I could talk to Beau. Swear him to secrecy. I needed to talk to someone, and I trusted him more than anyone. He would let me vent. Tell me everything was going to be okay. Let me cry or scream or do something to release all the pent-up tension that made my body feel like it was about to combust.

			There was movement to his left and I locked eyes with Harper. She was waving. I waved back. So much for being able to talk today.

			“Hi, Indy!” Brady said from the other end of the table.

			“Hi,” I said.

			There was some shuffling at both tables, chairs being moved, some folding chairs brought from a back room. After a couple of minutes there was an extra chair for me at the kid table, next to Beau, and two chairs added to the main table for my parents. We took our places.

			“A tie, huh?” I said to him under my breath as I sat down.

			He reached up and adjusted it. “And I pull it off so well, don’t I?”

			I let out a breathy laugh while taking in his styled hair and the blue tie that matched his eyes perfectly. He actually did pull it off. Very well. I cleared my throat and looked away.

			“I didn’t know you were coming,” he said.

			“Yeah, sorry, my mom decided last minute.”

			“No, I’m happy you did. But you missed my grandpa’s big speech,” he said.

			I glanced over at the adult table again, where his grandpa sat at the head. He even looked important. A full head of white hair, a crisp white shirt under a dark suit. Like he’d spent his whole life speaking in front of crowds. Probably because he had, as mayor and then governor and then congressman. It didn’t surprise me that Beau’s dad had given the head of the table to him. Or that he had made the Thanksgiving Day speech. I wondered what he’d said he was thankful for. I wondered if he went around the room and had everyone say what they were thankful for. I was glad I’d missed it. I wasn’t sure what I would have said. Beau? I was grateful for him.

			“Yes, we’re glad you’re here,” Harper said, leaning forward to talk to me around Beau.

			“Thanks,” I said.

			“Here’s a plate for you.” Mrs. Eubanks set an empty gold charger in front of me, then topped it with a white plate. “Help yourself.” She tapped Beau on the shoulder. “Elbows off the table.”

			Beau quickly complied, then reached to the center of the table and grabbed the bowl of mashed potatoes, placing them beside me. “Your favorite first.”

			“Thanks.” I scooped a spoonful onto my plate, then pushed the bowl back toward the middle. Over the top of the bowl, I saw a little girl staring at me. I offered her a smile.

			“If that’s Beau’s girlfriend”—she pointed to Harper—“who are you?”

			“This is one of my friends,” Beau responded. “She lives pretty close.”

			I was his neighbor. That was what he was saying.

			“Indy,” he said. “This is my cousin Clara and her brother, James, from Roseville.” He continued pointing around the table, introducing people. I knew some of his family, like his sister’s kids on the end and obviously Brady.

			“I’m Harper,” Harper said with a laugh when he was done.

			“Nice to meet you,” I tried to tease back. It fell flat. I ran my fork through the potatoes on my plate.

			“Did you already eat before you came?” Beau asked. “We’re your third stop or something?”

			“No, I’m hungry,” I said, because I was, but my stomach felt tight at the same time. Full of the nerves that had been swirling around in there all week. I took a bite of potatoes.

			Beau reached for the platter of turkey and forked a few pieces onto my plate. “You okay?” he asked under his breath, brows low in concern.

			No! I wanted to scream, but instead I forced a smile and nodded. I didn’t look at him while I did, knowing he’d see right through me.

			“Did you hear about the bonfire on the beach on Saturday?” Harper asked.

			“I didn’t,” I said. But there were bonfires on the beach once a month, it seemed, so I wasn’t surprised.

			Beau tilted his head. “Have you not been reading our group texts?”

			Our group texts were a constant stream of notifications, most of them commentary on various aspects of the day. For example, Caroline would text: got distracted and burnt my toast this morning. To which Ava would reply: you probably deserved it. To which Beau would reply: I kind of like burnt toast. And on and on. Our group text had been going strong over the past week. I had been responding sparingly.

			“Oh, right,” I said. “I forgot.” Maybe I had read it or maybe it had gotten lost in the fifty texts about Ava’s missing blue crop top.

			Speaking of missing things. “Did I leave my calculus book over here?”

			“I don’t think so,” Beau said.

			“Can I borrow yours tonight?”

			He laughed. “Nice try.” To Harper he said, “Indy is like two points behind me in class rankings and she’ll do anything to make me fail a test.”

			“No, I really can’t find my book.”

			He narrowed his eyes at me in suspicion. “You can write down what you need here, but I still need to study too. You can’t take it.”

			I nodded. It definitely wouldn’t be as much as I normally studied, but that would have to be enough. My stomach churned again. I needed that feeling to go away soon. I wasn’t a fan.
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			A couple of hours later I was sitting at Beau’s desk in his room, frantically writing down as much as I could from his textbook. Harper sat cross-legged on the floor next to his bookcase behind me. Beau sat on his bed. I wondered if she would leave before me so I could talk to Beau. I didn’t think she would, but I hoped. My stomach, which had only been churning earlier, was now in knots. I tried to ignore it and focus on studying.

			“Your taste in books is terrible,” Harper said, eyes traveling over the shelves.

			“You don’t like fantasy?” Beau responded. He loved fantasy. Had probably read each of his favorite series several times over.

			“You should read mystery,” Harper said.

			“I don’t like mystery,” he responded.

			“Have you tried it?” she asked. “I have a series I’m going to loan you.”

			“Okay,” he said.

			“Let’s swap,” she suggested.

			I raised my eyes from the calculus book to see Beau’s reaction. He didn’t love sharing his books. Was very protective of them.

			“What’s your favorite?” she asked, moving along his bookshelves.

			I laughed but then sucked my lips in to stop it short.

			“What?” she asked.

			“Nothing,” I said when I realized he wasn’t going to tell her that she couldn’t borrow his books.

			He was letting her pull some out and flip through the pages, even.

			“His favorite is top right, the blue ones,” I said. “They’re even signed by the author, I think.”

			She walked to where I was pointing and he narrowed his eyes at me. I shrugged in faux innocence.

			“Yay!” she said, taking them off the shelf one by one until she had all six. “I can’t wait to read them.”

			“Maybe you should start them one at a time,” he said, his hands twitching a bit, as if he was trying to keep himself from snatching them from her and sliding them back onto the shelf.

			“No,” Harper said. “I’m a fast reader and I hate waiting. But don’t be mad if I don’t like them. I’m not a fantasy nerd like you are. Too many weird names and places and lore.”

			“That’s part of what makes them so good,” he said.

			“Do you like these books, Indy?” Harper asked.

			I turned from where I’d gone back to writing. “I haven’t read those ones, but I like most books,” I said. “I don’t really have a favorite genre.”

			“What do you like better?” she asked. “Reading or watching movies?”

			I was writing again and I stopped with her question. “Me?”

			“Yes,” she said. “I love movies.”

			“I don’t know,” I said. “I like them both.” I scratched at my cheek and looked at the open page in front of me. All the letters were blurring together. I blinked. They were still blurry.

			I slammed the book shut and stood. “I should probably go.”

			“Why?” Beau asked.

			My parents had already left about an hour ago. My plan was just to walk home. We were neighbors after all.

			“I don’t know,” I said. “Because I need to go.”

			“Okay. We’ll see you Saturday?” Harper asked. “At the bonfire?”

			“Saturday,” I said.

			“We’ll give you a ride,” Beau said, standing.

			“No, I want to walk. I need to walk.”

			Beau just stared at me, trying to read my thoughts. He couldn’t this time.
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				Chapter 17

				Now

			
			The book fell, smacking me in the face. “Ouch.” I lifted it off of me and set it aside.

			“Did you fall asleep?” Beau asked from his spot on the counter. I wondered if his butt was numb from sitting up there for so long.

			“I’m tired,” I said. “What time do you think it is?”

			“I don’t know. Nine-ish? Ten-ish?”

			I sat up and rubbed my hands up and down my face. Then I took out the earbud and walked it over to him. He took his out as well and stuck them both in his pocket.

			“You can listen,” I said.

			“I’m guessing their battery is almost dead. I haven’t charged them since yesterday.”

			I paced the bathroom, doing high-knee walks, trying to wake myself up. “You can read the book if you want.”

			He nodded but just stared at it lying there on the floor.

			“Did you ever read that mystery series Harper gave you?” I asked.

			“I did. It was bad.” He was silent for a minute. “She never read the series I gave her. She still has them.”

			“She never gave them back? Not even after…” you broke up. I couldn’t say those words. I’d already said them once in this bathroom. We already both knew who was to blame.

			“Nope,” he said.

			“That sucks.”

			“It was my favorite. And they were signed.”

			I cringed. That was my fault too. Her borrowing that particular series. But he could’ve said no. He should’ve said no. “Never loan out your favorite things,” I said, which was a bratty thing to say.

			He watched me pace for a few minutes, then his eyes went back to the book on the floor. “Why did you check out that book?”

			“I don’t know,” I said.

			“You don’t know?”

			“Maybe the same reason you’re listening to my playlist,” I said.

			His eyes locked on mine.

			“It looked good,” I said, which was basically the reason he’d used for listening to my music.

			“Right,” he said, and went back to writing in the binder.

			“It was due like two months ago. I wonder what my late fee is.”

			“Ms. Garcia is cool. Just tell her you forgot.”

			“No teacher is cool to me anymore,” I said. That’s what happened when you talked back more and stopped getting good grades.

			He gave a tight nod.

			“Seriously, you can read it. It’s making me sleepy.”

			“You don’t want to be tired?” he asked. “Why don’t you sleep?”

			“It’s too early.” And I hadn’t had the nightmare in a while, the one where black-clad men broke down my door and surrounded me. The one that always made me wake up in a cold sweat. But knowing my luck, I’d have it here when Beau was wide awake, observing me. If I was going to sleep in this bathroom, which was a big if, we’d be sleeping at the same time.

			“Maybe it’s not early,” he said. “It could be one o’clock in the morning for all we know.”

			“I don’t think it is.” I couldn’t explain why, but it didn’t feel that late. The air coming in through the still-open window wasn’t cold enough or something. I did some more high-knee walks.

			“Neither do I.” He looked toward the door. “I can’t believe nobody is coming for us.”

			“Do you share your location with anyone?” I asked.

			“My parents, but they won’t look. They rarely wait up for me.”

			“So in the morning? When they realize you’re not home?”

			“More like in the afternoon. They’ll think I’m sleeping in.”

			“You don’t sleep in.”

			“Sometimes I do. And Brady probably has baseball practice in the morning anyway, so they won’t look.”

			“I thought your mom made you get up no later than nine and do your chores and be ready for the day.”

			“She’s compromised for Saturdays.”

			Mrs. Eubanks, letting go of some control. Surprising. “Bad timing,” I said.

			But that meant we could be here until tomorrow afternoon? No, we couldn’t be here until tomorrow afternoon. Tomorrow afternoon would be too late. My mom needed my letter tonight. Tomorrow morning at the very latest. Then why aren’t you writing it, Indy? Why did you trade the binder for the book? Because I couldn’t think of anything to write. And I didn’t want to admit what that meant. It meant nothing. I was going to write it. I had all night.

			My stomach let out a loud growl and I covered it with my hands.

			“Should we split a protein bar?” he asked.

			“Should we eat one now? Do we need to save them? You think we’ll be out by tomorrow for sure, right? Someone will notice by tomorrow.” I wasn’t sure if it was all the high-knee walks I was doing that had raised my heart rate or the thought that we could be stuck here all weekend. We couldn’t be stuck here. I hadn’t been the best daughter lately, but I was planning to be there tomorrow.

			I walked to the sink, filled up our shared water jar, and took another long drink, water dribbling out of the sides of my mouth and down my chin. I set the jar down and wiped my face with the back of my hand. That didn’t calm my racing heart.

			“Are you panicking?” he asked. “You’re usually the laid-back one.”

			I couldn’t remember the last time my life felt laid-back. Maybe that Halloween party, looking at the stars.

			Maybe I was panicking, because instead of slowing down as I leaned into my hands on the counter, my heart seemed to double in speed. I put my elbows on the counter and took deep breaths. It wasn’t working; I was hyperventilating instead.

			“Indy,” Beau said. He sounded far away. “It’s going to be okay.” Then I felt his hand on my back.

			I jerked away, knocking my elbow into his arm as I did. “Don’t touch me.” I backed into the side of the stall. Pressed against my left shoulder was the paper towel dispenser. And against my right hip, the counter. He stood in front of me, both hands in the air in surrender.

			“I’m stuck,” I said. “I’m trapped. I need to get out of here. I need my phone back. My life back.”

			He took several steps back, his brows low in concern. “We’ll get out. We won’t be in here forever. And you’re not trapped. You have the whole bathroom.”

			The bathroom wasn’t that big, and all the walls felt like they were closing in on me.

			I rushed forward, brushing by him to the door. I tugged on the handle. I twisted the lock ten or twenty or thirty times. I tugged on the handle again. I looked at the brick, wondering if I could break off the handle with it. Behind me there was noise, followed by the water running.

			“Indy.” Beau’s voice approached. “Here. Put this wet paper towel on the back of your neck.”

			I spun around, pressing my back into the door. “Why?”

			His eyes were soft, worried. “Because you’re having a panic attack. It might help.”

			“I’m not,” I said, even though my heart was racing and my face felt numb and my breathing was too fast.

			“Rule number two,” he said.

			“What?”

			“We accept help from the other person if we need it.” He took a step forward, eyes wide in a question.

			“Okay.”

			Relief changed his expression as he took several more steps forward. He held out the paper towel and instead of taking it from him, I lifted the hair off my neck.

			“May I approach?” he teased.

			I nodded and he did. He threaded the paper towel through my lifted arm and around my neck. There he pressed it against my skin. Water dripped down my back. We met eyes and held them for several breaths. I dropped my hair, letting my hands fall back to my sides. His hand was still cupping my neck, my hair now over his hand.

			“Better?” he asked. He was so close.

			My heart was racing, but my breathing had evened out and feeling was returning to my cheeks. “Yes, thank you,” I said, but neither of us moved.

			He seemed to be staring straight into my soul. I had no idea what he was thinking. My eyes stung with emotion. I had no idea what I was thinking.

			“I miss you so much, Indy,” he whispered.
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				Chapter 18

				Then

			
			The fire burned bright down on the beach as Ava parked her car. It flickered with the breeze, and the shadows of people surrounding it seemed to flicker as well.

			I didn’t want to be here.

			I’d been listening to my parents fight at home, and while that seemed like a bad thing, I was actually learning things for the first time in over a week. Like the fact that it was only my dad and two other partners who were being investigated. That the fourth partner wasn’t suspected for some reason. My mom had accused that partner of being the one who told. My dad maintained that there was nothing to tell. This would all be over soon. My mom cried. This made my dad frustrated.

			“Hello? Indy?”

			“What?” I asked, snapping out of my thoughts.

			Caroline was out of the car already, leaning inside to talk to me. “Are you going to be cold?”

			I was wearing a T-shirt and jeans. I’d forgotten to grab a hoodie.

			I pointed to the beach. “There’s a fire.”

			“You know that’s mainly for show,” Ava said from where she stood beside the car. “Unless you’re sitting on it, you will not feel any of its warmth.”

			She was right. The ocean was too big to let a puny fire steal its glory.

			“I’m okay,” I said, opening my door. When I tried to step out of the car, though, I was stopped short by my seat belt.

			Ava laughed at me. “You sleepwalking tonight? It’s not even that late.”

			“Yeah, I guess so.” I shut the door behind me.

			Caroline hooked her hand around my elbow as we walked from the parking lot, down a rocky retaining wall, and onto the beach below. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m good,” I lied.

			“I don’t want to go back to school on Monday,” she said.

			“I do,” Ava said. “This week has been boring. You both have been too busy to do anything.”

			“What do you call this?” Caroline asked.

			“The first thing we’ve all done together,” Ava answered, as if it wasn’t a rhetorical question.

			“I heard you went to Beau’s for Thanksgiving,” Caroline said to me.

			“Yeah.”

			“How was it?”

			“Fine. Nice,” I said.

			“Was it super-fancy?” Ava asked. “Crystal and chargers, everyone dressed up, King Grandpa there?”

			I chuckled. “Yes. And Harper was there.”

			“That made it better or worse?” Caroline asked.

			“I just thought she’d be with her family. She has a family, right?” Maybe I was still bitter that I hadn’t been able to talk to Beau on Thursday. I thought about telling Ava and Caroline—I trusted them, but there were two of them. That was already a riskier scenario. They’d talk to each other when I wasn’t around, like they always did. And if I told them, I’d have to tell Beau, because he was my person. Then that would be three people. And three people was not the zero my mom had made me promise not to tell. Odds were that three people would end up as more than three people.

			“Of course she has a family,” Ava said.

			“I mean a family she does things with,” I said.

			“Ask Beau,” she said.

			I didn’t want to ask Beau. He’d think I was hating on his girlfriend. I wasn’t. And if I was, it wasn’t for the reasons he’d think.

			“Ask me what?” Beau said, joining us.

			I started to change the subject when Ava said, “Indy wants to know if Harper is close with her family.”

			“Yeah, why?”

			“We were just talking about Thanksgiving,” I said.

			“She came to ours after we went to hers,” Beau said.

			They were going to each other’s Thanksgiving dinners. I didn’t know why that made them seem ten times more serious, but it did. After a few months? “Nice,” I said.

			As if she knew we were talking about her, Harper ran over, jumping onto Beau’s back and nearly knocking him down. He managed to stay on his feet, though.

			“Hello!” she said to us from her new perch. “Oh! Caroline. Have you met Luca? He’s here tonight. I want to introduce you.”

			“Why me?”

			“Because he’s a runner too and I think you’d like him.” Instead of jumping down from Beau’s back, she used his shoulders to steer him. “Go this way.”

			And Beau actually listened, like he was her car or her horse.

			“I’m not following,” Ava said as they walked away. “I am being drawn to the fire like an insect.”

			I nodded and she wandered off. I was not drawn to the fire. I was drawn to the ocean, away from the crowd. I walked toward it. I was wearing flip-flops tonight, and with each step they kicked sand up onto the back of my jeans. I reached down and took them off. Sand pushed between my toes until I reached the section compacted by the water.

			The ocean was different at night. Ominous. The rhythmic sound of the waves crashing on the shore felt like a threat versus an invitation. The only thing visible as I stared out into the water were the whitecaps of breaking waves and the distant horizon, a purple-blue color. Everything else was dark and endless. I rubbed at my arms as the cold breeze enveloped me.

			“I’ll go in if you do,” a voice to my left said.

			I looked over to see Cody. “Hey,” I said. “I almost didn’t recognize you without your skateboard.”

			“I forgot your name,” he said.

			“Not sure you ever got it,” I said, thinking back to our previous interactions. “You were calling me praying mantis or something.”

			“Sounds true,” he said.

			“Indy,” I provided.

			“Indy?” he tried, as if he thought I was lying to him.

			“Yes,” I affirmed.

			“Short for?”

			“Surprisingly nothing.” I imagined that most people with my name probably had a longer version—Indiana or Indianapolis or India—but I didn’t. I was just Indy. One-faceted Indy.

			“Like Indiana Jones,” he said.

			“Not really like that at all,” I replied, but he wasn’t the first to make that connection and he wouldn’t be the last.

			He reached for the back of his hoodie and took it off, along with the T-shirt underneath, dropping them onto the sand. “So?”

			My brows dipped.

			“Are we going in?”

			I shook my head. “It’ll be freezing.”

			“And?”

			“And I’m too smart for freezing.” I’d already forgotten a sweatshirt. I wasn’t going to jump into the ocean.

			“What does that make me?” he asked, dropping his pants. He wore a long pair of underwear that pretty much looked like a swimsuit.

			I glanced over my shoulder, suddenly wondering if the whole beach was watching us. Nobody seemed to care. They were either sitting on large blankets or standing around the fire.

			I turned my attention back to Cody, who was walking backward toward the water.

			“I hope you can swim, because I’m not rescuing you,” I said.

			“But what if I need rescuing?”

			“You’ll be out of luck,” I said.

			He laughed, a short barking laugh. And then he walked straight into the ocean. When he was knee-deep, he held his arms out to the sides and fell backward. He came up with a holler and then was on his feet and running straight for me.

			I wasn’t sure why I didn’t back away.

			When he stood in front of me, he shook his head and water sprayed all over me. I squeezed my eyes shut and yelped, a smile on my face. Then there were wet arms around me, pulling me against him and soaking my shirt. I gasped, my eyes flying open. I took a step backward.

			“You looked ready for that,” he said.

			“I wasn’t,” I said.

			“Are you now?” he asked.

			I swallowed. I wanted to feel something. Anything besides this churning anger that had been rumbling through my body for the past week. My heart thudded heavily in my chest. The wet body print he’d left on me moments ago made me shiver. I nodded. He leaned forward and kissed me with ice-cold lips.
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				Chapter 19

				Now

			
			My entire chest went warm with Beau’s words, my heart picking up speed. I missed him too. I could admit that out loud. He just did. I took a breath in through my nose and then opened my mouth to speak. But then a lump of sadness formed in my throat, and my eyes dropped from his to the floor. He missed the old me. The person I was before my life imploded. I was different now. He wouldn’t like the new version.

			“You don’t know me anymore,” I said.

			The door handle was pressing into my back. I pushed against his chest and he took a step backward, his hand dropping from the wet paper towel on my neck. I freed it from beneath my hair and threw it into the garbage. My toes on the floor felt cold and prickly.

			“Are you saying that the person who fails tests and skips school and breaks rules is the real you?” He crossed his arms, letting me know exactly how he felt about the person he’d just described.

			Me. The person he’d just described was me. Maybe? I hardly knew myself before all this, and I definitely didn’t know myself now. If this was the person I’d become under intense pressure, then maybe it was who I’d been all along. Maybe pressure revealed truth. “Maybe it is.”

			“Indy,” he said on a sigh.

			“Who was I before, then?” I asked. “The girl who only cared about seeing a letter on a paper? Her name rise in the ranks?”

			“You were always more than your grades,” he said.

			“Was I? How? That’s the only thing I ever did. That I ever had.” I picked a mint off the counter and turned it over in my hand several times before unwrapping it and putting it in my mouth.

			“You’re funny and smart and kind and everyone liked you.”

			I laughed a little. “Liked. That’s the key word, isn’t it?”

			He pressed his eyes closed for several beats and then turned and marched into the back stall.

			“What are you doing?” I asked.

			“Peeing.”

			I gasped. “The rule!” I threw my fingers into my ears, yelling “La la la.” I also squeezed my eyes shut for some reason. I could only hear the sound of my own voice, so maybe he really couldn’t hear me earlier. My singing definitely wasn’t as pretty as his. In fact, it sounded screamy, desperate, and slurry as I tried to do it around the mint still in my mouth. Something brushed my arm and I yelped.

			“Still just me,” he said when I dropped my hands and abruptly stopped my cover-up noise.

			“Give a girl a warning next time.”

			“I thought I did. But hopefully there won’t be a next time,” he said, drying his hands on a paper towel. He went back to the binder and ripped out some pages, which he started folding.

			After folding them in thirds, he tore each page along the folds, then stacked the newly torn rectangles together. “I made cards.”

			“Cards?”

			“Playing cards.” He passed me the first two pages he’d torn into six rectangles and went back to tear more.

			On the paper he’d drawn hearts in each of the corners with numbers or letters. And then another big version in the middle.

			“Want to play Go Fish?” he asked.

			I laughed. “Go Fish? That’s the game you’re choosing?”

			His face broke into a crooked smile as well. He had a great smile. “I don’t know a lot of card games.”

			“But you know Go Fish?”

			“Everyone knows Go Fish. And had we met before seventh grade, we probably would’ve played it together many times by now.”

			“I’ll play Go Fish with you, Beau Eubanks.”

			“Good, Indy Blair,” he said, handing me a couple of pages to tear.

			We sat on the floor to finish the task. We were always good at projects, at working together toward a goal. Until we weren’t.
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			“Do you have any jacks?” I asked.

			“I have one.” He handed it across the middle to me.

			That made four pairs for me. He had three. I sat with one knee up, my chin resting on that knee, my arms wrapped around it, the cards clasped in front of me.

			“What games did you play in elementary?” he asked.

			“At school?” I asked.

			“Wherever.”

			It was ironic he was asking, because I’d been trying to think of things from my childhood all day, all week, half the month, really. Activities we’d done as a family. But more than just the games, specific moments of playing them, specific things that happened, how I felt. “Mainly tag,” I said to him, because we may have been acting friendlier, but I knew that the second we were out of this bathroom we wouldn’t speak again. I couldn’t talk to him like I used to, ask him for advice or help.

			“Tag is a good one,” he said.

			“Do you have any sevens?” I asked.

			“Go fish,” he said.

			I drew one from the middle. It wasn’t a seven. I nodded for him to go.

			“Do you have any fours?” he asked, staring at his floppy hand of cards.

			“Your handwriting is terrible,” I said as I studied the cards I held, trying to decide if the number on one of them was a four or a nine. It looked like both or neither. “Has it always been this bad?”

			“I was making fifty-two cards. It was getting tedious. Show me and I’ll tell you.”

			“I’m not going to show you. You’ll tell me it’s a four. You know, in the middle of each card you should’ve drawn as many hearts or clubs or whatever suite to match the number.”

			“That would’ve taken even longer,” he said.

			“But it would’ve solved my right-now problem.”

			He leaned forward, trying to peer over the top of my cards. “Just show me, punk.”

			I held the cards to my chest as he attempted to pull my arm down. With my free hand, I smacked his shoulder several times.

			He laughed. “Fine, do you have any nines?”

			“Go fish,” I said.

			“Give me my four!”

			“It might be a queen, now that I’m looking.”

			He shook his head and drew a card from the middle. “Such a cheater,” he teased.

			My cheeks immediately went hot and my eyes shot to the floor.

			“I didn’t mean it like that,” he said quickly.

			“Why not? It’s true, isn’t it?”
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				Chapter 20

				Then

			
			I woke up groggy. I’d had the nightmare again the night before. It hadn’t helped that my parents were once again fighting before I went to bed. This time it was about money and how things were going to work if Dad couldn’t bill clients for an extended period. I’d walked down the hall and stood in the open doorway to their bedroom for several long minutes before my mom noticed me.

			“Hey, honey,” she said in a tired voice.

			It made me feel bad for interrupting. She needed to let her stress out as much as I did, I was sure.

			A thought entered my mind suddenly. “Your birthday trip on Wednesday.” They’d been planning a trip to San Diego for months now. They didn’t usually go away on birthdays, especially not midweek, but this year my mom was turning forty and Dad had planned a getaway for her. She could use a getaway.

			“We’re not going,” she said, her words clipped, short.

			“The FBI doesn’t want me to leave town right now,” Dad said, with a look that made it clear that he wished I hadn’t brought that up. They’d obviously already had a fight about this as well. “We’ll go in a couple of months.”

			“I’m going to bed,” I said. I couldn’t make things worse if I went to bed.

			“Night,” Mom said, and she turned to face my dad again. He gave me a small smile and a nod. His lawyer face. I’d seen him make it in court to placate a cranky judge or a nervous client. I wondered which one he thought I was.

			And so I’d gone to sleep to the sound of their raised voices, even through my closed door.

			Now, this morning, I rubbed my eyes and wanted to just stay in bed. But it was literally the first day back after vacation and I couldn’t miss it. Plus, I had a test today. I didn’t miss tests.
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			“You look tired,” Caroline said when I climbed into the back seat for carpool.

			“I didn’t sleep well,” I said.

			“Already making up excuses for why I will beat you on this test?” Beau asked.

			“Must be,” I said.

			Me not joking back wiped the smile off his face and replaced it with concern. “Why didn’t you sleep well?”

			“I don’t know,” I said. I didn’t lie to my friends, especially not Beau, but it felt like that’s all I’d been doing for the past ten days. I hated it. I wished I didn’t have to, but my parents talking about money last night and canceling vacations had only driven home how important my dad’s reputation was.

			Speaking of canceling vacations. “Hey, Caroline, I don’t need to stay at your house Wednesday after all.” It was almost a relief to say that. To know that I didn’t have to try to lie and fake it for a couple of days.

			“Oh no, why?” she said. “I had a whole movie lineup for us.”

			“My dad couldn’t get away,” I said. Not a lie. “Work.”

			“We should have a slumber party anyway,” Ava said. “It’s been forever.”

			“No, it’s a school night,” I spit out, too fast and with too much anger in my voice. “And it’s still my mom’s birthday.” That sentence I tried to soften, but when Caroline gave me a wounded expression, I knew I hadn’t succeeded. “Sorry,” I mumbled.

			At school, we greeted Harper and were walking to class when the sound of a skateboard glided alongside us.

			“Hey, Indiana Jones,” Cody said, in front of everyone. “I didn’t get your number on Saturday.”

			“And you’re not getting it now,” Beau chimed in.

			“Seriously,” Harper said. “Keep on moving.”

			I shot them both a look.

			“Him?” Harper asked. “You’re not serious.”

			“I’ll see you all later.” I peeled off from the group, still feeling guilty about my shortness in the car, and approached Cody. I needed a break from the guilt. A break from how guarded I had to be around my friends. Watching every word that came out of my mouth was exhausting.

			“Are you going to yell at me too?” Cody asked.

			“No.”

			He stepped on the back of his board, popping it up so he could grab it by the bar between the front wheels. “You’re going to give me your number, then?”

			“What are you going to do with it?”

			“Prank-call you,” he deadpanned.

			“That’s what I thought,” I said right back.

			“I’ll probably text you. And if you need to hear the sound of my voice, I could call you occasionally too.” He pulled out his phone like it was a given I was going to provide him with the information he was requesting.

			He wasn’t wrong. I relayed my number to him, then said, “But don’t save me as Indiana Jones in there.”

			He cringed. “Too late. But if you’re real nice, I’ll shorten it to Jones.”

			“I better not be nice, then.”

			He barked out a laugh. “Want a ride to class?”

			I narrowed my eyes. “On that?”

			He held up his board. “Yes, on this.”

			“You’re not supposed to ride it on campus.”

			“Do you always follow the rules?” he asked.

			“Generally,” I said.

			“Where’s the fun in that?” he returned, a twinkle in his eye.

			“Is it safe?”

			“The safest.” He put the board down again and held his hand out to the side as if to say Your chariot awaits. I hesitated but then stepped on. It immediately shot out from underneath me, but he grabbed me by the waist before it got away. “Whoa there,” he said, stabilizing me.

			I bent my knees a little, grounding myself into the board.

			“Take a half step forward,” he said.

			I did. Then he was behind me, one foot on the board, the other pushing off the ground. My back was pressed to his front. His hands were still on my waist as he steered us through the open-air hallways, around people and buildings. He wasn’t as careful as he should’ve been. People often had to jump out of the way, and twice my arm brushed along a pole he’d hugged too tight.

			But my stomach was in my feet, wind blew through my hair, and a smile was on my face.

			“You passed my class,” I said as he zipped by the door to the C building.

			“What?” he asked, resting his chin on my right shoulder.

			“My class. C building,” I said.

			“Oh,” he said, and stopped the board. He held on to my waist until I stepped all the way off. “See you later, Jonesy,” he said.

			“Not a fan of the name,” I told him as I walked away.

			He ran up behind me and planted a kiss on my cheek, then was skating away.

			I barely made it into my seat as the late bell rang. Beau looked over at me from where he sat on my right. He popped his eyebrows up in judgment. Suddenly my nerves were on high alert again as I remembered we were taking a test today. I would’ve normally been poring over flash cards this morning, but I hadn’t looked at them once. I felt entirely underprepared for this.

			Mrs. Dulaney was already passing out the booklet. It was a show-your-work type of test, not multiple-choice. I hated that for me.

			We hadn’t even started and sweat was beading at my temples and along the back of my neck. I dug a hair tie out of my bag and gathered my hair into a messy bun at the crown of my head. Mrs. Dulaney gave instructions as the test was placed in front of me and then the timer was starting. Not an official timer or anything, just a countdown until the end of the period, the seconds ticking away on the wall clock.

			My eyes went to the first problem. I solved it, along with the second and third. But then I slowed down. I couldn’t remember the formula to solve the fourth. I skipped it, along with the fifth. I completed several at the end. And then I was back to the ones I’d skipped in the middle. There were six of them? Had I really skipped six of them? I didn’t remember. It was only a fifteen-question test. Six questions was too many to get wrong.

			I could remember the formula. I closed my eyes for a second…or two or three. My brain was foggy, tired. My face felt hot, my palms sweaty. My head fell forward and I jerked it up. Had I fallen asleep? My eyes shot to the clock on the wall. I had twenty minutes left. I’d lost fifteen minutes somewhere. Twenty minutes for six problems. That was…three minutes for each? A little more than three minutes. I could do them if I could remember the formula.

			To my right, Beau was done and double-checking his work. I looked at his page, telling myself I was just double-checking his work too. Then I realized I had seen his answer, his formula. I blinked. Had I meant to do that? It would help me with questions four and five. I must’ve meant to because I kept my eyes on his answers as he flipped to the next page I needed.

			I scanned the page. Of course, how could I have forgotten how to do that? I felt relief for one second until Beau’s hands moved over his answers and my eyes shot to his. He was looking at me with a confused expression. I averted my gaze and finished the test…with his formulas and answers.

			I tried to make myself feel better by telling myself that if I had just had my textbook, I would’ve gotten the same answers. If I’d had better sleep last night. If my dad wasn’t in the middle of some very serious allegations. If my family wasn’t falling apart…then I wouldn’t have cheated.
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				Chapter 21

				Now

			
			“What’s it about?” I asked.

			We’d played Go Fish until we were tired of it, and then Speed, which didn’t work well with paper cards. They ended up crumbled or ripped. Now Beau was back to reading and I was trying to think of another game we could make out of paper. I settled on a cootie catcher—also a game from my childhood. Well, not exactly a game, but it would be entertaining. I folded the paper, not sure if I remembered exactly how to do it.

			“The book?” he responded. He was leaning up against the wall next to me now, instead of on the counter.

			“Yes,” I said.

			“Haven’t you read a couple of chapters?”

			“I didn’t absorb them. I was just reading the words and then falling asleep.”

			He closed the book, his finger keeping his place. “It’s about a girl who works as a messenger for the king. Everyone in the land has special powers, but she hasn’t figured out what hers are. She lied to get the job. I guess her dad was a messenger before her, so she didn’t have to go through the normal testing messengers have to go through, nepotism and all that.”

			“Stupid nepotism, always ruining things,” I said, folding down a corner of my paper.

			He smirked. “Seriously. She thought it would be an easy job because it’s just delivering mail and packages. But the woods between neighboring towns and cities are a scary place.”

			“Oh yeah, I think I read about a monster attack.”

			“There have been several monster attacks. This last one was pretty cool.”

			“Yeah?”

			He nodded.

			“Read it to me.”

			“Read it to you?” he asked.

			“Yes, my eyes are busy making a cootie catcher.”

			He tilted his head. “What’s a cootie catcher?”

			“You know, that thing that looks like a mouth that opens two ways. You ask it a question and then you pick a color and then numbers and then it reveals the answer.”

			“Oh! We called that a fortune teller.”

			He had moved to town seventh-grade year from Arizona. His dad was tired of the heat and his mom loved the ocean, but I wondered if they were really trying to get out from under the shadow of her father. She seemed to create her own shadow when she got here. Or maybe it was his, taking up more landmass than she realized.

			Beau and I had found a couple of other regional word variations over the years, but not many. “Huh, well, whatever the name, I’m making one.” I jerked my head toward the book. “Read.”

			“I…uh…don’t usually read out loud to people.”

			“Well, today we’re doing a lot of things we don’t usually do.”

			He chuckled. “True.” He opened the book and flipped back a few pages. “Now, remember, she doesn’t have powers, or at least hasn’t discovered her powers yet, so this is seriously scary for her.”

			“I will remember,” I said, completing my last fold.

			He started reading. Beau was right. In all the years I’d known him, we had never read out loud to each other. We’d read separate books in the same room before, to ourselves. I’d heard him practice reading with kids in the tutoring center, drawing out his vowels or emphasizing the ending or beginning of words. I’d never heard him read a novel, in his deep voice, with his excellent pronunciation and perfect pace.

			A smile I couldn’t control crept onto my face as I wrote colors and numbers onto the paper device I’d made.

			“ ‘The creature looked like it was made of forest—its limbs shaped like sticks and brush, its eyes red like berries—but its teeth were sharper than rocks and its claws stronger than twigs,’ ” he read.

			“I hope her power is that she can turn into a slug,” I said in an even voice. “That creature with berry eyes wouldn’t be able to find her then.”

			He grunted. “That’s not her power.”

			“Do you know her power yet?”

			“No, but it’s not that.”

			“What do you hope her power is?”

			“Fire or invisibility or something actually cool.”

			“Slugs are cool,” I teased. “She wouldn’t be able to fight salt, though.”

			“You’re such a dork,” he said.

			“Sorry, sorry, keep reading.” I moved on to writing the fortunes beneath the flaps in the catcher.

			He kept reading. The girl didn’t discover her powers while fighting the stick monster. She did defeat it, though, without powers. When Beau was done reading the monster-fighting scene, he closed the book. “That’s the end of the chapter.”

			“It was a good one. I like that she beat it without powers.”

			“Yeah, me too.”

			I tossed the pen I’d been using into the front pocket of my backpack. “She probably won’t discover her powers at all in this book. That’s like a book two or three thing to keep us reading.”

			“True.” He set the book aside and turned toward me, his eyes on the cootie catcher.

			“Oh, are you ready for this?” I said.

			“Yes,” he said.

			“Ask a question.”

			He closed one eye and scrunched his nose in thought. He looked adorable. “Okay.”

			“No, out loud.”

			“I’m not asking my question out loud,” he said, as if this was common sense. “It’s private.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Fine. Pick a color.” I held it up and a memory of sitting on the couch with my dad popped into my brain. I’d made one at home and then made him play. He’d picked red.

			“Because it’s lucky,” he said.

			“Lucky?” I asked. “How?”

			“It was the color your mom was wearing when I first met her. And when she told me she was pregnant with you. It must be lucky.”

			I didn’t remember anything else after that, but I remembered throwing my arms around his neck and hugging him tight. I remembered us both laughing. I swallowed. I had forgotten I ever played this with him.

			Beau tapped on a square, bringing me back to the present. “Green.”

			I took a deep breath. “G-R-E-E-N,” I said, while opening and shutting the mouth of the catcher both ways. “Number.”

			He tilted his head so he could see better. “Seven.”

			I counted to seven, doing the same motion and then shifted the catcher toward him.

			“Um…four.”

			“Four.” I opened the flap over four and read, “Probably, but only if you really want it.”

			He nodded.

			“Was that a good answer?”

			“Yes,” he said.

			“Do you really want it?” I teased.

			“Yes,” he said in a serious voice, meeting my eyes.

			I swallowed and handed him the catcher. “My turn.”

			“Question,” he said.

			What was my question? I concentrated, like this was the most important thing I’d ever asked a piece of paper, like whatever it said was law. I should’ve asked something about my dad and his case, but I was too scared about what the answer might be. So instead I thought: Can Beau and I be friends again? Like before?

			That was a scary question too, but the worst-case scenario had already happened.

			“Ready?” he asked.

			I nodded. “Red.”

			“Red?” he asked. “I thought your favorite color was purple.”

			“You remember my favorite color?”

			He shrugged one shoulder. “Can’t undo memories.”

			It felt like he could. Like he had. Like we had both forgotten how to be friends and were attempting to relearn everything. “Well, today I want red.”

			“Okay. R-E-D.” He did the motion while spelling it out.

			“Uh, three,” I said when he showed me my options.

			Three was an odd number, so there was a new set of options when I looked this time. “Eight,” I picked, not remembering which number held which words I had written.

			He opened the flap. “Absolutely not.”

			I let out the breath I was holding.

			“Good answer?”

			I shook my head. “No, but I think I already knew that.”

			“What did you ask?” he said.

			“I can’t tell you. It’s private, remember?”

			“Right.” He paused, like he wanted to renegotiate the terms. He must’ve decided he still wasn’t willing to tell me his question, because he said, “We have to play at least two more times so the effort of making this is worth it.” He handed it back to me.

			“True,” I said. “We better hurry, though; we only have so much time in here.”

			He smiled at my joke, and as I looked at him and that familiar smile and those soft, open eyes, a sadness washed over me. I tried to keep it down, keep it from spilling out, but it was getting harder.

			“Okay,” he said. “I have my question.”

			We went through the motions: he picked, I spelled or counted. And then I opened the flap. I stared at the word Yes! for a long time, then said, “I’m sorry.”

			“That’s what it says?” he asked. “That really doesn’t answer my question.”

			“No, I’m sorry.”

			“What? Why?”

			“For cheating. I don’t think I ever told you sorry for that, but I was. I am.”

			His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. “Why did you do it?” he asked. “Was it everything with your dad? Or something else?”

			“The stuff with my dad, mostly. My life changed drastically overnight and I couldn’t tell anyone. I was tired and scared…I’m still tired and scared.”

			He chewed on his lip for a moment, his shoulders rising and falling several times. Then he opened his arms and leaned forward. I hesitated for several long seconds, but then I pushed myself into his arms. They wrapped around me and I sat there, with my cheek pressed to his chest, listening to his heart beating.

			I wasn’t sure what this changed between us, if anything, but it felt good, at least for a moment, to not be in a standoff with Beau. It reminded me of what I could’ve had all these months instead of loneliness, if I had just handled everything differently. If he had handled things differently.

			“What was my real fortune?” he asked. “The word under the two.”

			“Yes,” I said. “It was yes.”

			He pressed me tighter against him. “That’s what I thought.”
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				Chapter 22

				Then

			
			“Hi, uh, I need a new calculus textbook.” I stood in front of the checkout desk at the library.

			“What happened to your old one?” Ms. Garcia asked, turning her attention to me from scanning books into the system.

			“I can’t find it.” I did not add that it may have, for some unknown reason, been taken by an FBI agent. I already felt like the whole school knew that, knew about the raid, even though nobody had said anything to me. But whenever there was a lingering gaze or two people talking in whispers, I was sure they were talking about me. My dad. Those thoughts were making me jumpy or grumpy in public. Probably both.

			“That’s not how this works. I don’t just hand out new books when you misplace your old one.”

			“But the midterm is coming up soon and I need it.” A potted plant sat on the desk in front of the computer, its leaves beginning to yellow. It wasn’t getting the proper amount of water. The soil in the pot was wet, so maybe it was being overwatered.

			“You’ll need to pay the lost book fee, and then I can issue you a new one,” she said, bringing my attention back to her.

			“Okay, how much?” I dug my wallet out of the front pocket of my backpack and opened it up.

			“Let me see…” she said, pushing a few buttons on the computer. “Seventy-five dollars.”

			My eyes went wide as I held up the single twenty-dollar bill I’d found in my wallet. “Seventy-five?”

			“Yes, we have to replace the one you lost.”

			“Right,” I said. “I’ll come back tomorrow.” Hopefully my mom would give me that money even though I’d overheard one too many fights over that subject. “You’re watering your plant too much.”

			“What?” she asked.

			“Nothing.”

			I left the library and headed to the courtyard, where I ate with my friends at lunch. Ava and Caroline were already sitting at one of the wrought iron tables near the entrance. I plopped down across from them.

			“Where have you been?” Ava asked.

			“Library,” I said. “I lost my calc book.”

			“How do you lose a calc book? That thing traveled from the school to the desk in my bedroom the first day it was given to me and it hasn’t left my desk since.” Ava tossed me a bag of potato chips.

			Caroline held up her bag of hot Cheetos, lifting her eyebrows, asking permission to trade. I pushed the chips toward her.

			“I don’t know how I lost it,” I said, spinning the bag of Cheetos that Caroline had just handed to me around and around on the table. I couldn’t eat them. My chest was already burning. “It’s not at either of your houses, is it?”

			“I haven’t seen it,” Ava said. “Have you ever done homework at my house?”

			“I’ve done homework everywhere,” I said.

			“So it could be anywhere?” Caroline asked, crunching into a chip.

			I waved my hand at her. “You know what I mean.”

			“It’s not at my house either,” she said.

			“Great,” I said.

			“Are you mad at me?” she asked in a soft voice.

			“What?”

			“You seem angry,” she said.

			“I’m mad about my book.”

			“Not just today,” she said.

			“Well, I lost it a while ago.”

			She held my stare, challenging me, but I dropped my gaze first, unable to face her hurt. Knowing I was causing it, but not knowing how to douse the anger that had felt like a constant presence since Thanksgiving break.

			“Maybe it’s at Beau’s house.” Ava was looking over my shoulder.

			I turned to see Beau walking toward our table, hand in hand with Harper.

			“Did Indy leave her calculus book at your house?” Ava asked when they reached us.

			“You actually lost it?” he asked.

			I nodded, my stomach tightening. We hadn’t talked since I’d copied off his test a few days ago. Well, we’d talked, but we hadn’t talked about that. We walked out of class side by side that day and I’d tried to find words to explain what I’d done. Why I’d done it. There were none. At least none I could say in the middle of school. None I hadn’t told my mom I wouldn’t say. So I said nothing.

			Now I looked at him with pleading eyes, as if to say this was part of the reason—my missing book.

			But he was avoiding my stare. “I haven’t seen your calc book,” he said.

			“Okay,” I said.

			“Neither have I,” Harper offered.

			“Cool,” I said, with the same snarky edge to my voice that I was unable to shake. Beau shot me narrow eyes.

			I should’ve said sorry. Instead I stood without having eaten anything and muttered something about checking lost and found. And I did check lost and found, in the main office. It wasn’t there. I could’ve gone back to my friends, eaten the lunch I’d packed or that bag of Cheetos I’d left on the table, but I didn’t.

			I went to where I knew Cody hung out…when he was at school. I hadn’t seen him today. But as I was approaching the football field and the big square of asphalt just outside of it, I saw him standing at the bottom of a flagpole with a couple of people. They were staring up, and when I followed their gaze to the top of the pole, I saw a backpack tied up. That’s when I noticed that one of the people standing there was arguing with Cody. It was obviously his backpack that had been taken prisoner and hoisted to the sky. Cody and the other guy were just laughing. I was surprised a teacher hadn’t told them to stop. Cody seemed to do whatever he wanted, I was learning, with no care in the world. I wondered how that felt. To not be constantly stressed about grades and rules and parents.

			“Cody!” I called when I was within shouting distance and he still hadn’t noticed me.

			All three of the guys looked over. A wide smile formed on Cody’s face and he sauntered toward me, hopping onto his skateboard in the process. He was coming fast, directly in my path. I tried not to flinch or move as he got closer. I wondered if this was a game of chicken when he didn’t deviate either. My heart picked up speed, but I held my ground. And finally, at the last second, he put his foot down. The board bumped into my ankle. It stung a little, but not too bad. He was wearing a green pair of Converse with a hole in one toe. I could see his white sock poking through.

			“Hey,” he said.

			Behind him the backpack guy was lowering his bag with a few choice cuss words in Cody’s direction.

			“Did I or did I not give you my phone number?” I asked, crossing my arms.

			He tilted his head and his eyes crinkled with a smile that didn’t quite reach his lips. “You did.”

			“And yet you haven’t used it.”

			He pulled his phone out of his pocket, typed something onto the screen, and then tucked it away.

			My phone buzzed in my back pocket. I checked it. I hadn’t saved him in my phone, so it was just a number. But the message read: Your cute.

			I tried not to focus on the incorrect grammar. That would make me a snob. It was just a text. There were typos in texts all the time. I wasn’t a perfect texter.

			I typed back: Then you should kiss me.

			I didn’t know what had gotten into me. Being around Cody felt exciting and unpredictable and, most important, different from what I’d been feeling in my everyday life recently. I needed different.

			I hit send.

			He pulled out his phone and a wide smile spread across his face as he read my message. Then, without hesitation, he closed the distance between us and pressed his lips to mine.

			The kiss didn’t last long. He tasted like Doritos, he smelled like grass, and he was a little sweaty. But it was nice. Unlike our first, cold kiss, this was soft and warm. His arms around me felt good, and it got my mind off of everything for the rest of the school day. Because instead of thinking about my missing book, or my dad’s job, or the way Beau had looked at me, I thought about how it had felt to be in Cody’s arms. How he kicked his board to the side while we were kissing, out of our way, and pulled me close. How he laughed against my mouth when his friend let out a “Whoop!” in the middle of our kiss. How he said, “More of that later, Jones,” when the bell rang and he’d skated off.

			When I got home from school, my life seemed to crash over me again. I searched the house for my book, but it wasn’t there. My dad wasn’t home. I wasn’t sure where he was, because he hadn’t been going into the office since the incident. The office was on holiday. That’s what their official recorded message said when people called in. It helped that it was December.

			By the time my mom got home, I was worked up.

			Before she’d even had a chance to hang her keys on the hook in the kitchen, I said, “Those stupid FBI people stole one of my schoolbooks.”

			She gave me a look of disbelief. “Highly unlikely.”

			“It’s been missing ever since they were here.”

			“It’s probably just in your room somewhere.” She was wearing green scrubs today, which made the green in her hazel eyes look more intense as she gave me a tired stare.

			“I’ve looked everywhere.”

			“Maybe you left it at a friend’s house. Did you ask Beau?”

			“I asked everyone.”

			“Where is your father?” she asked, hanging her keys and setting her purse down on the counter.

			“I don’t know. He wasn’t here when I got home.”

			Her expression went dark.

			“Can you have Dad ask if my book was taken with everything else?”

			She sighed. “What would they want with your book?”

			There was a small bowl of pistachios on the counter, and I picked one out and took off the shell but didn’t eat it. “I don’t know. Maybe they think it’s funny. Maybe they like to play pranks. Maybe one of them really wants to learn calculus.”

			She released a small chuckle. “Again, not likely.”

			I let out a grunt and dropped both sides of the shell and the pistachio back in the bowl. “Well, whatever. It’s missing and it costs seventy-five dollars for a new one and that’s so much money! I’ve been saving up for a car and I’m almost there, but that would knock me back down again.”

			“You’re almost there?” she asked.

			“What?”

			“How much money have you saved?”

			“With the paycheck I’ll get on Friday, I think I’ll be at eight hundred.”

			“That’s really good, Indy.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Let’s go get you a car.”

			“What?” I asked. I had heard the words, understood each one, but I didn’t think she meant to string them together in the order she did.

			“We’re going to get you a car. Have you thought about what kind you want?”

			I stood there, still unable to process, the barstool at the counter pressing into my hips. “We’re going to get me a car? Right now?”

			“Do you not want a car?”

			“No, I mean, yes, I do. For sure.”

			“Then get your shoes on. Let’s go.”

			I looked down at my feet. I wore a pair of fuzzy striped socks. “What about Dad? Should we ask him? Wait for him?” Wait until their money situation was more stable? I didn’t say that last one out loud.

			“No,” she said in one short staccato response.

			“Okay, shoes,” I said, rushing off to grab them. Maybe this made me selfish, wanting a car despite everything, but my own car felt like freedom right now, like escape, and I needed that.

			Innocent or not, I wondered if this investigation was going to ruin my parents’ marriage, our family.
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				Chapter 23

				Now

			
			My eyes were drooping. It had to be past midnight. Probably past one. The ground was hard, but the sweatshirt under my head was soft, making it bearable. And Beau’s voice was soothing as he read another chapter out loud from the book. He’d already read three. This was the fourth. It was a good book, but I was starting to lose the storyline the sleepier I got. I didn’t want to fall asleep.

			Beau was still sitting against the wall. He didn’t seem sleepy or stiff or uncomfortable. He looked like an art model. Like someone was going to come paint his portrait as he sat there, one knee up, the opposite foot beneath it, the book resting on top. One hand held the book with strong fingers. The other gripped the back of his neck, occasionally massaging it. His lashes looked extra-long with his eyes downcast like they were, on the page. His hair flopped onto his forehead and over his ears.

			After our hug earlier, we’d both been awkward. I’d pulled away first, feeling like I didn’t deserve any kind of comfort or forgiveness from Beau, if that’s what it was. His gaze had moved to his hands, where he picked at a hangnail.

			“Should I read another chapter?” he’d asked.

			“Yes,” I’d answered too quickly.

			Now things felt less awkward as I lay there listening and he sat there reading. Now things felt almost normal. Well, if normal was six months ago.

			“Do you want my socks?”

			My eyes flew open. “What?”

			“Are you asleep?”

			“Probably,” I said.

			He chuckled and set the book aside.

			“It’s good,” I said. “I like it.”

			“Yeah, it’s good.” He pointed to his feet, which were still in shoes. “Do you?”

			“What? No. I’m not going to steal your socks.” I was surprised he was offering. I was sure that having bare feet in a public bathroom was the last thing he wanted.

			“They might help you sleep better tonight,” he said.

			“No, it’s okay…thank you, though.”

			He bit his lip as his eyes traveled the room. Had he always been a lip biter? He had full lips. I didn’t remember that. No, I remembered that.

			“Um…”

			“What?” I said.

			“I’m tired too.”

			“You should sleep.”

			His eyes landed on my sweatshirt.

			“Oh.” I sat up. “Do you want to use it?”

			“No, I mean, yes, but can we both use it?”

			“It’s not that big.”

			“Back to back?” he asked.

			“I guess we can try.” I stretched out the sweatshirt as much as possible while still trying to keep it wadded up in order to provide padding. I nodded for him to lie down first. He did. I followed, facing the other way. Our bodies touched from our heads down to our butts. Both of us had our knees bent, and my bare feet pressed against the bottom of his sneakers.

			“I don’t need your socks, but you should take your shoes off,” I said.

			“Would that help?” he asked.

			“For yourself,” I said. “For comfort.”

			“Right.” He toed out of them.

			“I mean, if you’re worried about germs, I had my foot in the toilet. It can’t get more disgusting than that.”

			He let out a low laugh. “I’m not worried about germs.”

			We lay in silence for several minutes. From this angle I could see a spiderweb under the bottom lip of the cupboard below the sink. I hoped the spider that built it had abandoned it at some point. A memory rushed into my mind. I was eight or nine. I saw a spider on the floor in my bedroom and let out a bloodcurdling scream while flinging myself onto my bed. My dad rushed into my room.

			“Are you hurt?” he asked, out of breath and red-faced.

			“There’s a spider.” I waved my arm around, pointing at the floor.

			He followed my finger to where the spider sat frozen by the Barbie doll I’d just been playing with. “A wolf spider,” Dad said joyfully. “These are the good ones. They keep the bad bugs away. You should let him hang out in your room.”

			“No, Dad. I don’t like spiders. Please smash it.”

			“You want me to smash a good one?” he asked, pretending to be offended.

			“Please, Dad.”

			“I’ll get a cup and take him outside.”

			“Hurry!” I’d called after him.

			Beau took a deep breath that I could feel along my back, bringing me out of the memory. My throat felt tight.

			“Do you think people can change?” I asked. “Like fundamentally change who they are?” Was my dad the guy who rescued the “good” spiders or the guy who committed fraud? If that’s what he’d done. Wouldn’t they have figured out by now if he hadn’t? In my brain those two people couldn’t coexist in the same body. And that meant he had changed.

			“I don’t know,” Beau said thoughtfully. “Maybe. But I think people are who they are at their core. Maybe they put on a mask sometimes, but who they are will always be there. I think. I don’t know,” he said again, as if he didn’t have confidence in what he’d just said. Rare for Beau. “What about you? Do you think people can change?”

			“Yes,” I said. I was different now, wasn’t I? Or maybe deep down I’d always been this angry, bitter girl. She’d been just waiting to come out.

			“Maybe you’re right,” he said. Was he thinking about how different I was?

			I could feel his heart beating against the center of my back.

			“This is really uncomfortable, isn’t it?” he said.

			“Yes,” I said.

			He sat up. “What if…”

			I sat up too. “What if what?” I asked when he didn’t finish.

			“What if I lay on the sweatshirt on my back and…”

			“You want to be my pillow, Beau?” I asked with a smirk.

			“I don’t want to,” he said with his own smirk. “But I’d be willing to sacrifice.”

			“For the greater good.”

			“At least for our good,” he said.

			“Which, at the moment, is the only good,” I said.

			“True.”

			I nodded.

			“Yeah?”

			I nodded again.

			He pulled my backpack closer, then arranged the sweatshirt on top of it, then lay on his back. “So much better,” he said.

			I sat there, hugging a knee to my chest. I wasn’t sure I could lie with my head on his chest and not have all sorts of feelings rise to the surface. Not just the feelings of the past few months—hurt, sadness, anger—but feelings I’d buried deep a long time ago.

			“You change your mind?” he asked, arm stretched out to the side, waiting for me.

			I cleared my throat. “I was just deciding whether I should turn off the light or not.”

			“Probably,” he said. “If we actually want to sleep.”

			I nodded and moved to the light switch. Right before I flipped it off, we met eyes. Then it was dark.
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				Chapter 24

				Then

			
			“Did you get a car?” Ava asked when I climbed into hers. There was a lot of moisture in the air today and my hair felt frizzy, my skin clammy.

			I stared out the window at the used Honda Civic my mom had helped me buy the day before. She had obviously paid for the majority of it, but when we got home I transferred every single cent in my bank account to her. And the entire paycheck I’d gotten this morning.

			I liked the car…loved it, but it also felt like some sort of weapon my mom had wielded in the battle that was happening in our house. And that made it feel gross. It made me feel like I had picked a side.

			“Yes, I did,” I said.

			“Why didn’t you tell us?” Caroline asked.

			“It just happened yesterday. It was a surprise.”

			“That’s cool,” Ava said.

			I looked at Beau. He was staring out the window at my car as Ava pulled onto the road. He was probably wondering why I hadn’t called him last night. Told him. Or maybe he was still thinking about how I’d cheated off his test on Monday. How he was glad I hadn’t called him.

			“That means you can start helping with carpool,” Ava said.

			“I can help with carpool too,” Beau said.

			“Nobody wants to sit in the back seat of your car,” I teased, trying to find our friendship rhythm again.

			Instead of laughing at my joke, he mumbled something like “It’s not that small,” then unzipped the backpack on the floor between his feet and started riffling through it.

			“Speaking of carpool.” Ava held up the Slurpee cup. “It’s Friday.”

			“Oh,” I said. “Can I add later? I forgot cash.” I had no cash. Zero. I felt bad. Another thing I’d have to ask my mom for. Maybe I’d ask my dad.

			Ava replaced the cup in the holder. It had several bills in there—contributions from Caroline and Beau, I was sure.

			“Oh!” Caroline said, looking at her phone and letting out the surprised exclamation.

			“What?” I asked.

			“Class rankings came out.”

			That made sense. They always came out on Fridays.

			“Okay,” I said. We didn’t normally make a big deal over them. Beau and I were always in the top ten of our class. Caroline and Ava weren’t. The only person who ever looked them up and rubbed them in was Beau, because he was always ahead of me and he thought that was funny. I mostly did too.

			“You jumped in front of Beau,” Caroline said.

			Beau’s head shot up from whatever he was doing in his backpack and locked onto the back of Caroline’s head. “What?”

			“Indy is three now, you are four.”

			“How?” he asked. “We’ve only had one test since the last rankings came out.”

			The test. The one I’d gotten a third of my answers for off his paper. I was not about to say Guess I scored higher than you. But I must’ve. I must’ve gotten a couple of the other questions right that he didn’t. I was stunned silent.

			“Oh, poor Beau,” Ava said. “You’re in the same place Indy was last week and somehow this is devastating to you.” She said this in a fun, mocking voice, a voice that on any other day, after any other test, he would’ve just laughed at or done some pretend angry fist at the sky. But this time his eyes went dark, his scowl deepened.

			“Seriously?” Ava asked. “You’re for real mad about this?”

			“He can be mad,” I said.

			“Don’t,” he said to me.

			Something in me shifted. For the first time since the seventh grade, I felt a huge crater between Beau and me, one I didn’t know how to cross.

			To Ava, Beau said, “It’s fine. I’m not mad.”

			Caroline cringed, raised her eyebrows, and kept her eyes out the side window for the rest of the drive.

			When we approached the school, Ava slowed down and asked, “Is something going on with you and Cody?”

			He was riding on the sidewalk next to us. He gestured for me to roll down the window. I did, and as Ava turned into the parking lot he grabbed hold of the door. “Hey,” he said.

			“Cody,” Ava said. “You’re going to face-plant.”

			“This isn’t my first rodeo,” he said. Then he leaned in and kissed me on the lips. I assumed he meant that it wasn’t his first time holding on to a moving car while skateboarding. But he also could’ve meant that it wasn’t his first time kissing someone through an open car window.

			“Seriously, Cody,” Ava said. “Let go of my car.”

			He laughed and did just that, riding away.

			It wasn’t great timing as far as the tension that already existed in this car with my friends went, but my heart was racing with the stunt.

			“A new car, a new boyfriend,” Caroline said. “What else aren’t you telling us?”

			Beau popped his eyebrows at me, probably dying to add “a cheater” to the list of new things about me. He didn’t.

			“He’s not my boyfriend” were the only words I could think of to say.

			“But you like him?” Ava said, turning into our normal parking spot.

			Everyone went silent, waiting for my answer.

			“I think so,” I said. My feelings had been all over the place in the past couple of weeks. Mostly I was angry. But I did feel other things when Cody was around. That had to be good.

			Beau let out a loud sigh and opened his door, slamming it shut behind him.

			“He’s in a bad mood today,” Ava said, turning to face me.

			Caroline didn’t get out of the car either, just twisted in her seat. “Is something wrong, Indy?”

			“Because I like Cody?” I asked, with a little too much bite.

			“No. Well…that too.”

			“He’s not your type,” Ava chimed in. “He’s mine.”

			Caroline nodded, then said, “You seem off.”

			“You seriously do,” Ava said. “You and Beau both. Are you two fighting?”

			“No,” I said, which was true. We weren’t fighting. Probably because we weren’t really talking. “My parents have been fighting, though, and I haven’t been sleeping well.”

			Caroline reached back and squeezed my knee. I felt guilty because I knew that I’d been the one hurting her feelings lately and here she was comforting me. “I’m sorry.”

			“Me too,” I said.

			“What are they fighting about?” Ava asked.

			“I don’t know.” I’d already told them as much as I could. “Everything?”

			“Ugh,” Ava said. “Well, you can stay at my house after Harper’s birthday party.”

			“Harper’s birthday party?” My mom’s birthday had been a couple days ago, and after ditching my friends to celebrate with her it had been pointless. We had a quiet, awkward dinner and an early bedtime. I should’ve escaped to Caroline’s after all. Maybe I could make up for it with this sleepover. Try to mend things with them a little. Beau would come around. Maybe when all the drama in my life was over and I could tell him everything that had happened. Would I ever be able to tell him? Even when my dad was cleared?

			“Yes,” she said. “Her party is tonight. Did you forget?”

			I definitely had. “No. I still need to get her a present, though. What did you all get her?”

			“Makeup,” Ava said.

			“A gift card,” Caroline said.

			Me and my empty bank account could get her neither of those things. I’d have to look through my room and see if there was anything I could regift.

			“So are we having a slumber party tonight?” Ava asked.

			“Yes,” I said.
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				Chapter 25

				Now

			
			It was pitch-black. I’d turned off the light myself, but I wasn’t expecting that. I thought there’d be some ambient light—a streetlamp shining through the window, a tiny smoke detector bulb on the ceiling, a night-light plugged into a wall. That last one didn’t make sense, but it had been a while since I was in a room with zero light.

			From the floor, Beau said, “Don’t step on me.”

			“I make no promises,” I returned. “I can’t see. At all.”

			“I’m lifting my foot. Take about three steps forward with your hands out.”

			“You’re lifting your foot? How chivalrous.”

			“If I stand too, then we’ll be like bumper cars.”

			I extended my arms out in front of me and walked in the direction of his voice. “Keep talking,” I said.

			“Remember that trust game they made us play in eighth grade where one person was blindfolded and the other had to direct them through an obstacle course?”

			“I thought that was a game to see how well directions could be given and followed.”

			“Really? I always thought it was a trust game,” he said.

			The tile floor felt cold on my feet. “I was excellent at giving directions.”

			Beau and I had won that game.

			“Maybe I was just excellent at trusting you,” he said. That wasn’t true anymore.

			The statement made us both go quiet. Or maybe he went quiet because I had grabbed hold of his foot.

			“Found you,” I said, feeling along his leg to work my way to the right position. When I got to his knee, I dropped to mine. Then I crawled forward until I found his outstretched hand, which I used as my new guide, feeling down his arm, across his bicep, and to his pec. My breathing had become shallow and I forced myself to breathe properly as I moved to one elbow and then onto my side. His arm came up around my back, his hand cupping my shoulder as I laid my cheek onto his chest. He smelled like soap and mints. He smelled like him.

			“Is that okay?” he asked. “Are you comfortable?”

			“Um…yeah…yes.” I wasn’t sure what to do with my hand and it just floated there, an inch above him. He must’ve felt it, because his free hand found mine, pulling it across him to his waist.

			“Better?” he asked.

			I nodded, my heart slamming into my ribs, irritated that my body was reacting to him after all this time apart. I’d thought those flutters of awareness that started several months ago were an aberration. I was never going to entertain them for the sake of our friendship. But apparently our friendship was gone, and the flutters remained. That was backward. I wanted the opposite.

			His fingers moved softly along my shoulder. I swallowed. I wanted the opposite, I told my body as every nerve ending stood at attention. Or maybe I wanted both. After several minutes, his hand stopped moving and became heavy, relaxing on my arm. His breathing went deeper.

			My hand wrapped farther around his waist, which had the unintended consequence of pressing my body closer to his. He took in a sharp breath of air. I blinked, unable to decide if that was a reaction to me or if he had drifted off to sleep and was startled awake by my movement. It was hard to tell in the dark. Probably the second.

			I closed my eyes, trying to relax as well.

			There was a soft touch on the top of my head. I couldn’t decide if it was from his chin or his mouth or his cheek. Whatever it was, the gesture sent warmth down my body. Made liquid leak out of my eyes.

			“I missed you too,” I said softly.

			This time I knew his gasp was a reaction to what I’d just said.

			“My rule number two…” I whispered. I waited several beats, wondering if I could or would say what I wanted to out loud.

			“What is it?” he asked.

			“That we don’t have to worry about anything when it’s dark.”

			“Nothing?” he asked.

			“Nothing.”

			Whether he moved first or I did, I wasn’t sure, but our mouths smashed together in the blackness. The kiss tasted salty with tears. They were probably just mine, but I wasn’t certain. He must’ve tasted them too, because his hand went to my cheek, wiping at the tears with his thumb as he continued to press his lips to mine.

			I pushed my toes against the floor to move closer to him. His hand traveled down my back and then to my thigh, which he pulled over his. My hand went to his stomach, his chest, his hair. I wanted to feel as much of him as I could.

			I knew there was so much we still needed to talk about, work out, resolve, but right now this felt so good, so right. It made me realize that kissing someone you were emotionally connected to was more intense, more in sync, more everything.

			His tongue pushed past my lips and explored my mouth. I gripped his shirt in my hand, feelings overwhelming me. Something in me shifted back into place—my connection to Beau. A feeling I hadn’t felt in months. More hot tears poured down my face. He pulled away.

			“Don’t stop,” I said. “There is no worrying.” I wasn’t ready to talk. He probably thought the tears meant I was sad. And there was definitely a bit of sadness there. But mainly I felt happy. For the first time in a long time. And I just wanted to be happy for now.

			He must’ve felt the same because he pulled me close again and pressed his lips to mine.
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				Chapter 26

				Then

			
			I clutched the colorful bag with tissue paper as I headed to the front door. Inside the bag was a candle I’d gotten for my birthday last year and hadn’t used yet and a pair of fuzzy socks, same story. I didn’t remember who’d given me either gift. I was pretty sure they were from my mom, but I pleaded with the universe that they weren’t from any of my friends. And if they were, that they wouldn’t remember. They were great gifts. I loved fuzzy socks and candles. I just hadn’t gotten around to opening them yet.

			I’d driven my own car tonight. Unlike the Halloween party at Harper’s house, this one seemed to be smaller (judging by the number of cars out front) and taking place inside. It made sense. It was December now, and colder.

			I knocked on the door. It was opened by a girl I didn’t recognize. Her hair was up in a bun on top of her head and she had bright red lipstick on. She seemed older, maybe college-age.

			“Hello! Come in,” she said.

			The music was loud and coming from the great room toward the back of the house.

			“Thank you,” I said, and stepped inside. “I’m Indy, by the way.”

			“Oh hi, I’m Lucy, Madison’s friend.”

			I didn’t know who Madison was, so I just nodded.

			“Everyone is back here,” she said over her shoulder as she walked away.

			I shut and locked the door behind me and followed after her.

			“Indy!” Harper yelled when I reached the party. “Welcome!”

			“Happy birthday,” I said, holding out my gift.

			“Thank you!” She took it and added it to a pile of other gifts on the kitchen table. Then she pulled me by the arm to the island. “Eat!”

			“Oh, uh, okay, thank you.” I wasn’t even all that hungry.

			She skipped away, rejoining a group on the couch, which consisted of Beau and some people I didn’t know, including the front door girl. Lucy?

			Ava and Caroline weren’t here yet.

			I loaded a paper plate with some finger food—veggies and ranch, mozzarella sticks, chips—then went to sit down. There wasn’t room on the wraparound couch, so I sat in a nearby velvety green armchair.

			Beau gave me a small nod, but nobody else acknowledged me. I listened to their conversation and found out through context that Madison was Harper’s older sister, visiting from college for the birthday party. And Lucy was Madison’s friend. They both appeared to be drinking some sort of alcohol. The other people on the couch went to our school. I’d seen them around but didn’t know anyone’s name.

			I crunched on a carrot stick and let my eyes wander the room. There was a built-in entertainment center with a large television on one wall. A bookcase took up the wall behind me. It was a lot of adult books and classics. There was also a section of children’s literature, authors like Roald Dahl and Beverly Cleary and Judy Blume. My eyes landed on an entire Agatha Christie section. This was probably why Harper liked mysteries so much.

			I should’ve driven over with Ava and Caroline. Ava had offered to get me but I wanted some alone time in my own car before a night full of people. I told them I’d meet them here. I set my plate on my knees and pulled out my phone to see if they’d texted. They hadn’t.

			Are you guys on your way? I’m all alone! I texted.

			I thought it was the thread I’d started with just Ava and Caroline earlier, but I realized, too late, it was the group chat that included Beau. I watched him read the text and then we met eyes for a millisecond before Harper said something to him and he smiled. Maybe he thought my text was wrong, that I wasn’t here all alone. After all, it used to be Beau and I who were the closest in the group. I’d never felt alone when he was with me. But he wasn’t with me. And I felt more alone than ever.

			I wasn’t sure how to fix things with Beau. I knew he’d put some distance between us because he was waiting for an apology, but I didn’t know how to say sorry when I couldn’t explain why I’d cheated. Before, I’d been so ready to tell him everything about what was going on at home, but after how he’d been acting toward me lately, how quick he was to basically cut me off, maybe I was wrong to think I could trust him with any sort of secret.

			I entered a new name into my phone: Cody. And texted him a message.

			You home tonight? I’m at Harper’s birthday at her house. He lived two doors down. Was I trying to create trouble? I really didn’t think I was. I was hoping he’d just text back something like: Yes, come see me.

			And I would’ve in that moment. I would’ve carried my plate of food two doors down and kissed him on his porch. Maybe even talked to him. Gotten to know him better. Because I really didn’t know much about him.

			My phone buzzed.

			It wasn’t Cody. It was Caroline: Not on our way, but soon. Be there in thirty?

			I sighed and ate another carrot. The mozzarella sticks were cold, gross, but I ate them anyway. Then I went to look for a trash can for my plate. I found one in an open pantry.

			On the way back out, Beau was at the counter filling a plate.

			“Hi,” I said.

			“I’m surprised you didn’t come with Ava and Caroline.”

			“Yeah, I was excited to drive my car. I should’ve come with them. I don’t really know anyone here.”

			“Most of them are Harper’s band friends, and a few are from choir.”

			“Makes sense.”

			“You didn’t have to come,” he said.

			I nodded because that sounded an awful lot like You shouldn’t have come.

			“The mozzarella sticks are good.” I pointed.

			He grabbed several and put them on his plate. I felt smugly satisfied about him eating cold cheese in a couple of minutes.

			“You know who Indy is dating?” I heard Harper say loudly behind me. I turned to see her talking to her sister.

			Madison must’ve asked who, even though I couldn’t hear it, because Harper said, “Cody. Neighbor Cody.”

			Madison laughed, hard. “Not Stoner Cody! Tell me it isn’t so.” She said all this while obviously drunk and clutching a beer can, which felt very ironic to me.

			Beau smirked. I wanted to slap him. Maybe an apology wouldn’t be good enough to fix things.

			I didn’t need even more complicated feelings right now; I already had enough of those at home. I whirled around and walked out of the room. It felt like a dramatic exit, but my life felt pretty dramatic these days.

			“Indy, wait!” I heard Beau say, but I didn’t stop and he didn’t come after me.

			I walked outside. The night was cold and I hadn’t brought a jacket, because I wasn’t expecting to spend any length of time outside. Besides, cold was relative. We lived on the central California coast; it wasn’t like it was snowing. It was just a little windy.

			I started to walk to my car when I changed my mind. I headed down the sidewalk toward Cody’s house. He hadn’t texted me back, nor had he come over, like I thought he might’ve.

			I’d never been to his house, just knew which one it was because Harper had pointed it out one time when we were all driving by. I wasn’t sure if he was home; there wasn’t a car out front. I’d only ever seen Cody on a skateboard, though. Maybe he didn’t have a car. The porch light was on, so I decided to knock on the door.

			An older woman answered. She wore a loose-fitting dress and house slippers. Reading glasses hung around her neck. “I don’t want to buy anything,” she said.

			“Good thing, because I’m not selling anything. I’m Cody’s friend. Indy?” I wasn’t sure if she’d heard my name before.

			“Are you asking me if that’s your name? Because I don’t know.”

			“No, sorry, I’m Indy. Is Cody here?”

			“He’s not. Probably at his dad’s place. He’s supposed to be here every other weekend, but he does what he wants.”

			I’d already figured that out about Cody—that he did what he wanted. “Okay, thanks.”

			“I’ll tell him you stopped by, Indy.”

			“Thanks,” I said. “I can just text him too.” I patted my pocket.

			“If that’s the case, I wonder why you wasted my time.” With those words she shut the door.

			She wasn’t wrong. I should’ve just texted again. I headed back down the walkway to the sidewalk. Ava’s car was parked behind mine in front of Harper’s house now. I took a breath of relief, glad my friends had arrived. As I walked toward Harper’s front door again, I heard voices. One was Beau’s.

			I took several more steps until he came into view. He stood with the girl who’d answered the door earlier—Lucy. He looked angry, but that seemed to be his default lately. At least when I was around. Before I could register what was happening, they were kissing.

			A surprised squeak escaped my mouth and I froze. Then Lucy laughed and ran back inside the house. She had been blocking his view of me but now, with her gone, I was right in his line of sight.

			“It’s not what it looked like,” he said. His expression had changed to panic.

			“Okay,” I said.

			“She wanted to get French fries. She’s drunk. I told her I wouldn’t let her drive drunk. She kissed me. I pushed her away.” He raked his hand through his hair. “She was so drunk. I didn’t want that.”

			He seemed shaken up.

			“You okay?” I asked.

			“Yeah.” He sighed. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

			He didn’t seem fine. I softened a bit. “Are you sure? Should I go beat her up? I will.”

			He smiled. “I’d like to see that.”

			“Jones!” a voice called from down the street, followed by the sound of wheels on sidewalk. I turned to see Cody skating my way. As he reached me, he hooked an arm around my waist, slowing himself to a stop. Then he stood behind me, on his board, his chin resting on the top of my head, both hands on my waist now.

			“Hi,” I said, putting my hands over his.

			“Is that thing attached to your feet?” Beau asked.

			“I wish,” Cody said.

			Beau’s eyes shot to mine. I knew what he was thinking—that I was too smart for Cody. But that was a snobby thing to think. Cody could’ve been a genius for all we knew. And even if he wasn’t, he seemed like a nice guy.

			“I met your mom,” I said to Cody.

			“That’s my grandma.”

			“Oh, I met your grandma.” I played with his fingers at my waist. Picking them up one at a time and then letting them go.

			“Was she grouchy?” he asked.

			“Very.”

			He laughed. “She makes a killer chocolate chip cookie if you don’t mind a little cigarette ash in the batter.”

			“I think I do mind,” I said.

			“Then you should probably avoid her cooking.” He jumped off his board. “Can I take you for a walk?”

			“Take me for a walk?”

			“Step on.” He pointed to his board. I obeyed; then he did just what he said he was going to—took me by the hand, like my arm was a leash, and pulled me along.

			I looked back at Beau. He was standing with his arms crossed.

			“See you in a bit,” I said.

			Only I didn’t see him in a bit. After Cody walked me around the block, I pointed to my car. “I just got it.”

			He changed directions until we were standing at the driver’s-side door. He tugged on the handle, but it was locked. I dug my key fob out of my pocket and unlocked the door. He climbed into the passenger seat from the driver’s side and then said, “Let’s get food. I’m hungry.”

			I glanced back at Harper’s empty porch, then climbed into my car and drove us to Taco Bell. As we sat in the parking lot eating burritos, Ava texted me.

			Where are you?

			Food and kissing, I responded before I realized she had texted in the group chat.

			Are you coming back??

			My chest tightened with guilt. Later.

			“I left my backpack at school,” Cody said, pulling my attention away from my screen. “In chemistry. Let’s drive there.”

			“To school?” I asked, placing my phone in the cup holder.

			“Yeah.”

			“You have a homework assignment in there that you need to do or something?” See, he worried about homework too.

			He laughed. “No.” But he didn’t tell me what was in there that he needed now.

			I started the car anyway and drove to the school. “It’s probably locked,” I said as we made our way to the main doors.

			But he bypassed them and headed around the side of the building.

			“What are you doing?” I asked, pushing a tree branch out of my way and stepping over a bush to follow him.

			“There’s a side window that I keep unlocked.”

			“You keep it unlocked?”

			Sure enough, he was able to pry open a window. He wiggled his eyebrows at me, then held his hands out in front of him as if he wanted to give me a boost inside. I swallowed down my hesitation and climbed my way into the room.

			The school felt eerie at night. The room was dark except for some glowing under-cabinet lights. I searched the floor for Cody’s backpack, wanting to get out of here as quickly as possible. He dived through the window behind me with a laugh. Then he was sitting on a table messing with a Bunsen burner, its flame blue in the darkness.

			“Where’s your bag?” I whispered. Now I was searching in earnest, looking under the long countertops and in the corners.

			Behind me I heard glass breaking. Cody cursed loudly. I turned to see him standing at the glass-doored supply cupboard, one of the panes now broken.

			“Cody! What happened?”

			“Oops,” he said. “We better run.”

			So we did.
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				Chapter 27

				Now

			
			I woke up with a start, gasping for breath.

			“It was just a dream. You’re okay,” Beau said near my ear. His arms were around me, holding me tight. I was lying on his chest. The bathroom was still dark.

			Earlier, our kissing had gone from happy reunion, excited and intense, to soft and vulnerable. He played with my hair while his lips gently moved along mine, then across my jaw and down my neck. Slowly I became more and more relaxed, my eyes staying closed for longer and longer periods until he whispered, “Are you falling asleep on me?”

			“No, I’m awake,” I said in a sleepy drawl.

			“It’s okay, go to sleep,” he said. His finger traveled from my forehead down the bridge of my nose and to my lips.

			I kissed his fingertip. “Just a tiny sleep.”

			“We’re going to be okay,” he said as I drifted off. Or maybe I imagined that. Or dreamed it. It felt like a dream. A good one.

			Then I had the familiar nightmare. The one where men dressed in black surrounded me, telling me they were going to take me away. Rip me apart from my family. I couldn’t run. My back was against the headboard and all my escape routes were blocked. They closed in on me and right before they grabbed me, I woke up.

			My heart was beating a million miles a minute now. I wiped at my eyes, which I could feel were damp with sweat or tears. Probably both.

			“You okay?” Beau asked.

			“Yes,” I said.

			“I feel your heart pounding,” he said. My chest was pressed against his side. I thought about pushing away, sitting up, but his arms around me felt nice. They seemed to be grounding me in the moment, helping me settle more quickly than I normally did.

			“Nightmare,” I mumbled.

			“I’m sorry,” he said.

			I took several more deep breaths. “Did you sleep at all?”

			“I did.”

			I wondered if he really did, and if so for how long. I wondered how long I’d slept before the nightmare.

			“You know what the worst part about being in here is?” I asked.

			“The hard floor? The germs? The lack of food?”

			“No,” I said. “The fact that we have no idea what time it is. There’s something about not knowing if you have five more hours or two until there’s a minuscule chance someone might rescue you.”

			“Rescue?” he asked, like that was the wrong word. “You need to be rescued?”

			Right now, in his arms, it didn’t feel like I needed to be rescued. But there was so much more happening outside this bathroom. Things I needed to be a part of. I needed to show up. Support my dad. And even the things that were happening inside this bathroom would change once the sun came up. The light would shine brightly on all the hurt and unresolved issues from our past. I wasn’t sure a singular makeout session was enough to make those disappear. In fact I knew it wasn’t. But it was still dark, so I’d think about all that later.

			“I need to tell you something I discovered after you fell asleep,” he said.

			“Something bad?” I asked.

			“Remember all that music we listened to earlier?”

			“Yeah,” I said. The playlist I’d made for him. I hadn’t forgotten.

			“I tried to listen to music again.”

			“Okay?”

			“And I couldn’t.”

			“The app closed?” I asked.

			“I’m guessing my phone died. Out there in my backpack.”

			“Oh…right. No more music, I guess.”

			“It’s more than that.”

			“What?” I sat up, worried now. I could hardly see his grainy outline in the darkness; I definitely couldn’t see his facial expression.

			“My location…” he said.

			“Oh no.” I realized what he was saying. “Nobody will know where you are.”

			“Exactly.” He reached out and grabbed my hand. Maybe he thought I was going to panic like I had earlier. And maybe now was a better time to panic, but my face didn’t go numb and my heart kept its steady beat.

			“That sucks” is all I could think of to say. I wasn’t letting myself process this. It was still dark after all. I couldn’t worry. I wouldn’t. We’d get out. We had to. When the sun came up we’d find a way out. Or someone would find us.

			“What about your phone?” he asked. “Do you think it still has any power in that bag?”

			“I have no idea. I don’t remember what it was at when Mrs. Thiessen made me bag it. But either way, I turned it off. It’s useless.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Pretty sure.”

			“Why did she lock it up?”

			“I was looking at it,” I said. “She caught me.”

			“I swear she has eagle eyes.”

			“I know,” I said.

			“You couldn’t wait until after class to look?”

			“I was waiting for a text from my mom. I was supposed to give her a letter that she was going to give to my dad’s lawyer if they were moving forward with charges. I’ve been supposed to give it to her for several weeks. Tomorrow…well, today…is my last chance. I need to write it today. I need to get out.”

			“He finds out today?”

			“I don’t know. But they need my letter. It will help.” It had to help.

			“Do you think they’re going to charge him?”

			“Six months ago, I would’ve said my dad could never do something like that, steal money, forge paperwork. He’s honest and moral. I have no idea anymore. Obviously I hope they haven’t found anything on him. That this was all the one partner, like everyone else is claiming, but maybe I’m prepping myself for the worst, just in case.”

			“I wish you’d told me what was going on with you. Then maybe I wouldn’t have—”

			“It’s still dark,” I blurted out. “Rule two. We’re not supposed to be worrying about anything.”

			“True,” he said.

			“Plus, I can’t see your face.”

			“What?”

			“I don’t want to have this conversation when I can’t see your face.”

			“I do have a pretty nice face,” he said, probably trying to lighten the suddenly heavy mood.

			“You do,” I said.

			“Come here.” He pulled me back down next to him and kissed the top of my head. “I hope it’s only two o’clock.”

			“Why?” I asked.

			“Because rule number two needs to remain in effect for longer.”

			I pressed my lips to his. “I agree.”
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				Chapter 28

				Then

			
			It was another morning of waking up to my parents fighting. My mom was accusing my dad of being oblivious, not paying attention to what was happening in his own firm. My dad was saying that they all had their own cases to work and worry about—they didn’t spy on each other. Maybe you should’ve, she said. They were still fighting as I got ready for school. They were still fighting when I came down.

			“Can you at least wait to fight until I’m at school? It’s getting old,” I said, opening the fridge and grabbing a bottle of orange juice.

			That made them both go instantly quiet.

			Dad looked tired as he met my stare. I could only hold his gaze for a couple of seconds before I dropped my eyes and went to the cupboard for a glass.

			“Do you have questions for me, Indy?” he asked.

			“Did you do it?” I blurted out. “Steal money from your clients? From the government?”

			“Excuse me?” he asked, his voice immediately at a ten.

			“Is that why you were so worried about that document that you thought I lost in your office? It was incriminating? You needed to shred it?”

			“You think I did this?” His voice was even louder.

			“Marcus, don’t yell at her. You asked her if she had any questions. She asked.”

			“Did you tell her to ask me that? You both think I’m some con man? Nice. If you must know, that document you lost was something that would’ve helped clear me.” With those words he left out the front door.

			My heart dropped. I set both the glass and juice on the counter and turned to face my mom. “He thinks this is my fault?” Was it? Had I not been in the office that day, would this all be cleared up by now?

			“No, of course not. He didn’t mean that. He’s feeling defensive because I asked him similar questions yesterday.”

			My heart felt like it was beating in my ears. “You think he did it?”

			“He told me he didn’t. I want to believe him, but why is this taking so long? Shouldn’t they have been able to prove he didn’t by now?”

			“Maybe they’re being thorough,” I said.

			“Yes, you’re right. I’m stressed.”

			I looked at the time on my phone. Ava would be here in five. But for the first time since this started my mom was actually talking to me. I shot the group a text: Sorry, woke up late. I’ll drive myself today.

			Ava gave my message a thumbs-up. Nobody else responded. They were probably all still mad at me for not going back to the party that night after leaving the school. For not having the sleepover we had planned. Cody and I hadn’t gotten caught after running through the halls in a panic and out the doors. We just climbed in my car and left. Once we were clear of the school, we both busted into laughter even though my heart had still been racing a million miles a minute.

			I turned back to the counter and poured myself half a glass of juice.

			“I’m taking the longer shifts at work this week, so I won’t be home as early as I normally am.”

			“Okay.” I swirled the juice in my glass. “Was Dad pissed we got a car?”

			“Dad is pissed about everything right now.”

			“Right.”

			“You deserve it, Indy. You’re a hard worker and keep amazing grades. We’re proud of you.”

			I took a drink instead of answering. If she had seen me running out of the chemistry classroom and into the parking lot with Cody the other night, would she still be proud?

			“Things will be back to normal soon,” she said, more to herself than to me, it seemed.

			“What’s the worst that could happen?” I asked, needing her to tell me Dad would just get some sort of fine or suspension or something. If he was being truthful and he’d done nothing, they couldn’t punish him.

			“I don’t know,” she said, but I had a feeling she did, and the fact that she wouldn’t say it out loud let me know it was way worse than a fine.

			“Can they arrest him for real?”

			“I don’t know,” she said again.

			That meant yes.

			“I have to go,” she said.

			When she left I went and searched my room again for the document. I even searched his office, but there was nothing to find in there; they had taken everything.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			I was sitting in first period when the classroom phone rang. It was such a rare sound that I jumped. Mr. Fraser, my AP Lit teacher, walked over to the wall by the door and picked up the phone.

			“Hello,” he said.

			The few times the phone had rung in class, it was typically a parent waiting in the front office to take their kid to a doctor or dentist appointment. Parents used to be able to text their child about that, but we weren’t allowed to look at cellphones anymore. This time Mr. Fraser’s eyes found mine as the person on the phone relayed some sort of message to him.

			I didn’t think either of my parents was waiting in the front office. Or maybe they were. Had something happened with my dad’s case? My heart immediately accelerated. Mr. Fraser hung up the phone and said, “Indy, front office. Take your things.”

			Take my things? Did that mean I wasn’t coming back to class?

			“Okay.” I picked up my bag. Caroline was in this class with me, but she didn’t look at me as I walked toward the door. So she was mad at me. I didn’t blame her. I’d been a bad friend the past couple of weeks. I should’ve gone back to the party after the stunt with Cody, but I’d just taken him to his dad’s house, not in Harper’s neighborhood, and went home to settle my nerves.

			In the front office, the woman behind the desk pointed me toward the back hallway. I’d never been in the back hallway in my life. It led to the principal’s office. I only saw the principal, Mr. O’Connell, out and about on campus, when he would wave to us in a friendly manner.

			I knocked on the door and heard a muffled “Come in.”

			I opened it and the first person I saw was my mom, sitting in a chair in front of the principal’s desk. At first I was confused, and then I was terrified. Had something happened with my dad? Why wasn’t he here?

			“Have a seat, Ms. Blair,” Mr. O’Connell said.

			I didn’t want to sit. I wanted him to immediately tell me what was happening. Or better, I wanted my mom to just check me out of school and not involve anyone else in our business. Wasn’t that what she’d told me we needed to do? Why had she changed her mind now? Had she told Mr. O’Connell about my dad?

			“What’s going on?” I asked.

			“Sit down, Indy,” Mom said, her voice sounding tired and angry.

			So I did. I sat. And that’s when I noticed an open laptop on the desk in front of him. A grainy image of me and Cody running out the doors of C building was frozen on the screen. My blood ran cold.

			He pointed to the laptop. “You have been identified as one of the people that broke into the school last Friday. There was some damage done in the chemistry room.”

			My eyes went to the screen again. I knew it was me, but how did he? My face wasn’t clear. Were there other images?

			“Some chemicals were stolen from the supply closet.”

			“Chemicals?” I asked, surprised. What chemicals? Why? “No. That wasn’t me.” Or Cody, I wanted to say. He hadn’t taken anything either. But I stopped myself. If Mr. O’Connell didn’t know Cody was the other person in the video, I wasn’t going to tell him.

			He didn’t stop there, though. He placed my calculus test in front of me. “Do you recognize this?”

			My blood ran cold. “Yes.”

			“It has also been brought to our attention that you cheated off another student’s paper to get this grade.” The score at the top said 99 percent. It was a good score. “Is that true?”

			Beau had tattled on me? Had he also been the one to identify me on the video? The thought shocked me.

			“No,” I said, because that was just instinct. And I hadn’t cheated for the entire test. Just six questions. How could they prove that? Especially if I didn’t get the exact same grade as Beau. My moving up in the class ranks proved that I hadn’t.

			“I guess that was more of a rhetorical question,” he said. “We know you cheated.”

			I swallowed.

			“You will get a zero for this test.”

			“A zero?” I asked, appalled.

			“We’re questioning your other test scores from this year as well. I’m consulting your teachers, trying to decide if you need to retake all the tests you’ve taken this year in a controlled environment to see if you can replicate the grades.”

			“What?” I asked. “That’s not fair.”

			“We take cheating very seriously. The punishment is typically an expulsion,” he said. “Especially when we know you’re trying to rise in the school ranks. But we’re willing to extend some courtesy since you’ve been an exemplary student.” His hand shifted to the computer screen, reminding me this was about more than cheating. Was he saying they were going to extend me courtesy there as well? Was he trying to get me to confess? Would it help if I did?

			“Who else was with you?”

			“We were just getting his backpack,” I said. “He’d left it.” Although as I said that out loud, I realized there was no backpack. Or if there was, he hadn’t gotten it that night.

			Next to me my mom sighed.

			“I didn’t cheat on my other tests,” I said in a panic. “This is literally the only one. And only because I lost my textbook. And only for a few questions. I’ll retake this test. I’ll show you.”

			“You don’t get to retake this test. This test, the one we know you cheated on, will be counted as zero. It’s the others that are being negotiated.”

			My head whipped over to my mom. Was she going to defend me?

			“They pulled me out of work for this,” she said. “I told them you would never break into school or cheat, but you’re saying you did?”

			“No! Well, yes, but I didn’t do anything,” I said. If they had more video, they’d see that.

			“And the test?” she asked.

			“Just this one time. On a few questions because those FBI guys stole my book.”

			“Indy,” Mom said in a warning voice. “Watch it.”

			I snapped my mouth shut, my jaw instantly clenching.

			“I can’t believe you did this.” She pinched the bridge of her nose.

			“I shouldn’t have to retake all the other tests. Not without proof.” Were they really going to take Beau’s word over mine? Although now I’d admitted to it, hadn’t I?

			“You sound like your father,” my mom said under her breath.

			Tears sprang to my eyes.

			“Is that all you need from me?” she asked. “I only have an hour lunch break and I’m using it for this.”

			“We’ll be in contact, Mrs. Blair. Thank you,” Mr. O’Connell said.

			She walked straight out the door and didn’t look back.

			“You’re lucky,” Mr. O’Connell said. “That the rest of the video backs up your story.”

			I didn’t feel very lucky.
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				Chapter 29

				Now

			
			Bright light filtered through the window. A dread settled onto my shoulders, getting heavier and heavier the brighter the bathroom became. No more rule number two. We had to start worrying again. And I was worrying. My brain was trying to think of a way out of here. It was coming up blank.

			We’d both gotten a little more sleep, but between the hard floor and the chilly air, I’d become increasingly uncomfortable. At one point, I’d gotten up to peer out the window above the toilet. Nobody was in the corridors. There was condensation on the glass, and a brisk wind flowed through the screen. I shut it, then settled back in beside Beau.

			Kissing him in the darkness had been unexpected but magical. Now, with the past hanging over us and the future unsure, I knew this tentative truce we’d created might evaporate.

			My stomach let out a large growl and I covered it with my hands.

			“We should eat,” he said in a deep morning voice.

			I tightened my hold on his waist, not wanting to face the day. He chuckled and placed his cheek against my head.

			“I’m going to be so sore from this floor,” I said.

			“Same,” he agreed, and yet we kept lying there.

			My toes were cold and I moved one foot down his leg, then up the bottom of his pants, placing my freezing toes on his bare skin.

			He yelped, laughed, and then wrapped me in a tight hold, turning onto his side and depositing me onto my back. He freed his leg from my toes but didn’t move. He hovered over me, his arms under my back, his mouth inches from mine. He stared into my eyes for several long breaths. My eyes stung with emotion. I wondered if he could see it there. His gaze traveled to my lips. The distance between us was slowly closing. I wanted to kiss him, in the light of day, with no disclaimers or rules, but I couldn’t.

			I turned my head to the side with a chuckle. “I have morning breath,” I said as my excuse. But that was the least of our problems.

			He released me and we sat up.

			“Do you think you can reach that tree outside the window?” I asked.

			“There’s a tree outside the window?” He stood and went to the back stall. He climbed onto the toilet, opened the window, and peered outside. “I don’t know. It’s kind of far. Why?”

			“Maybe you could break off a branch? And we can use it to get the pins out of the door hinges?”

			“I don’t know that a branch will be stronger or work better than your pen did.” He said it, but he was reaching his arm out all the way up to his shoulder, wedging it uncomfortably into the narrow opening. “I…” He cringed and smashed himself farther into the wall. “I can’t quite…Ugh. No.” He sighed and extracted his arm from the opening. In his grip was a single pink blossom from the tree. He gave me an apologetic shrug as he jumped down from the toilet and held the blossom out for me.

			I released a breathy laugh but took it, tucking it behind my ear. Then I stared at the locked door for a moment. My mom hadn’t found me. Somehow I thought she would, even though my phone was off. I thought she’d search me out, worry. Maybe she’d expended all her worry on my dad.

			“Should we split a protein bar?” I asked.

			His eyes went to the door and then back to me, like he knew what I was thinking. “Yeah,” he said, then after a beat added, “someone will come for us. Soon. You’ll make it for the meeting.”

			“Just because you say things with such surety doesn’t make them true.”

			He shrugged. “I’m good at fooling myself.”

			I nodded to the counter. “I’ll fill our water jar, you split the protein bar.”

			I filled the jar to the very top and then grabbed us each a mint off the counter as well. I tossed one onto his lap where he sat, expertly splitting the bar.

			“Good thing you’re such a teacher’s pet,” I said with a smile, holding up my mint.

			“You don’t want to know what’s on the tray I left on the table out there.”

			“You left a tray on the table?”

			“Yes,” he said.

			“I do want to know, actually. Maybe imagining it will help my hunger.”

			“Packaged muffins and trail mix and chips. It wasn’t just me. It was leadership. You know I’m doing leadership this semester.”

			I actually didn’t know that, and that made me sad. What else didn’t I know? “And Caroline and Ava?” I asked. “What are they doing? Anything new?” I missed them too. I thought it sucked that I was the one who’d lost all my friendships in our falling-out, not him. But I was the one who had become the bad friend, the delinquent, so it made sense.

			“Ava is taking a clothing design course online.” He passed me half of the protein bar.

			“She’d be good at that,” I said, taking it.

			“It’s hit-or-miss. She’s designed some pretty wild things, and then some of her stuff is amazing.” He spent the next little while describing some of her most outrageous designs while I asked questions about them, and we finished off our minuscule breakfast.

			“If I could draw, I would sketch some out for you,” he finally said.

			I took a deep breath. “I bet they’re all really cool. I’m glad she’s found a way to show off her talent. And Caroline?”

			“Caroline has been hanging out with Luca a lot.”

			“What’s Luca like?” I asked. Caroline had been talking to him since that Thanksgiving week bonfire, but I’d only met him once. I’d seen them around campus a lot lately.

			“Perfect for her,” Beau said, inspecting his hands.

			“In what way?” I asked.

			“He likes to run. They do miles after school on the beach. He gets her offbeat humor and shyness. He makes goofy jokes too. But he also balances her out. You know how she obsesses about certain things. He’s more relaxed. You’d like him.”

			“Do you like him?”

			“I do.” He stood up to wash the chocolate off his fingers.

			I just licked the chocolate off of mine. “That’s good. You never liked Cody.”

			“You never liked Harper.”

			“I liked Harper a lot. I just didn’t think she was right for you. She didn’t get you.”

			“Well, I feel the same about Cody.” He dried his hands on a paper towel.

			“That’s not true. You never liked Cody. With or without me.”

			He turned around and leaned back against the countertop. My chest ached as I stared at him. He looked so beautiful standing there, a curl flopping over his forehead; his blue eyes weren’t looking at me in anger like they had for several months. But that didn’t matter—I knew everything would change as soon as we said the things we needed to say. The change in his demeanor was already starting.

			He rubbed at the back of his neck. “That’s because Cody is not a nice person. He…”

			“Fails tests, skips school, and breaks rules?” I finished for him.

			“No, those things wouldn’t make him a bad person. He’s mean, Indy.”

			“He wasn’t mean. He was fun.”

			“He picks on the underclassmen. He runs over people’s things with his skateboard. Thinks it’s funny. He spray-painted the windows of Tyler’s parents’ business. That little sandwich shop by the bay.”

			I hugged a knee to my chest, looking up at him. “How do you know it was him?”

			“Because he wrote his name. Except instead of an o he used a u.”

			I scrunched my nose. That was my inside joke. He didn’t even know what that meant. “I don’t think he’s intentionally mean. He’s laid-back. He made me happy for a little while. Got my mind off everything. Made me forget things.”

			“He yelled at Brady in the parking lot.”

			“He did?” I asked.

			He nodded. “He’s intentionally mean, Indy. And he dragged you into his stupid antics.”

			I looked down, thinking about the night we’d broken into the school.

			“Did you know he stole the lab acid?”

			“He didn’t,” I said, even though in the back of my mind I knew he probably had. On purpose. Right in front of me, without me even knowing. Put me at risk of getting into more serious trouble.

			Beau just tilted his head, challenging me.

			“Well, what do you want me to do? We’re broken up,” I said defensively. “You want me to get back with him so I can break up with him a second time?”

			“I just want you to admit he’s not a good person. That he’s not right for you. He was never right for you. That you two aren’t similar. I’m not the only one who thought that. You should’ve heard the things people said.”

			“You care more about optics than I do, Beau. You always have. Something your mother pounded into you, I think.”

			“This isn’t about my mother,” he snapped. “Why won’t you admit that he brought you down?”

			That familiar fire I’d been feeling for months scorched my chest. “You brought me down, Beau. You.”
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				Chapter 30

				Then

			
			I was glad Mr. Fraser made me take my things, because I did not want to go back to class. I went and sat in my car, seething, until lunch. I’d worked myself up pretty good by the time the bell rang and the hallways and parking lot filled with students. I opened my car door and marched with all the indignation in the world to our lunch spot. Everyone was already there: Ava and Caroline and Harper. Even Luca joined today; he had never done that before. And, of course, there was the object of all the anger coursing through me—Beau.

			He didn’t see me until I was standing right in front of him. He looked up, a half-eaten sandwich in his hand. His eyes seemed cold, shut off completely from any feelings toward me.

			“You tattled on me?” I spit out.

			He just shrugged. Shrugged!

			“Six questions, Beau! It was only six questions.” My nails dug into my palms from how hard I was clenching my fists.

			“And breaking into the school?”

			So the principal had shown him that video?

			“We didn’t do anything!”

			“So you admit it?”

			“What is happening?” Caroline asked beside him.

			“Indy cheated off Beau,” Harper said. “And broke into the school the other night after my party.”

			“That’s what you ditched us for?” Ava asked.

			I was too busy glaring at Beau to respond to Ava. “You told her?” The her I was referring to was Harper.

			She knew that too, because she said, “Of course he told me. He tells me everything.”

			My eyes whipped over to her. “Did you encourage him to do this? To turn me in?” Because why else would he? I thought I could trust him with secrets, with important information. Apparently not.

			“Don’t talk to her,” Beau said to me.

			“Gladly,” I said back. “Just so you know, they’re making me retake every test I took this entire year.”

			His eyes went wide for half a second before they settled into smug again. “Good,” he said.

			Something occurred to me in that moment that hurt even more. “You’re only pissed because I jumped ahead of you in rankings.”

			“This has nothing to do with that,” he said. “It has to do with all the terrible choices you’re making lately. Ditching your friends, dating some criminal, cheating on tests. You need help.”

			“You’re not in charge of me!”

			“Someone needs to be.”

			Where before the rage had been red like fire, now it felt white-hot. “I didn’t tattle on you for cheating!”

			“I’ve never cheated,” he said.

			And that’s when I said something I shouldn’t have. Something I knew wasn’t a completely accurate representation of events but something my anger spewed out of my mouth anyway. “So you don’t consider kissing Lucy at Harper’s birthday party cheating?”

			Harper gasped from beside him.

			Beau’s eyes went dark. “You know that’s not what happened.”

			“I thought you told her everything. You obviously didn’t tell her this.” That much was apparent by the utter surprise on Harper’s face.

			“Indy,” Caroline said in a voice laced with disappointment. “This isn’t cool.”

			“Yeah, well, I’ve never been cool.”

			I knew I’d screwed everything up, done this all wrong. I was livid, yes, but this wasn’t how this should’ve gone down. I should’ve talked to Beau calmly, alone, asked him why he did it. Because sure, I shouldn’t have broken into the school and I shouldn’t have cheated. I knew that. But we were friends. We were just getting Cody’s backpack. And it was six questions. Shouldn’t he have talked to me, asked me what was going on with me, before turning me in? My life had turned upside down and sideways. I would’ve told him that. Then I would’ve told him that we went in through an open window. And as for the test, he could’ve made me redo those questions for him at his kitchen table to prove I knew the concepts, because I did. But instead he’d taken this to the principal? Screwed up not just my now, but potentially my future, my college options, everything. All because he couldn’t stand that I beat him in the class rankings? Or maybe it was because everything had to be perfect in his brain. Things were either black or white. There was no gray.

			“Walk away, Indy,” Ava said. “You basically already have.”

			Tears sprang to my eyes and I whirled on her. “I will,” I said. “Because you have all been terrible friends. You have no idea what’s going on in my life because you haven’t cared enough to find out.”

			“Maybe you should’ve trusted us enough to tell us,” Ava said.

			Maybe I should’ve, but I had sworn to my mom I wouldn’t. And it was far too late now. I gripped the straps on my backpack and met each of their eyes in turn. Caroline looked like she wanted to say something. Even opened her mouth to do it, but then she averted her gaze.

			I walked away.

			I was well out of sight when my phone buzzed in my pocket. For one hopeful moment I thought that someone from the group I’d just left behind had texted me. That the message would ask me to come back or meet them somewhere and explain things when we didn’t have an audience. But when I pulled out my phone, it was a text from Cody:

			Where are you?

			Sitting in my car. I’m not feeling well.

			I wasn’t sitting in my car yet, but that’s where I was heading. I could see it across the parking lot, my safe space.

			I unlocked the doors and crawled into the back seat. I could’ve driven away from here, but I wasn’t sure where to go. Home didn’t seem any better than here, not with at least one disappointed parent waiting for me there. Ready to tell me how wrong I’d been. I was sure my mom had told my dad. Probably even rubbed it in his face in a “look what you created” kind of way. And she was right. This all did stem from my dad’s situation.

			There was a knock on my window and I looked over to see Cody’s face smashed against the glass. He pointed at the door and I nodded. He opened it and I sat up to make room for him.

			“What’s going on?” he asked. “You sick?”

			“Kind of.”

			“Bummer,” he said, climbing in next to me and pulling me into a hug. He smelled a bit smoky, probably because his grandma smoked in the house. But the human connection, the feel of his hands pressed against my back and my cheek pressed against the skin on his neck, brought me some comfort.

			“Yeah,” I agreed. Because it was.

			He didn’t ask for any more information, and maybe I was glad about that. He just said, “You want me to drive you to get some McDonald’s?”

			“You have a car?” I asked.

			“No, I’d drive yours.”

			“Do you have your license?”

			“No, but I’m a pretty good driver,” he said.

			“Do you want McDonald’s?”

			“I totally do,” he said.

			“I’ll drive you.”

			“You will?” he asked, taking me by the arms and playfully pushing me forward and backward. “You’re so nice.”

			“Sometimes,” I said, thinking about how I’d just told off my friends.

			“Well, nobody can be nice all the time,” he said with a big laugh. Then he hopped out of the car, ran around it, and jumped into the passenger seat. “You ready?”

			“The bell is about to ring for sixth period,” I said. I probably shouldn’t have offered to take him to get food. I should’ve gotten out of the car and gone to sixth. I was already in enough trouble with the principal, with my parents.

			“I’ll call in for you,” he said. “Tell them you had a doctor’s appointment.”

			I chuckled a little. I’d never done that in my life—faked a parent phone call or even forged a parent’s signature. I’d always obeyed the rules. But I really didn’t want to go to sixth period. Both Beau and Harper were in my sixth period.

			I climbed out of the back seat and into the driver’s seat. “Let me hear your best Dad impersonation.” I started the car.

			“Hello,” he said in a deep voice. “This is Indy’s dad—”

			“His name is Marcus. Marcus Blair.”

			“This is Marcus Blair. Indy has a doctor’s appointment.” His impression wasn’t half bad. It didn’t sound like my dad, but it sounded like an adult. That’s all the front office would care about.

			“Yeah, okay, you can call,” I said, starting the car.

			“Blair is your last name?”

			“Did you really not know that?”

			“I didn’t. Do you know mine?”

			“Pratchett,” I said.

			He reached over and squeezed my side, causing me to jump. “Have you been stalking me? How cute.”

			“I was not stalking you. You’re Harper’s neighbor. She warned me against you.”

			“Did she, now?” he asked. “Well, Harper is no fun; of course she’d warn you against me. But you make your own decisions.”

			I looked into my rearview mirror as I pulled away from the school. I didn’t know why I expected to see Beau standing there, his arms crossed in a disapproving fashion, watching me leave. But nobody was there. Not Caroline or Ava. And definitely not Beau. I’d just blown up my friendships.

			“Did you take some hydrochloric acid from the chemistry room when we were there the other night?”

			He just laughed.
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				Chapter 31

				Now

			
			There they were, Beau’s closed expression and hard eyes, back on his face. I wasn’t sure what my face looked like, but it probably wasn’t any better.

			“Me?” he asked. “You’re blaming everything on me?”

			“I had to retake twenty tests in a two-week time period. All because of six questions. I didn’t have time to prepare for them. I couldn’t replicate the grades I’d gotten before. Back when I studied for them. My GPA is destroyed.”

			“So you’re not actually sorry you cheated, like you said earlier?”

			“I am sorry I cheated. But I still don’t think you should’ve turned me in for it. You should’ve talked to me.”

			“I tried to talk to you. You shut everyone out. Except Cody.”

			I shook my head and stood, my back sliding up the wall behind me. “Cody wasn’t in. He was just a distraction. A way not to feel anything.”

			“You used him?”

			I narrowed my eyes. “You’re defending Cody now? After everything you just said about him?”

			He was quiet. He was still leaning against the counter, and I was against the opposite wall. There were at least seven steps between us, but it felt like a hundred.

			“Oh, right,” I said in realization. “This isn’t about Cody. It’s commentary on my character.”

			Beau closed his eyes and let out a sigh. “I don’t want to fight with you.”

			“You just want to pretend nothing happened? Make out some more? Pretend you didn’t abandon me during the hardest time in my life?”

			“I didn’t know!” he said, an ache in his voice. “I wish I’d known.”

			“You didn’t give me the benefit of the doubt, assume something was going on, ask me if something was going on, and that was the hardest part.”

			The muscle in his jaw jumped. “And when you felt cornered, you threw me and my relationship under the bus. You know what really happened that night with Lucy!”

			“I know!” I dug my fingers into the hair by my temples and pressed against my head, trying to relieve the tension that was building.

			“Why did you do it?” he asked.

			I dropped my hands back to my sides. I’d been asking myself the same question for the past couple of months. Why had I done it? Because I didn’t like Harper? But I did. Because I didn’t like Harper for him? We’d already established that was true. But maybe it was more. Maybe I’d been trying to come between them because of my feelings. Not that it mattered. We’d both blown up any chance to explore those. We hadn’t even been able to maintain our friendship.

			“Are you still pining over her?” I asked. “You want me to talk to her for you? To tell her you want her back? That you didn’t do anything wrong? I’ll talk to her.” Because he really didn’t do anything that a reasonable explanation wouldn’t take care of. Some girl forced a kiss on him when she was drunk and he thought it was better not to tell Harper. He probably didn’t want her sister and her sister’s friend to have a falling-out. I knew about falling-outs; they weren’t fun.

			“No, I don’t want you to talk to her,” he said.

			“You’re right, I shouldn’t. You should. You want me to help you with a game plan? A way for you to convince her to hear you out?”

			“No.”

			“Did you tell her what happened? How you were just trying to help? How you didn’t want Lucy to drive drunk?”

			“It’s about more than that night.”

			“What’s it about? I’m sure I’ll know what she needs to hear.” My hands were clasped and I realized I was pleading. I dropped them back to my sides.

			“She won’t hear anything,” he said. “She felt threatened during our whole relationship.”

			“By what?”

			“By a lot of things, but mostly that I was best friends with three girls. She thought I was hiding feelings for one of you.” Our eyes locked for several breaths.

			I pursed my lips. “That’s a hard one. What have you tried?”

			“Indy, I haven’t tried anything.”

			“You haven’t? Well, that’s the problem. You have to do something big. Something that will make her realize you still care. She’ll take you back.”

			“Indy, I don’t want her back!” He threw his hands in the air. “I was going after you that night Lucy kissed me on the porch. You left and I was chasing after you. I want you back.”
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				Chapter 32

				Then

			
			I knocked on the office door, even though it was open. Lana looked up from her desk.

			“Oh hey, Indy, come in. Have a seat.” She pointed to the chair across from her.

			I sat.

			“What can I do for you?” Lana had always been a nice boss. She was young and funny. Liked to interact with us. But this still wasn’t going to be easy for me. Actually, liking her probably made this harder.

			“Has Beau talked to you…about me?” If he was so worried about me going off the rails that he talked to the principal, he’d probably talked to our boss too. Told her that a cheater and a thief couldn’t possibly tutor kids.

			“No,” she said. “About what?”

			Didn’t that prove everything? That he wasn’t worried about me at all, just his place in the class rankings. “I was hoping you could arrange the schedule so that I never have to work with Beau.”

			Her eyebrows rose clear to her hairline. “Oh. Wow. That’s a big ask.”

			“Yeah,” I said.

			“You know that’s not really how it works around here. You all have your desks and the clients that request you. It all depends on what works best with their schedules.”

			“I figured,” I said. I knew walking in here that this was a long shot. “I need to quit, then.”

			“Wait, what?” she asked, turning completely away from her computer now.

			“Yeah.”

			“You’re giving your two weeks?”

			I cringed. “No, I’m giving my five minutes.”

			“Indy,” she said in disappointment. I was kind of used to the disappointed voice at this point, it didn’t affect me. “That’s really going to leave me scrambling. Don’t you have clients today?”

			“I do.”

			“Can you please work today and I’ll get the rest of your schedule covered?”

			I took a deep breath and nodded. “Fine. I’ll do today, but that’s it.”

			“What’s going on?” she asked. “Is it something we can work through?”

			“It’s really not,” I said.

			She must’ve seen the emotion in my eyes, because I could feel it stinging there. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

			“You and me both,” I said, standing and walking toward the door.

			“Indy, you’re one of my best employees,” she said.

			I turned. “But not the best, right?”

			“What do you mean?”

			I meant that if she had to choose, just like everyone else she would choose Beau. Because he was everyone’s best. “Nothing,” I said. “Thanks for this job. It’s been really rewarding.”

			“I can write you a referral for any other job you might be applying for.”

			“Thank you, I might take you up on that.”

			I have to work today after all, I typed into my phone as I settled at my desk. Can we meet up tomorrow? I pressed send and waited to see if Cody would respond right away. He never did.

			It wasn’t until after my first client that my phone buzzed.

			Where do you work again? Cody asked.

			The tutoring center on Main.

			Do all the kids have a crush on you, hot tutor?

			I sure hope not, they’re in elementary school.

			You can be my hot tutor?

			I held in a laugh. No thank you.

			See you tomorrow.

			I tucked my phone away just as the front door opened and Beau walked in. The way my mood went from happy to immediately angry let me know I’d made the right decision in quitting. Beau’s expression proved he was feeling the same way. Instead of coming to my desk and chatting with me for a few minutes, like he always had in the past, he marched straight to Lana’s office. He pulled the door shut behind him after going inside.

			Maybe he’d quit and I wouldn’t have to. But no, that wouldn’t happen. She’d tell him I quit and then he wouldn’t have to give up something he loved. He would, once again, not have to give up anything. All because I was scheduled to work first today.

			My next student, Sadie, arrived when he was inside, so I didn’t notice him coming out of the office. That meant I had no idea how long he’d talked to Lana or how he felt when she told him I’d quit. He was probably happy.

			I was working with Sadie, who was in the second grade, when I caught Beau’s eye across the room midway through my session. I couldn’t make out his expression. It wasn’t joy, but it wasn’t anger either. Something in the middle. I immediately averted my gaze and pointed to a word on the page, grape. There was a picture of grapes as well. I encouraged Sadie to sound out the word, pointing to each letter.

			“Berries,” she said. Kids did that sometimes, looked at the picture instead of the letters. Tried to guess.

			“Good try, but what sound does the letter g make?”

			When our hour was through and she got up to leave she said, “Oh! Miss Indy, I made you a picture.” She dug a wrinkled piece of paper out of her backpack. On it were two poorly drawn people holding hands. The sun was shining; there were flowers in the grass almost as tall as the people. “This is you and this is me,” she said, pointing. “Because you’re my best friend.” Then she threw her skinny arms around my neck before she ran for the door.

			I had to excuse myself to the bathroom so nobody could see me lose it.
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			“What are you doing here?” I asked Cody when I stepped outside. I was surprised to see him. We’d just texted that we’d see each other the next day. But here he was outside the tutoring center. “How long have you been here?” I hadn’t told him what time I got off. He was holding his skateboard, and his hairline was wet with sweat. He must’ve skated here. It wasn’t that close to his house. At least not his grandma’s house. Maybe he’d been at his dad’s, which was only slightly closer.

			“Not too long,” he said. “How was work?”

			“It was fine.” I rarely shared anything super-personal with Cody. My time with him was like an escape from everyday life, something different. I wasn’t trying to work through things with him. I wasn’t sure he was the best candidate to help me with that. And besides, I still wasn’t allowed to tell anyone what was going on.

			“I’m supposed to meet my parents for dinner,” I said. I was dreading it. Dinner with my parents these days was rare but torturous. Ever since they’d found out about my cheating and after-hours school visit, they treated me like a delinquent. Took every opportunity to give me a lecture or talk about how that wasn’t the person I was. I always pointed out that obviously it was, because I was beginning to feel like if that’s who I became in my desperation—a person who cheated, who climbed through open windows of a locked building, who threw her friends under the bus—then maybe that’s who I’d always been. And maybe that gave me some insight into how my dad could’ve sunk to the point he did as well.

			“Can you get out of it and go to the skate park with me? I’ll teach you how to do an ollie.” Cody demonstrated the move, jumping his skateboard a little.

			“You think I can do that without cracking my head open?”

			“I guess we’ll see,” he said, stepping off his skateboard, marching up to me, and kissing me on the lips in front of the glass door.

			I kissed him back, wrapping my arms up around his neck—even though, like I had already observed, he was a little sweaty. After a quick kiss, he stepped back.

			“I’ll let you drive today.” He walked to my car without waiting for my answer.

			My parents wouldn’t miss me. They were so wrapped up in their own drama lately that they would probably be relieved when I didn’t show up.
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			Cody had not, in fact, been able to teach me an ollie. But I had fun, and I was still smiling as he walked me up to my front door.

			“I could’ve taken you home first,” I said. “I’m the one with the car.”

			He held up his skateboard. “I have wheels too.”

			I smirked. “You really do go everywhere with that thing.”

			“Why wouldn’t I?”

			“Thanks for hanging out with me. I needed that.” I wondered if he’d ask me why.

			He didn’t, just said “Cool” before he pulled me forward by the side of my T-shirt and kissed me.

			The kiss didn’t last long, because the front door swung open.

			My mom’s angry face appeared. “Where have you been?”

			I gasped, taking a step back. I pointed to Cody. “We were at the skate park.”

			“Who are you?” my mom asked unkindly. That wasn’t how she normally greeted new people. But a lot of things weren’t like they normally were. Or maybe she recognized him from the break-in video the principal had shown her.

			“Mom,” I said. “This is Cody.”

			“Hi, Mrs. um…”

			“Blair,” I said under my breath.

			“Right, Blair. Nice to meet you.”

			“You were supposed to be home for dinner,” Mom said. “You didn’t even text me.”

			“I’m sorry. My location is on.”

			She tilted her head as if to say that was not a good alternative. “Come in.”

			I stepped toward the door and she turned to Cody and said, “No visitors tonight. Next time.” Then she shut the door.

			“Mom,” I said in protest. “That was rude. He wasn’t even going to come inside. He was just saying goodbye.”

			“Rude? You want to talk about rude? How about your behavior lately. Missing dinner entirely without an explanation?”

			“Jessica,” Dad said from where he sat on the couch. The television was on, paused, the news anchor’s face distorted mid-word. It was the only light in the room, the sun not quite set. They must not have noticed how dark it had gotten in here.

			“Right,” Mom said. “The story came out.”

			“Jess,” Dad said again. “That’s not how we planned to tell her.”

			“We planned to tell her over dinner. She missed that.”

			“What story?” I asked, but then my brain caught up to me. “The investigation?”

			“Yes,” he said.

			My eyes shot to the television. “Wait…it made the local news?”

			“It did.”

			“Does this mean…?” Had the investigators found something? Were they going to arrest him? Charge him? Panic climbed up my chest and throat and cut off any more words.

			“Nothing has changed,” he said. “We’re still waiting.”

			“So much for keeping it a secret,” I said. “That was all for nothing.”

			“It was worth a try,” Dad said.

			“For one of us,” I responded.

			“What’s that mean?” he asked.

			“Nothing. It doesn’t matter. Is that all?” I asked, looking at the television and then my parents. “Or was there something else?”

			“That’s it,” he said. “For now.”

			“Great. I have homework.”

			“Who was that boy on the porch?” Mom asked when I reached the stairs.

			“My boyfriend. His name is Cody.” He wasn’t actually my boyfriend, at least he hadn’t asked me, but we’d kissed enough for me to assign him that title.

			“A boyfriend you break into buildings with?” she asked. So she did recognize him from the video.

			“Yep, the very one.” I finished the walk up the stairs and threw myself onto my bed. I really did have homework, but I couldn’t concentrate. My brain was all over the place.

			I could’ve told my friends. I wished I’d told my friends.
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				Chapter 33

				Now

			
			I swallowed. His words, I want you back, seemed to linger in the air. Neither of us had taken any steps to close the seven between us. The wall behind me felt like it was holding me up at this point. I wondered if he felt the same about the counter behind him. We obviously still didn’t trust the other person. “Don’t say that,” I said. Especially when I wasn’t quite sure what he meant by it. Did he want me back as a friend? Did he want something more? I wasn’t sure how we could put all the broken pieces back together and make either of those things possible, no matter how much I wanted it.

			“What do I have to do,” he asked, “to make us okay again?”

			I blinked several times, emotion making my eyes sting. “I don’t know.”

			“The fortune teller said we would be fine”—he nodded toward the cootie catcher on the ground—“if I really wanted it. I really want it.”

			I let out an ironic chuckle. “You’re not supposed to tell me your question.”

			“Did you ask it that question too?”

			I nodded. “It told me no.”

			“Good thing I’m always right.”

			For some reason that statement—after us just talking about him turning me in, my whole life crumbling—was not helpful.

			“I’m not,” he spit out, as if he realized this too. “It was a bad joke. I’m not always right. I wasn’t right about this. About you. About your dad.”

			That last admission stopped me cold. “Why didn’t you come to me after you found out?” I asked. “When my dad’s stuff was all over the news? I mean, I know I’d been terrible to you. To everyone, but…” I didn’t know how to finish that. But didn’t you understand why after that? But didn’t that give you a good excuse to talk to me? But didn’t you care at all?

			He shook his head. “Because…my mom…”

			“Your mom wouldn’t let you see me?”

			“Yes. She didn’t want people to see us together. And I was angry and an idiot. The news story just made me think I’d made the right decision.”

			“That I was like my dad or something?”

			“No,” he answered too quickly. “I mean…no.”

			“You mean yes.”

			He didn’t respond, but that said everything.

			My eyes were burning now. I was going to cry. I didn’t want to cry in the light of day, when he could see just how hurt I was. But it was going to happen. I had no control over it. I pushed off the wall, then shut and locked myself into the back stall, stifling a sob.

			“Indy, I was wrong. That’s my point. I was so wrong.” He’d followed me to the stall door. I could see him pressed up against the crack, one of his blue eyes framed in the wide gap along with the corner of his mouth. The toes of his striped socks poked beneath the stall.

			“Maybe I’m exactly like my dad.”

			“I hope you are,” he said. “Your dad is great.”

			Big, warm tears rolled down my cheeks.

			His fingers appeared at the top of the door, looping over it, hanging on. “Remember that time he took us to that huge bookfair? He must’ve been researching ‘things book lovers would like,’ because it was over two hours away.”

			I leaned my head against the stall wall closest to the crack, my bare toes nearly touching his socked ones.

			“And what about that time he took us to three different ice cream places because they didn’t have the flavor you wanted.”

			“I don’t know why every place doesn’t carry Birthday Cake.”

			“Valid,” he said.

			How had I not thought of these memories over the past several weeks to include in the letter? I’d been frozen in judgment. I wiped at my cheeks with the back of my hand. “I’m scared,” I admitted. “That he’s going to be charged.”

			“I know. I’d be scared too.”

			“Remember that time he took all four of us roller-skating and none of us could stay upright and we all kept dragging him down, but he just laughed and kept getting right back up?”

			“That was a good day,” Beau said. “He taught me to skate.”

			“Me too.” I sniffled and inched my toes forward until they touched his. “Your mom hates me now?”

			“You know my mom,” he said. “Must stay away from even the appearance of evil.”

			“I am pretty evil now,” I said.

			“That’s not what I meant.”

			“I know.” But it was what his mom meant, and I couldn’t remember a time Beau had stood up to his mom. Didn’t do exactly what she expected of him. Maybe never. Here in this bathroom, it was easy to pretend like the world outside didn’t exist, but I knew how many obstacles were still out there. We may have had a strong enough relationship at one point to face them, but we definitely didn’t now.

			“It’s normal to be scared. I would be too,” he said.

			“And I’m all alone,” I said.

			“I didn’t know.” His voice was quiet.

			I wiped at my eyes again. They wouldn’t stop leaking.

			“I didn’t know it was only six questions,” he said. “I didn’t know they would make you take all the tests again.”

			“I know,” I said, because I did know that. I’d seen the surprise on his face that day when I told him.

			“And I didn’t tell the principal that was you in the video. He showed it to me, but I told him I didn’t know who it was.”

			“You didn’t tell him?”

			“Indy, I—” He stopped short and turned. It took me a moment to realize he was reacting to a sound. It took me another moment to realize that sound was the bathroom door handle jiggling. Then there was a loud creak as it opened. He rushed away from the crack.

			“Hold the door!” he called.

			I wiped my eyes and twisted the lock, then stepped out of the stall in time to see him grabbing hold of the door as Ava came in.

			“You’re here!” she said, throwing her arms around Beau. “I saw your location on Snapchat last night and it hasn’t moved since.”

			Caroline followed her inside, joining Ava in the hug. They smelled like campfire and roses. The first obviously from the bonfire last night; the second, Ava’s perfume.

			Beau laughed a little, still gripping the door handle firmly, despite their tight hugs. “What time is it?” he asked as they released him.

			“Noon,” Caroline said.

			Noon? That was way later than I’d thought. How could it already be noon?

			I gathered my things, throwing my sweatshirt, shoes, and binder into my backpack and collecting the locked phone bag off the counter. My movement must’ve drawn their attention because they turned my way. Caroline’s eyes widened; Ava’s narrowed. I lowered mine. I couldn’t see more hatred directed at me. I seemed to have spent all my defenses in the past twenty-four hours, leaving myself without protection.

			I made it to the door, my escape, when Beau said, “Indy, please.”

			“I can’t,” I said, and kept walking.

			“Let her go,” Ava said, her voice expressing the pain and anger that Beau’s had at the beginning of our bathroom stay.

			I walked to the drawers in the teacher’s lounge, freed a pair of scissors, and cut my phone out of the bag. It was a struggle, but eventually it was free.

			Caroline mumbled something about how I’d get detention for that.

			I threw the destroyed bag on the counter, grabbed a wrapped muffin off the tray on the table, and left. I powered my phone on to see that it was full of messages from my mom. I was screwed.
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				Chapter 34

				Then

			
			Winter Break was the loneliest two weeks of my life. Cody and his family went out of town and he only texted me twice. Once after I texted him Merry Christmas and once to send me a picture of a dead rat that his grandma’s cat had caught with the words: Sick, right?

			I wasn’t sure if he meant cool or gross.

			Cody said nothing about the news story, which made me think he hadn’t seen it, and I didn’t feel like telling him. I had already had to start avoiding whispers (and more than whispers) at school.

			My family didn’t do much for Christmas. It was a quiet morning of exchanging small gifts. We never had over-the-top Christmases. And this year, with everything, it felt even smaller than usual.

			But I made it to January.

			Cody was back and I was able to shut things out easier when he was around. We were sitting on the couch at his grandma’s house, watching New Girl.

			“This week is both Ava’s and Beau’s birthdays,” I said. My mind had been wandering, not paying attention to the episode.

			“What?” Cody asked.

			The volume on the television was loud, and he didn’t turn it down.

			“Ava and Beau. They have birthdays this week. Ava’s was yesterday and Beau’s is tomorrow.” Which meant today they would be doing the friend dinner we always did. In Between, we called it. The day their families couldn’t claim them for plans because it wasn’t their actual birthdays. Maybe they wouldn’t do it this year because I wasn’t there. Maybe it would feel weird to celebrate In Between without me. I was generally the one who organized it.

			“Who?” Cody asked.

			“My friends. Well, my…” I wasn’t sure what to call them anymore. It had been weeks since I’d talked to any of them. “People.”

			“Your people?” he asked. The television was still blaring and we were both having to yell to converse. I picked up the remote and pressed pause. He must’ve thought that meant we were making out now, because he leaned in. That’s what it usually meant. Press pause, make out. I’d Pavlov-ed him without realizing it, apparently. This time I put my hands on his chest, stopping our lips from touching. He backed away, obviously confused.

			“I just wanted to talk without the television on for a minute.”

			“Oh,” he said, then waited for me to proceed.

			But now that he was staring at me expectantly, I didn’t know what to say. What else was there to say about their birthdays? “When’s your birthday?” I asked.

			“July,” he said.

			“Mine is in May,” I responded. “I thought my parents were going to get me a car for this birthday.”

			“Are you fifteen?” he asked.

			“No,” I said, then pointed to the window. “I drive, remember?”

			“Oh, right,” he said.

			“They didn’t last year, though, and then I started saving money, so I thought this year they were going to.” I thought it would be a fun memory. A car in the driveway with a big bow on it or something. But instead my mom had done it on a whim behind my dad’s back.

			“I got a longboard for my birthday,” he said.

			“I’ve never seen you ride a longboard.”

			“I do sometimes,” he said. “Wanna see it?”

			“Sure,” I said.

			He stood and pulled me to my feet, then led me to the back of the house and into his bedroom. He opened the closet and pulled out a longboard that had a red dragon on the underside. Its wheels were red as well. “Sick, right?” he asked.

			“Yes,” I said. “I like it.”

			He put it on the carpet and stood on top of it, pretending to ride.

			“Should I make them a cake?” I asked. If they hadn’t planned anything today for In Between, maybe that would be a good bridge. An olive branch. Did I want to extend a peace offering? Did I want peace? The pit in my stomach told me I did.

			“Make who a cake?” Cody asked.

			“My people. For their birthdays.”

			“I like cake.” His phone buzzed in his pocket and he pulled it out. He chuckled and then typed something back.

			I was going to break up with him (were we together?). I wasn’t sure when, but I was. The thought of having nobody right now kept me from saying anything. Maybe that made me a horrible person, but I hadn’t felt like a good person lately regardless.

			“I have to go,” I said.

			He jumped off his board and tucked his phone away. Then he wrapped me in a hug. “Don’t be jealous, it was just April.”

			I had no idea who April was. “I’m not,” I said, which was true. I actually wished I was jealous. It would mean I had more feelings invested in this than I did. Maybe I had no feelings to invest in anything at the moment. I’d been angry for months.

			He pressed his lips to mine, sliding his tongue into my mouth. I responded, kissing him back. Beau’s eyes flashed through my brain and I gasped and pulled back.

			“What?” Cody asked.

			“Nothing, I need to go.”
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			I made two small cakes. Both said Happy (In Between) Birthday on top. Well, that was what they were supposed to say. Writing with frosting was hard. If I squinted and used context clues, that was exactly what they said.

			I drove to Ava’s first, but her car wasn’t parked out front where it normally was, so I kept driving until I got to Beau’s. Ava’s car wasn’t there either. Beau’s was, sitting in front of the third garage door in the driveway. I parked across the street and one house over, trying to decide how I was going to do this. Should I just knock on the door? His parents loved me. Would they be surprised to see me? I thought about the news story that had just come out. Would they confront me about that like some of the people at school had?

			One girl I didn’t know at all had asked me if my dad was going to jail. I didn’t know how to respond. I just put my head down and kept walking.

			Mrs. Dulaney, my calculus teacher, had stared at me like she wanted to ask me the same question, like she now understood why I had cheated on my test—because I was the daughter of a cheater. But she hadn’t said anything. Maybe she hadn’t seen the news story and it was all in my head.

			I’d just leave the cake on the porch.

			Yes, I liked that option better. But if I was going to do that, I wanted to leave a note.

			I had no idea what to say. What was my goal with this? I freed a notepad and pen from my glove box and stared at a blank piece of paper for entirely too long.

			
				Beau,

				Happy birthday. I didn’t forget.

				I mi—

			

			My pen stopped short when I heard car doors slamming. I looked up to see Ava’s car stopped in front of Beau’s house. Caroline, Ava, and Beau had all climbed out and were walking up to his front door. Around both Beau’s and Ava’s wrists was a balloon. They were all laughing about something, but I was too far away to hear them.

			I cracked my window but could only make out the sound of laughter, not any words. They stopped on the front porch. I thought they were going to go inside, but instead they all smashed together in a hug; then Caroline and Ava waved goodbye and walked back to the car with big smiles on their faces. I crouched down in the front seat as they made a U-turn and drove right by me.

			The notepad still sat in my lap, and I stared at it after they were gone. They’d celebrated without me. Didn’t even pause for a second on the porch to mourn the loss of their missing friend. I tossed the notepad onto the floor mat of the passenger seat and started the car. The window in Beau’s room on the second floor lit up. For a fleeting moment I thought about taking the cake and throwing it at his window. Or smashing it into his car’s windshield.

			I didn’t. That made me a slightly decent person, didn’t it?

			I drove straight to the beach, where I found a bench at the edge of the parking lot and sat on it with my cake. The sun had already set, but I sat in the dark and watched the whitecapped waves crash in the distance. I ate several bites of cake with my fingers, then fed several more to a curious squirrel. A couple of seagulls joined our party and ate some cake as well. After one more bite, I threw the rest onto the ground and watched the frenzy. It was windy and my hair whipped across my face and into my eyes. I was glad for the wind; it let my brain think that was why my eyes were watering.
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			The porch light was off when I got home, but as I stepped inside, the television glowed in the otherwise dark room. My dad was sitting on the couch, his face tinged blue from the light on the screen. He looked over when I shut the door behind me.

			“Hey,” he said.

			“Hi,” I responded, locking the door. My instinct was to run for the stairs, avoid anything more than our neutral greeting. My mom must’ve been in bed.

			“Come sit down for a minute,” he said, pausing his show.

			I didn’t want to sit down. I was tired of talking around his problems.

			“I want to hear about you,” he said. When I didn’t move, he added, “Or we can just watch TV in silence.”

			I set my purse on the floor by the door and joined him on the couch, my eyes zeroing in on the paused image on the screen. It looked like some sort of documentary.

			“How was In Between this year?”

			My head whipped over to his.

			I’d made the cakes in the kitchen earlier, but neither he or Mom had been home. I cleaned up after myself, so I didn’t think that was why he knew. He just remembered.

			“That’s today, right?” he asked. “What did you guys do?”

			I took a sniffling breath in through my nose and the tears came unbidden.

			“Indy?” he said, concern in his eyes. “Talk to me.”

			I collapsed onto his lap, burying my head into the crook of my elbow. His hand went to my shoulder.

			“They’re not my friends anymore,” I blubbered, not sure if any of my words were understandable.

			“Oh, baby,” he said. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

			I cried harder, wondering if he had something to be sorry about, or if this was all his partner’s fault. I didn’t want to ask him again. I wanted to believe he was who I thought he was. Who he’d always been. My funny, thoughtful, loving dad.
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				Chapter 35

				Now

			
			My car was where I’d left it in the school parking lot, like the past nearly twenty-four hours in the bathroom hadn’t happened at all. I pressed the unlock button on my key fob, threw my backpack into the back seat, and climbed inside. I immediately started the engine and checked my rearview mirror to back out of my space. Nobody was behind me. On my way out of the parking lot I did notice something interesting, though: both Ava’s car and Beau’s. Had they driven separately to school the day before? Did they not carpool anymore? I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t thought of it before. They had to have taken separate cars; otherwise she would’ve known right away that he was missing after school. Maybe he only drove yesterday because he was stocking the teacher’s lounge.

			I kept going. What time had my mom said the meeting was today? Two? Three? I didn’t remember. I had never planned on going. If I was being honest with myself, even though I was good at pretending, I had never actually planned to write a letter for it either. That’s why I hadn’t. I still had time to write one if the meeting wasn’t until two. Because no matter what, my dad deserved the benefit of the doubt. He deserved for me to believe him.

			I pulled into the driveway at home, parking in the spot to the right of the garage. It felt like I hadn’t been home in years, even though I had literally been here yesterday. I ran up the front steps to the door. It was locked. I dug my keys out of my backpack and unlocked it, then hurried into the house.

			“Mom! Dad! I’m home!”

			There was no answer. I searched the house—the kitchen, their bedroom, my bedroom. Nothing. I sat on my bed and pulled out my phone, bringing up the texts that I hadn’t had time to properly digest as I was leaving the bathroom.

			Where are you

			Your location is off

			Should I be worried

			Did you write the letter

			Are you going to make it to the meeting

			This is very important

			Indy, the least you can do is answer me

			We’re going to talk about consequences when you get home.

			My life felt like one big consequence lately, but whatever, I probably deserved more.

			I checked my parents’ location. They were already at the law firm. It was barely twenty after twelve. How long had they been there? Were they at the beginning of their meeting or the end?

			I texted my mom: I’m sorry! I got locked in the bathroom at school. Is it too late? I’ll come now!

			I changed out of my jeans and tee and into a skirt and button-down blouse. I brushed my hair and teeth and even applied some makeup. I tried to tuck the black strip of hair behind my ear, but it still stood out bold. I gave up and went to my room, where I opened my laptop.

			I grabbed my phone, realizing I now had access to the notes I’d been taking over the past several weeks. They would make this task easier. I pulled them up and read over them. They were…terrible. Just anecdotes with zero emotion. Stories that said nothing about who my dad was or things he’d taught me or sacrifices he’d made. And they were tinged with bitterness.

			Bitterness that had somehow faded to almost nothing over the past twenty-four hours. Or maybe it had been fading and I hadn’t realized it. Either way, I knew that talking to Beau had helped. A couple of months didn’t erase a lifetime of what my dad had done for me.

			I quickly wrote the letter while keeping an eye on my phone for an incoming message from my mom. I included stories and feelings and personal thoughts about who my dad was to me.

			When I was finished, I sent it to my printer, only to remember I’d never changed out the ink. I carried my laptop downstairs to my dad’s office. It seemed so bare with all his paperwork and files gone. He’d straightened it up in the past several months, but it was still eerily out of sorts. I set my laptop on his desk and sent the letter to the printer. As a page was being fed through the machine, I heard the front door shut. It scared me and I jumped. I rushed out of the office.

			“Hello! Dad! Mom!” I called.

			I saw Mom’s face first. There was a beat of relief in her eyes, like she had been worried about me, but that relief quickly shifted to anger. Dad, who stood behind her, just looked exhausted.

			She held up her phone. “Locked in a bathroom? Very creative.” She was referring to my text. She thought I made it up. Lied.

			“No.” I shook my head. “It’s the truth. You can ask Beau.”

			“Beau?” Mom asked. “I thought you and Beau weren’t friends anymore.”

			“We aren’t. We weren’t…” Were we now? Maybe. The expressions on Ava’s and Caroline’s faces when they saw me flashed through my mind. Yeah, probably not. I couldn’t think about that right now. Dad sank onto the couch. Mom straightened decor on the bookshelf that didn’t need to be straightened.

			“How did the meeting go?” I asked. “I wrote a letter. I’m printing it. Or I can email it somewhere if that would be better.”

			“We don’t need it anymore,” Dad said.

			“Oh.” Was that good news?

			“The meeting went okay,” Mom said, turning to look at Dad.

			He rubbed at the back of his neck. “I just have to testify against a friend. Not something I’m looking forward to.”

			“But they haven’t found anything on you?” I asked.

			“It’s not that simple,” he said.

			“If he testifies, the minor things they found will be dropped,” Mom explained.

			I was confused. “They’re threatening you?”

			He let out a single laugh. “No. It’s called a deal.”

			“Oh,” I said. “Are you going to take the deal, then?”

			“Yes,” Mom said, not letting him answer. “He is.” Mom was as ready for this to be over as anyone. After the news story came out, she’d been fighting rumors at work too. Coworkers whispering when they thought she wasn’t around, long stares, cut hours.

			He cleared his throat. “I am.”

			“This is good news, right?” I asked.

			“This is as good as we can hope for,” Mom said.

			“Things aren’t always good or bad,” Dad said. “Sometimes things just are.”

			“I’m confused. If your friend was doing bad things, why shouldn’t he have to pay for that?”

			“It’s not that,” Dad said, shaking his head. “He was making fraudulent claims against the government. He should be disbarred and charged.”

			“But?”

			“But he was a friend. And I don’t want to be the one to bring him down. I wish his own actions were enough to do that. But he was smart. Good at hiding things.”

			“They need you?”

			He nodded.

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Sometimes we have to do hard things,” he said.

			“And then everything will be fine,” I said. “Once you get through this.”

			Neither of my parents responded.

			I looked between the two of them. “You think taking the deal isn’t going to help your business?” I asked. “People still aren’t going to trust you?” Things still weren’t going to go back to normal.

			He gave a tight-lipped nod, confirming my guesses. I lowered myself onto the arm of the overstuffed chair next to the couch.

			Mom crossed her arms, turning her attention to me. “We need to talk about consequences for what you’ve done.” She obviously wanted to change the subject. “For your actions lately.”

			“Yeah,” I said. “Whatever you think.”

			“A week no phone, no going out?” Mom looked at Dad to see if he agreed with this. He nodded and she held her hand out to me.

			I gave a breathy laugh. I’d just gotten my phone back, but whatever. It wasn’t like I needed it much these days. I dug it out of my pocket and placed it in my mom’s upturned palm. “Oh, I cut up one of the school’s lock bags. They’ll probably be calling you about it. If you want to add on another punishment for that, I get it.”

			My mom let out a tired breath. “A job.”

			“Yes,” Dad agreed.

			“What?” I asked.

			“Your punishment,” Mom said. “You need to find a job. I’m sure the school is going to charge you for destroyed property. You need to pay for it.”

			She was probably right. Had I just waited to check my texts that day until after class, none of this would’ve happened. I’d stopped caring. But I cared now. I wanted to do better. “Okay.”

			She narrowed her eyes. “You’re not going to fight me on that?”

			“Do you want me to?”

			A small smile found its way onto her face and she tilted her head. “Something is different.”

			“Yeah,” I admitted. “I was trapped in a bathroom with Beau.”

			“You’re ready to forgive him for whatever he did?”

			I knew he wasn’t perfect. Like my dad said, nobody was. He had made mistakes. And so had I. I’d made a lot. But being in that bathroom with him, I felt more like myself than I had in a while. He was part of who I was. I just hoped he agreed that I was part of him too. I wasn’t sure if we could have the friendship we had before, but I wanted to talk to him, figure it out. “I’m ready to try.”
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				Chapter 36

				Then

			
			Mrs. Dulaney placed a brand-new calculus book on my desk. The spine had zero creasing on it, which meant it had been opened very little, if at all. I met her eyes in confusion. Had she heard I’d lost mine? Had the librarian decided to let me check one out after all, even though I never did pay the fee to get a new one? I’d been getting by on class notes and online searches for the past two months. I studied the book on my desk. There wasn’t the typical library barcode on the side, like on my other textbooks.

			“What’s this for?” I asked.

			“For this class,” she said, as if it was apparent. What I really should’ve asked was Why now, after two months?

			“Okay, cool,” I said, and she walked back to the whiteboard, where she began the day’s review.

			I felt Beau staring at me. We’d moved as far away from each other as possible in this class. He now sat in the front right corner, and I sat in the back left one. We avoided all eye contact. Usually.

			I looked over at him. His eyes darted between me and the book. I wasn’t sure what he was trying to convey. Was he reminding me that this book was one of the reasons I’d cheated? Was it wrong that I wanted to chuck it at his head? I averted my gaze so I didn’t give in to those intrusive thoughts and played with the strip of black hair I’d dyed the night before. I’d needed a visual representation of how different I felt lately. I wasn’t sure if it helped, but it was something I could control.

			After class, Beau stayed in his seat and then timed his exit with mine. Or maybe that was just my imagination.

			“New book?” he asked.

			His acknowledgment surprised me. We hadn’t talked to each other since the day I told him off at lunch.

			I raised an eyebrow his way. “Now I can start beating you again.” I didn’t wait for him to say anything else, just doubled my speed and rushed out of the building. When I got outside, my heart was racing and my hands were shaking. I ignored them and whatever they meant and went to find Cody.

			He was in his normal lunch spot, which had become my normal lunch spot—the asphalt outside of the football field.

			Ironically enough, he and his friends were on their boards and taking turns jumping over a textbook that one of them had put on the ground.

			“Jones!” he said when he saw me, and skated over.

			“Hey,” I said.

			“Can I see that?” he asked, pointing to the calculus book I still held. Before waiting for an answer, he plucked it from my hands. Then he was skating away. When he reached the other book, he placed mine on top. His friend was already heading toward the stack by the time I registered what was happening.

			Before I could propel myself forward, his friend jumped the books. Cody was right behind him, and the wheels of his skateboard dragged along the cover, toppling the book to the ground. Cody laughed.

			I picked it up and ran my hand along the new track marks on the cover. I rolled my eyes in his direction.

			“Put it back,” he said. “I didn’t clear it right.”

			“No,” I said.

			He jumped off his board with a laugh and threw an arm around my shoulder in a side hug.

			“We need to talk,” I said.

			“About what?” he asked.

			I looked around. Was this really the place? I had a feeling Cody wouldn’t care one way or the other where this was done, but I cared. After shoving my book into my backpack, I took his hand and led him away from his friends to a more secluded breezeway nearby. I leaned one shoulder against the wall and he followed suit, facing me.

			“We need to break up,” I spit out, not wanting to drag this on. I didn’t have the emotional capacity for a drawn-out goodbye.

			“Break up?” he asked, once again reminding me that we had never really defined our relationship as anything more than hangout sessions with kissing.

			“Stop seeing each other,” I clarified.

			“Why? Because I jumped your book?” After saying that, he gave a goofy laugh, like he hadn’t meant to say something inappropriate about my book but had.

			“No, not because…well, actually, yes, sort of. We’re not compatible.”

			“But I like you,” he said. I was surprised he was putting up any sort of resistance. I thought he’d tell me he didn’t know we were together and that he was talking to three other girls, so it didn’t matter. It kind of felt nice to be liked. I hadn’t felt liked in a while.

			I shook my head. No. That wasn’t enough. And I wasn’t even sure it was true. He didn’t really know me. He liked kissing me, but not much else. “I’m sorry,” I said.

			“Is this about that guy I flipped off?” he asked.

			“What?”

			“That guy from the party.”

			“Beau?” I asked.

			“The one who stared daggers at me through the tutoring center windows when I was kissing you,” he said. “The jealous one.”

			“He wasn’t jealous,” I said. “He was just a friend. But we’re not anymore. And no, this has nothing to do with him.”

			He laughed again. I didn’t know why that laugh made me angry. Only that everything seemed to make me angry these days. I sighed.

			“Okay, well, see ya.” I turned and walked away. And even though I knew I was now more alone than ever, for the first time in a while I felt some relief.
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				Chapter 37

				Now

			
			My eyes narrowed in on the wheel marks across the cover of my calculus book. I ran my finger along them. I’d been working on the packet assigned to me by Mrs. Dulaney. It wasn’t the only packet I was working on this week. I had one for every class. Because along with my parents grounding me, my punishment for destroying the school’s lock bag wasn’t a monetary fine like we assumed it would be. It was a week of suspension, where I’d been stuck doing homework and watching online lectures in my bedroom. It seemed extreme, but considering my other offenses this year, they probably wanted to enact a stricter punishment than the last one. Or maybe they looked at me, at my family, differently ever since my dad’s story came out.

			I hadn’t seen anyone outside of my parents in a week. I literally hadn’t left my house since last Saturday. I was dying to get my phone back. I had no idea how Beau was feeling outside of the confines of the bathroom and after talking to Ava and Caroline. He probably thought I ghosted him. That wasn’t going to help anything between us.

			After declaring to my mom that I wanted to try to fix my friendship with him, this wasn’t exactly a good start.

			My calculus book was sitting on top of my history book, and once again I noted how one had the library barcode and the other one didn’t. Had Mrs. Dulaney bought this book for me with her own money? Or the librarian, Ms. Garcia? I’d have to ask her. Pay her back if she had. I tried to remember that day she put it on my desk. Had she hinted at buying it? I had not been very grateful.

			I sucked in some air and sat up straight in my chair as a thought occurred to me. I pulled the book toward me and flipped open the cover. Then I leafed through the pages, looking for…I wasn’t sure…a clue? A note?

			I found it at the beginning of the unit we’d been studying when I got this book. He probably thought I wouldn’t miss it. That I’d open the book to this unit to study that day or that week. That was several weeks ago. I hadn’t opened the book until this week, this unit. I hadn’t seen the note.

			I pulled it out now. It was on an index card and just said four words: Can we talk? Please?

			The words were in Beau’s handwriting.
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			“What do you want?” Harper asked.

			This was a bad idea. I knew it when I’d thought of it and when I drove over. I knew even more when I walked the pathway to her house. But all that knowing didn’t stop me from knocking.

			“You have some books that Beau loaned you. Can I get those back?”

			One of her hands was still on the door, like a visual representation that she wasn’t going to open it all the way for me. “Beau sent you?”

			“Not exactly.”

			“Why should I trust you with them? You want to burn them or something?” Her expression was hard.

			“No, I don’t. I’m going to return them to him.”

			She gave a sharp laugh. “You’re hoping for a way in the door? He hates you, Indy. This won’t work. Nothing will.”

			“No, we’re talking again…” That wasn’t exactly true. After finding that note, I’d rushed down to my mom and begged to be done with grounding. Begged for my phone back. It had been a week after all, I told her. She was going to give it to me in two hours anyway. She must’ve sensed my extreme desperation or was rewarding my very good behavior, because she’d handed it over.

			There were several messages from Beau waiting. Most a variation of: Are we going to talk? or You’re just going to ghost me?

			He was right, we did need to talk. But not over text. And I didn’t want to show up at his door empty-handed. I needed a peace offering. That’s when I’d remembered the books.

			“Tell him to come get them himself,” Harper said, shutting the door.

			I put my hand out before it could fully close and it bounced back open. “Harper, please. I know I ruined everything with you two, but—”

			“There’s a but?” she interrupted. “Please, tell me how you’re going to finish that sentence. But I should feel sorry for you? But you didn’t mean to? But he was always in love with you so I should thank you for opening my eyes?”

			Her last statement stopped me short, shocked me silent for a moment. “He wasn’t,” I said.

			“Oh, so you were blind too? Sure.” She rolled her whole head to show me she was being sarcastic.

			“We were friends,” I said.

			“If that’s the case, why did you hate me so much?”

			“I didn’t. I liked you.”

			She gave me a disbelieving eye squint.

			I sighed. I needed to be truthful. “Okay, fine, I liked you as a person, but I didn’t like you for him.”

			“Because you know what’s best for him?”

			“No…I don’t know. Maybe I thought I did. It doesn’t matter, I lost him. I lost all of them.” And this was my first step in trying to fix that.

			“But you want him back? And you’re going to, what? Get these books and show up on his porch like a hero?” She laughed in my face after perfectly detailing my plan.

			“I don’t have to. You can do it,” I said. “Take his books back. Be the hero. I don’t care.” I did care, a lot, but I hoped my show of nonchalance would help. “I just want him to have them back. They’re his favorite.” And those statements were true.

			“I know,” she said. Her shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath.

			“Is that why you kept them?” I asked. “You wanted him to show up here for them?”

			“I don’t know what I want, Indy. An apology, maybe.”

			“I’m sorry,” I said.

			“Not from you,” she snapped, her tone making it apparent she thought I was stupid. “From him. For being with me while he loved you.”

			“I don’t think he loved me,” I said.

			She gave me disbelieving eyes. “Maybe not anymore, but he did. And it sucked.”

			“If he did, he didn’t know it. Neither of us did. We didn’t mean to hurt you.”

			She sighed. “I’ll think about it.”

			“Okay,” I said. “I understand.” I wanted to scream and rush past her, to her room at the back of the house, and take the books. Because I wanted to talk to Beau today, not tomorrow or a week from now. But I managed to control myself. Barely.

			I turned and walked away. How many more times could I feel this crushing weight of defeat?

			I was nearly to my car when I heard her voice calling out from behind me. “Wait!”

			I stopped in the middle of the street and turned. She was walking my way carrying the stack of books. There were six of them, so it wasn’t an easy task. I propelled myself toward her before she could change her mind. We met on the sidewalk and she pushed the books into my arms.

			“Thank you,” I said.

			“I didn’t do it for you,” she said. “Maybe this is the closure I need.”

			I nodded.

			“Tell him I said screw you.”

			I sucked in my lips so I wouldn’t laugh. I didn’t want to laugh at her because I understood the rage she was feeling. I had been there myself not too long ago. But the way she’d said it had sounded so sweet.

			I may not have laughed, but she did. And when she was done laughing she said, “Will you say that to him for me?”

			“I promise.”

			She smiled. “I think we could’ve been friends if Beau wasn’t around.”

			“I think so too,” I said. “I wasn’t lying when I said I always liked you.”

			“Same.”

			I lifted the books a couple of inches. “Thanks.”

			“Those are terrible books, by the way. I only made it through half of one.”

			This time I did laugh. “Should I tell him that too?”

			“No, that’s just my opinion.”

			“Noted.”
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			I couldn’t get out of the car. I was doubting myself now. Doubting that he wanted to talk to me. He had said as much in the bathroom, that he wanted me back, that he missed me. He’d pleaded with me as I left. But maybe I’d broken his last straw when I didn’t respond to his texts, didn’t come over until now. After all, he hadn’t shown up on my porch. Maybe he’d changed his mind. That thought was keeping my butt firmly in the seat of my car.

			That, plus his mom was scary. Not as scary as King Grandpa, but still, I knew she didn’t like my family right now. Thought we were a bad influence on Beau. Or a bad look for the family. I was sure my most recent suspension hadn’t helped, if he’d told her. And my dad’s deal and testimony wasn’t going to do much to repair his image or mine.

			“You’re a chicken, Indy,” I mumbled under my breath.

			I picked up one of the books on the passenger seat and flipped back the cover to the title page. The signature of the author in bold green Sharpie was scribbled near the bottom.

			At the very least, he’d be happy to see his books. Maybe some of that energy would extend to me. This thought pushed me out of the car. I should’ve brought a bag or something, because awkwardly holding an armload of books wasn’t exactly the image I wanted to portray when he opened the door.

			It was too late, I was here, and if I turned back now I might never get the courage again. I rang the doorbell with my elbow, then threw my shoulders back, standing up straight.

			The door opened on well-oiled hinges, not a single crack or squeak to be heard. I was disappointed to see his mom standing in the doorway. She was just as disappointed to see me. There may have been a smile plastered on her face, but her eyes told the truth.

			“Indy,” she said. “It’s been a long time.” Her pointed gaze traveled over the books I held, then down to my shoes, a ratty pair of Vans, and back up to my hair. I couldn’t see the black streak I’d tucked behind my ear but I knew she could.

			“Hi, Mrs. Eubanks. Good to see you. Is Beau here?”

			“You know, I’m not sure. I saw him earlier today, but I haven’t seen him this evening.”

			His car was in the driveway, but he could’ve been in someone else’s car, with someone else.

			I stood silently, wondering if she was going to go check. I should’ve texted him, but I wanted it to be a surprise. Or maybe I didn’t want him to have the opportunity to tell me no.

			“He told me about the bathroom mishap,” she said, not moving from the door.

			“Yes, bad luck,” I said.

			“Bad luck seems to be your family’s companion this year.”

			I swallowed. She had actually said that out loud. She was normally more subtle with her judgments. “Yeah, I guess.” I wasn’t sure how much bad luck had to do with anything other than the bathroom. And maybe the bathroom wasn’t bad luck at all. Maybe it was the luckiest thing that had happened to me in a while.

			“Are those Beau’s books?” she asked.

			“Yes,” I said. “I’m here to return them.”

			“You’ve had them for all these months?”

			“No, not me,” I said, but I couldn’t exactly explain how Harper had them and I went and collected them from her. That made me sound…desperate? Wasn’t that what I was?

			“I can make sure he gets them,” she said, taking a step forward, her hands extended.

			I immediately stepped back. “No,” I said. “I mean, I’d like to give them to him myself.”

			She donned a sympathetic expression. “I’m sorry, Indy, he doesn’t want to see you.”

			That was probably true. My eyes shot up even though I couldn’t see his bedroom window while standing here beneath the porch’s overhang. I wondered if he knew I was here. If he was standing behind the door right now. Had he told his mom to nicely turn me away? The books were starting to get heavy in my arms.

			Six months ago, I would’ve handed her the books, turned, and slunk away. But there were a few things the past few months had taught me. One of those was that I had a voice, and even though many times it had gotten me into trouble, I could use it.

			“Beau!” I called loudly. “Are you here?”

			Her eyes went wide.

			“Beau! I have your books! Can we talk?”

			A few moments later, he appeared on the stairs. I could see him over his mom’s right shoulder. It was like she had eyes in the back of her head, because she held an open palm behind her without even turning around, directing him to stop. And he did. She must’ve known he would because she didn’t check, just gave me a smug, closed-mouth smile.

			“Right,” I said. “I guess that’s my answer.” I placed the books on the floor at her feet and backed up a few steps. “I was grounded,” I said to Beau. “Didn’t have my phone, couldn’t leave the house. That’s why I didn’t respond.”

			He didn’t move.

			“Goodbye, Indy,” Mrs. Eubanks said.

			And that was it. I knew how much Beau respected his mom. Feared his mom. He wouldn’t go against her. Wouldn’t want to make her angry.

			“Bye,” I said.
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				Chapter 38

				Now

			
			“No.” Beau’s voice wasn’t loud, but it was firm.

			His mom turned toward him in surprise.

			I stopped in my retreat. He finished his walk down the stairs. She was still blocking the door, but he stepped around her and over the books and didn’t stop until his arms were wrapped around me. I melted against him.

			“I thought you didn’t want to see me again,” he said by my ear.

			“I wanted to. I couldn’t.”

			“I thought if you were grounded that you’d sneak out or something.”

			I gave a watery laugh. “I wanted to, but I have a lot to make up for with my parents. I didn’t want them to catch me sneaking out.”

			“Beau.” His mom’s voice cut through our conversation.

			He turned to face her. “Mom, I love you, but Indy is going to be a part of my life.”

			Warmth spread down my spine with his statement. His mom wasn’t having the same fuzzy feelings, though, because her face hardened another degree.

			“I need to speak with you alone,” she said, and marched away, down the hall toward the kitchen.

			He turned an apologetic smile my way. “I better go talk to her, try to minimize the resistance.”

			I nodded.

			“Will you wait for me?” He pointed to the bench on the porch.

			“Yes,” I said.

			He started to walk away and I grabbed his hand. He turned back, his blue eyes softening as he looked at me.

			“I’ll come back,” he said. “I promise.”

			I released his hand and he walked to the still-open front door. He bent down and picked up his stack of books. “You’re my hero,” he said over his shoulder.

			I laughed. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

			He carried them into the house, shutting the door behind him.

			Anxiety immediately flooded my senses as I stared at that closed door. What was his mom going to say to him in there? Was she going to get King Grandpa on the phone? Were they going to tell Beau how his name was all he had and a bad reputation could destroy his life? Could I destroy his life? When colleges Googled him, would he somehow be linked to me and then my dad by association? Even if my dad was cleared of the charges, the internet was forever. That story would be out there forever. Maybe his mom was right to warn him against me. Maybe I wasn’t good for him.

			If I could come to these conclusions out here on his porch, talking to myself, how much more effective would she and King Grandpa be inside?

			I paced the porch, unable to sit down. Maybe I needed to leave. Maybe that would be better for everyone.

			No.

			I wasn’t going to leave. People weren’t their mistakes, and I was a good person. My dad was too. His mom didn’t get to tell us otherwise.

			I wasn’t sure how long I paced his porch, but after a while the door opened and Beau stepped out. I waited for him to take the lead. I didn’t want to assume anything. He held out his hand.

			I stared at it, confused.

			“Come here,” he said.

			“Okay.” I walked forward and took it.

			He guided me inside. I wondered if I was now going to get a lecture from his mom, but he didn’t take me down the hall toward the kitchen; he led me upstairs.

			“What happened?” I asked. “What did she say?”

			He smiled back at me. “I have a place for us to talk.”

			“Okay.” We were heading straight for the end of the hall to his parents’ room. So I was going to have to talk to her? I was a ball of nerves. I had stood up to her at the door, but I was worried I’d expended all of my bravery.

			But when he opened the bedroom door, the room was dark. He flipped on a light, then led me to the window. My heart started beating faster as his intentions became clear.

			“Do I get to sit on the roof?” I asked in excitement.

			“You told me you believed answers to life’s problems would be easier to solve on one of these roofs.”

			“I did,” I said.

			“I hope you’re right.”

			“I am,” I said.

			He smiled, opened the window, then popped out the screen. He stepped out first, then offered his hand to me. I hesitated. It was higher than it looked from inside and not as flat as I’d pictured it.

			“Scarier than you thought?” he asked with a chuckle.

			I nodded.

			“I got you.” He took a step closer. “Just don’t look down.”

			I nodded and held on to his arm and shoulder tightly as I stepped through the window and onto the roof. It was breezy out and the wind blew my hair across my face. I pushed it out of the way with one hand, and he led me slowly to a flatter section, where we sat.

			The sun was low in the sky; we’d get to see it set in the next thirty minutes or so.

			The ocean in the distance settled my nerves. “This is magical,” I said. “Just like I knew it would be.”

			“It’s pretty cool,” he agreed.

			“Does your mom know you’re out here?” I asked.

			“She does.”

			“With me?” I clarified.

			“Yes,” he said.

			“What happened? What did she say?”

			“She didn’t say much. I did most of the talking. I let her know that if she didn’t want me to resent her forever, that she needed to understand and accept how important you are to me.” He pulled something out of his pocket and handed it to me.

			It was the fortune teller from the bathroom. I didn’t realize I’d left it in there. I thought I’d packed it up with all my other things.

			I laughed. “You saved it.”

			“Ask it a question,” he said, nodding toward it.

			I smirked. “It only worked in the bathroom.”

			“No, it’s doubly effective now.”

			“Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

			“Because the universe has easier access to it.” He pointed to the sky.

			“No dirty bathroom ceilings to get through?”

			“Exactly. Try it.”

			“Try it?” I asked, turning it over several times in my hands. I was sitting cross-legged, facing him. He was facing the backyard, his legs stretched out in front of him, his hands on the roof behind him, propping himself up.

			“Try it,” he said softly.

			“Okay.” I closed my eyes, trying to think of what question I wanted to ask. What was most important to me right now? Can everything in my life go back to normal? I said the words in my head and was surprised at the lump that rose in my throat. How important the answer to that question was to me.

			I opened my eyes and stared at the paper in my hand for a moment.

			He reached over and shook my shoulder. “Do it.”

			I gave a breathy laugh, then went through the motions—picking a color out loud, then a number and another one, and finally I flipped open the triangle. Beneath the flap, the word yes had been crossed out and the words I’m sorry were written in Beau’s handwriting above it. My eyes darted to his.

			“How did you know I was going to pick number three?” I asked.

			“The fortune teller knows all.”

			I flipped open the flap next to the three—it also said I’m sorry above a crossed-out maybe. I smirked and opened all the numbers. They all said I’m sorry.

			“I am,” he said. “So sorry. I handled everything wrong. I shouldn’t have turned you in to Mrs. Dulaney. I should’ve been there for you. I want to be here for you.”

			I wiped at my cheek with the back of my hand. “You didn’t know.”

			“I should’ve known something was wrong. You weren’t acting like yourself. I was too busy getting my feelings hurt to realize what that meant.”

			“We’re going to be okay, aren’t we?” I asked. “We can be friends again. Like before?”

			“I don’t want to be your friend,” he said.

			I blinked. “What?”

			“At least not like before.”

			“What do you mean?”

			He turned to face me completely, crossing his legs. Our knees touched. “I’m in love with you, Indy. And if you don’t love me back, that’s okay, we can just be friends. I’ll try not to make it awkward. But if you felt the same way I did when we kissed in the bathroom, then I hope we can be more than friends.”

			I hugged my knees to my chest and buried my face in them. Competing emotions battled inside of me. I had felt the same way when we kissed—like my world had burst into vibrant color. Like my body had been launched into the air and I was free-falling back to earth. And I felt that again now at his words, at the fact that he’d just admitted he loved me. I loved him too. But the other emotion that was fighting for its life in my chest was fear. Fear that if we didn’t work out I’d lose my best friend all over again. Fear that if we did this, my other friends would never forgive me. I wasn’t sure if I trusted myself with his heart. I wasn’t my best self right now. I wanted to work on it, but I wasn’t there.

			“Tell me how you’re feeling,” he said. “Do I need to take it back?”

			“Do Ava and Caroline know?”

			“How I feel about you?” he asked.

			I nodded into my knees.

			“I’m sure they’ve guessed.”

			I put my chin on my knees to look at him. He had leaned forward, his elbows on his crossed legs. We were very close. My heart jumped in my chest.

			“Do you think they’ll forgive me for how I acted?” I said. “I’ve been trying to think of a way to make it up to them.”

			“You just need to talk to them. They miss you.”

			I hoped he was right.

			“We went out for In Between last month, and it turned into a giant conversation about past years and you.”

			“You all talked about me?”

			“Yes, we all did.”

			“I came by your house that night. I’d made you and Ava a cake. But then I saw you all celebrating without me and I ended up eating the cake myself. Well, me and the seagulls, and a chubby squirrel. It was pathetic.”

			“You made me a cake last month?” he asked.

			“The writing sucked, but it tasted good.”

			He laughed. “Thank you.”

			“For making you a cake that I ended up eating?”

			“Yes.” His laughter quieted and his smile slid off his face. “No, really, it means a lot that you were thinking about me. I was constantly thinking about you.”

			I brushed a curl off his forehead, my heart racing. “Oh! I got your note. In the calculus book. Today.”

			“Today?” He leaned in to my touch.

			“I didn’t see it until today. Did you buy that book for me?”

			“I did.”

			“I didn’t know.”

			“I thought you did. When you didn’t respond, I thought you were telling me you didn’t want to talk.”

			“I did,” I assured him. “Always.”

			“You going to put me out of my misery?” he asked, his eyes bright as he studied mine.

			“I’m scared,” I said.

			“Of what?”

			“Of losing you,” I said.

			His shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath. “I understand. I’m scared too.”

			“But I am in love with you,” I said.

			I couldn’t read his expression—disbelief, excitement, awe? “You are?” he asked.

			“Very much.”

			He launched himself forward and wrapped his arms around me. I let out a yelp as I was thrown off-balance and toppled backward. I untucked from my ball, my legs flying out and my back meeting the shingles. He held me tight so it was a soft landing. We both rolled onto our sides, facing each other. He tucked my hair behind my ear. The tips of our noses were touching as we stared at each other.

			“I can’t believe this is actually happening,” he said.

			“What’s happening?” I responded with a smirk.

			He slowly pressed his lips to mine. “That, for starters.”

			“That’s a good start,” I said, touching my lips to his again.

			He responded, deepening the kiss, his tongue brushing along my lips, his hand spreading onto my lower back.

			“We’re missing the sunset,” I said.

			“Are we?” he asked, kissing me several more times.

			“I told you the roof was a good place to think.”

			“Let’s stay out here forever,” he said.

			“Okay,” I responded, snaking my arm around his waist and pulling myself tighter against him.
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				Chapter 39

				Now

			
			“You feel good,” Beau said. It was well past sunset. We’d been lying on the roof talking in between kisses, holding each other close. I was starting to get cold, but I didn’t want to leave this moment.

			I pulled back a little so I could look at him. “How long have you loved me?”

			“Since the second I met you.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Now the real answer.”

			“Honestly, I don’t know. I think it was gradual. Harper accused me of loving you.”

			“She accused me of that too, you loving me, when I got your books. Oh, also, I have a message from her to you.” I cleared my throat. “Screw you.” I said it nice and sweet, like she had.

			He cringed. “She told you to tell me that?”

			“She did.”

			“I feel bad.”

			“I think she’ll be okay.”

			“I’m easy to get over?” he asked.

			“Something like that,” I said back.

			“What did you say to her?” he asked. “When she accused me of loving you?”

			“I said that I didn’t know.”

			“I didn’t know either. Obviously, if I knew I loved you, I wouldn’t have asked her out, stayed with her. But when she told me that, I realized she was right.”

			“So I have her to thank for this?”

			“No,” he said, kissing me again. “You have you to thank.”

			I let out a short laugh and propped myself up on my elbows, looking out over the yard. I could see over the neighbor’s fence in the distance; they had one of those wooden play structures. “You’re not easy to get over, by the way.”

			“Neither are you.”

			“Will you help me think of a way to get Ava and Caroline to talk to me?”

			“Yes,” he said. “We should probably talk to them together anyway, tell them about this.”

			“About what?” I teased.

			“That we kiss now,” he said back.

			“Can we kiss all the time?”

			“Yes. Please.”

			I snuggled my cheek into his chest. “I’m very happy.”

			“Me too.”

			“Everything isn’t solved with my dad. Is that going to change anything? If he gets more news coverage?”

			“No, Indy. It changes nothing. Well, I mean, obviously that will be hard for you, so I hope I can be a good boyfriend through it.”

			I gripped the side of his T-shirt and tugged him back and forth with it. “Are you asking to be my boyfriend?”

			“I thought that was just assumed.”

			“It’s not,” I said. “You have to ask.” Something Cody had never done. And I had assumed too much.

			Beau pulled back, then jumped to his feet, spreading his arms wide.

			“Be careful,” I said, holding my hand up as if I was going to catch him if he slipped.

			“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to scare you. But I needed to stand for this.”

			“Okay, you have the stage.”

			“Indy! Will you be my girlfriend?”

			I rolled onto my back and stared up at him. I squinted one eye. “I’ll need to think about it.”

			He let out a loud laugh, dropped to his knees beside me, and kissed me again. “Take as long as you need.”

			I pulled him down the rest of the way by the front of his shirt. “Yes,” I said softly. “Always.”
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			“I don’t have a lot of money right now,” I said, picking up a lip gloss and checking the price.

			“I’ll buy it for you.”

			“How is an apology gift from me, bought by you, an actual apology from me?”

			“We’re a couple now.” Beau snaked his arms around my waist from behind and rested his chin on my shoulder.

			“So you have to buy all my things?” I asked. “I don’t think so.”

			He was quiet for a while, and I turned in his arms. “Did I say something wrong?” I asked.

			“No, I just feel bad because I’m the one who made you quit your job. I’m the reason you don’t have any money.”

			“No, it’s not your fault. I chose to quit. And I could’ve gotten another job at any time. I was too busy licking my wounds.”

			“I get it. I would’ve been too. I was so surprised that day when I walked into Lana’s office and she told me you quit.”

			“Why were you surprised? Weren’t you going in there to get me fired?”

			He took a surprised breath, then pushed me out by my shoulders to look at me. “No. I wasn’t. I was going to ask if we could do alternating days.”

			“That’s what I asked for at first.”

			“I know, she told me. Then she told me you quit. I told her that I would quit, but she told me you were determined.”

			“I was.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Stop apologizing.”

			“I will when I stop feeling bad.”

			I smiled. “Well, maybe you can stop when I get another job. My parents are making me. Part of my punishment for getting expelled. I filled out a bunch of applications while I was grounded.”

			“Why don’t you come back to the tutoring center? Lana would let you.”

			“Not sure I have the GPA requirement to work there right now. Plus, I’m trying not to make my whole personality the fact that I’m smart. I want to try something different.” Part of the reason I cheated off of Beau in the first place was because I had never failed a test before and the thought of it led me to desperation. I needed to expand my view of myself. Realize I was more than just one thing. But I still needed to figure out what those other things were.

			“How are your parents?” he asked. “I know things with your dad are a little better, but you said your mom has been intense the past couple of months.”

			“I think we’re good. She was stressed. She was taking it out on the household. She actually apologized yesterday for her part in everything.” She’d come into my room and let me know that how she was acting wasn’t acceptable, no matter how anxious and worried she was.

			“That’s good.”

			“Yeah.” I checked the price on the concealer that Ava loved and sighed, putting it back. I needed to scrap the makeup idea and go to the dollar store.

			Beau retrieved both the lip gloss I had picked up earlier and the concealer. “You can pay me back.”

			I wanted to tell him no, but another thing I needed to learn, in order to grow, was to accept help. “Okay.”

			He wrapped me up from behind again. “Thank you.” He kissed my cheek. “You’re not getting Caroline’s stuff here, right?”

			“No, the running store.”

		

	OceanofPDF.com


		
			
				Chapter 40

				Now

			
			“I’m nervous.” I was standing in the kitchen Monday morning before school, eating a protein bar and drinking a glass of orange juice. I was full of too much anxiety to sit down.

			“Why?” Mom asked. She was loading some dishes from dinner last night into the dishwasher.

			“Because what if they don’t pick me up? What if Beau can’t convince them?” Beau thought it would be a good idea to have this apology talk in our carpool. The carpool I hadn’t been a part of for months. The carpool that Beau had zero control over because Ava could just keep her foot on the gas and drive right by my house. But he thought it would be nostalgic. Put us all in the right frame of mind. I had agreed last night, but today I felt like it was the worst idea in the world.

			“If he can’t convince them, then you drive yourself to school and attempt to have the talk after school or over desperate voice memos that you text to them.”

			“Thanks, Mom, super-assuring and helpful.”

			She laughed and dried her hands on a towel, then put her arm around my shoulder. “If the past couple of months have taught you anything, it’s that you’re strong. No matter what happens, you’ll survive.”

			“I don’t want to be strong,” I said.

			“I know,” she said in a sympathetic tone.

			My phone buzzed in my pocket. I took a breath of air, set my orange juice down, and took it out. It was a text from Beau that read:

			Wait for us outside in fifteen.

			I never waited for carpool outside. Why?

			“What did he say?” Mom asked.

			“He wants me to wait outside. He probably wants me to put on a sad face, and if that fails, throw myself in front of the car. Or maybe he’ll roll down the back window and I can jump in while they’re driving by.”

			“So dramatic,” Mom said, returning to her task at the sink.

			My phone buzzed again. Just in case, he responded.

			“How does this face look?” I gave her an exaggerated frown and the saddest eyes I could muster. “For when I go outside.”

			She smiled. “Who could resist?”

			I kissed her cheek. “Have a good day at work. Tell your coworkers my boyfriend will beat them up if they give you a hard time.”

			She laughed. “Really?”

			“Have they…still been giving you a hard time?” I asked. Things with Dad had been hard on me, but they’d been hard on her too.

			“It’s getting better,” she said.

			“Good.” I scooped up my backpack from the kitchen chair and slung it onto my shoulder. I still had fifteen minutes, but I felt antsy. Pacing the sidewalk might help. As I walked to the front door, my dad was coming down the stairs.

			“Good morning,” he said.

			“Hi, Dad.”

			“Did I hear something about beating someone up?”

			I shrugged. “Apparently it’s not necessary.”

			“That’s good.” He gave me one of his amused smiles. One that made me remember something I’d written in the character letter.

			“Dad,” I said.

			“Yes?”

			“I wrote a letter about you.”

			“I know. I appreciate it.”

			I slid my backpack to the floor and flipped through the completed packets I’d had to do last week while I was expelled. I’d taken my time on them. Done the best work possible. I needed to get my grades up. I knew my teachers weren’t feeling extra-charitable toward me these days. I didn’t think filling their lounge with mints and treats would help either. At the back of those packets was the printed letter I’d written for my dad. When he hadn’t needed it, I’d shoved it into my bag. It was a bit mangled, but I pulled it out anyway and held it out for him.

			“Is this it?” he asked.

			I nodded.

			He held it up, poised to read.

			“You don’t have to read it now,” I said.

			“I want to.” His eyes traveled the page, taking in each word.

			I fiddled with my fingers, then bent over and zipped up my backpack, lifting it onto my shoulder.

			“I’d forgotten about the roller-skating,” Dad said with a laugh, still reading. “And the bookfair.”

			“You’ve always been a great dad,” I said.

			He blinked hard, his eyes still on the page. Then he was pulling me into a hug. “Thanks, kid. Love you.”

			“Love you too.”

			“This is…this…I needed this.”

			I nodded because I felt emotion rising up my throat.

			“I want one!” Mom called from the kitchen.

			I laughed. “I’ll write you one for your birthday!”

			“Deal.”

			“I have to go.” I pointed over my shoulder at the door.

			“Yes, go,” Dad said. “Have a good day.”

			I held up crossed fingers and left the house. I walked down the two stairs of the porch and then across the grass until I stood at the edge of the sidewalk. I threaded my other arm into the backpack strap and held on to those straps like they were my anchor. My good feelings of moments before were replaced with panic. The next fifteen minutes could be disastrous.

			My heart felt like it was beating out of my chest. A car rounded the corner, but it wasn’t Ava’s. I shifted from one leg to the other, then back again. I was seeing stars. If I fainted, would Ava stop? I sucked in more air. I wasn’t going to faint. I checked my phone. No new messages.

			I heard her car. Knew it was hers before I looked. Caroline and Beau were staring out the windows at me. Ava was focusing straight ahead. That didn’t seem good. I took a step forward as her car got closer.

			The car slowed down and relief poured through me. Just as I thought she was going to stop, her car kept driving, leaving me behind.
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				Chapter 41

				Now

			
			I watched in shock as her car drove another twenty feet. But then the brake lights lit up and it came to a stop. She hadn’t pulled over to the curb. She had just stopped in the middle of the road. I wasn’t sure if this was some kind of power play, but I wasn’t going to comment on it. I walked those twenty feet into the street and climbed into the car.

			I slid out of my backpack and buckled my seat belt. Beau immediately reached over and grabbed my hand. I wondered what had been said in the past ten minutes inside this car. I wondered if Beau had been screaming at Ava to stop five seconds ago. If Caroline had joined in. I wondered who was going to speak first. It should probably be me. I was the one who needed to apologize.

			“Thanks for stopping,” I said.

			“Thanks for the ambush,” Ava said back sarcastically.

			“I’m sorry,” I said.

			“It was my idea,” Beau interjected. “To have her join carpool this morning.”

			“Maybe I should make you both get out, then,” she said, but continued driving.

			“Ava,” Beau said. “Will you hear us out?”

			“Us?” she asked. “Why us? There’s only one person in this car I have an issue with.”

			Caroline remained quiet, and I wondered if it was because she disagreed with how Ava was responding or completely agreed with it. I was beginning to think the car was the wrong place for a conversation. All I could see were the backs of their heads and Ava’s angry eyes in the rearview mirror.

			But it was too late. I was here. “I made mistakes,” I said. “Wasn’t honest with any of you.”

			“Your mom asked you not to tell us,” Beau said.

			“I know, but I should’ve trusted you.”

			“And not ignored us,” Ava said. “Not stood us up and ditched us for Cody and regifted presents we had given you.”

			Oof. I had forgotten about that last one. Mostly because I didn’t remember who had given me those presents that I had then given to Harper, but that wasn’t any better. I probably should’ve remembered that. “I was broke,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

			She sighed.

			“What about you, Caroline?” I said. “Any grievances to add?”

			“No,” she said. “I think they’ve all been covered. I don’t want to fight anymore.”

			Those words brought the first spark of hope since entering the car. “Me neither. I know I messed up. But I miss you both so much. Can you forgive me? I brought you presents,” I added with a small smile.

			“What kind of presents?” Ava asked. Her eyes in the rearview mirror were hard to read. It seemed like she was teasing me, though. A good sign.

			“You’ve forgiven her?” Caroline asked, turning in her seat to look at Beau.

			“More than forgiven her.”

			“What happened in that bathroom?” Ava asked. “Miracles?”

			“There’s something about peeing in front of another person…” I mumbled.

			Caroline let out a surprised laugh.

			Ava pulled into the parking lot at school and parked in her normal spot. Then she too turned around in her seat. Beau was still gripping my hand and her eyes went there first.

			She pointed between the two of us. “Is this what you mean by more than forgiven?”

			“Yes,” he said.

			“What?” she asked in disbelief. “I was kidding. You were supposed to say no.”

			“What?” Caroline said. “What am I missing?”

			“They were doing more than peeing in front of each other in that bathroom,” Ava said.

			“That makes it sound much worse than what we were doing,” Beau said.

			“What were you doing?” Caroline asked.

			“Talking,” Beau said at the same time I said “Kissing.”

			Caroline’s eyes went wide and she finally noticed our hands. I felt like I was holding on to him for dear life. I wondered if I was cutting off his circulation.

			“Wait?” she said. “You two are together now?”

			“We’re going to be fourth wheels,” Ava said.

			“There’s no such thing as fourth wheels,” Beau replied.

			“Obviously there is.”

			“No, the saying calls for an odd number,” he said. “You can be a third wheel or a fifth. But fourth by nature, means you won’t be left out. You’ll have a buddy.”

			“We were always fourth wheels,” Caroline said.

			Ava groaned. “Regardless, you’re going to ruin our group.”

			“We’re not,” Beau said.

			“When you break her heart?”

			“I’m going to break her heart? Maybe she’s going to break mine.”

			“You’ll both pick him anyway, so it doesn’t matter.” The words came flying out without much thought, and I pressed my lips together. Apparently, while trying to earn their forgiveness, I had forgotten I had some things to be mad about too. Relationships were complicated.

			The car went quiet.

			“I’m sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

			“No,” Ava said, meeting my eyes. “You’re right. We picked sides. We were hurt. We thought it was about Cody, not your dad.”

			“I get it,” I responded.

			“Where is my present?” she asked, a glint in her eyes.

			I laughed.

			Caroline unbuckled her seat belt and climbed over the center console toward me and Beau.

			“What are you doing?” I asked in surprise. It was a very un-Caroline thing to do.

			She flopped herself into the middle seat between us and wrapped an arm around each of our necks. “I’m so happy for both of you.” My forehead was pressed against Beau’s, being squeezed in Caroline’s hug. I smiled.

			“I’m coming back,” Ava said.

			“Don’t!” Beau yelled, but it didn’t stop her. Caroline released us and Ava crawled into the back seat as well, lying across our laps.

			“I guess we’re supporting this incestuous relationship,” Ava said.

			“Not incestuous,” Beau said.

			“In-group dating is almost worse,” she said.

			“It is not!” Caroline and I said at the same time. Then we laughed.

			“Okay, it’s hot in here,” Ava said. “And we’re going to be late.” She managed to open the back door and crawl out of the car. Once she was out, we all followed.

			Ava locked the car and we headed across the parking lot toward C building as a group, like we always used to do. We were us.

			At the doors to the building, Ava pulled me into a hug. “I’m sorry,” she said near my ear. “I missed you.”

			“I missed you too.”

			Over her shoulder I could see Beau. He was smiling.

			“Can I cheat off your test?” she asked. “Next time I’m stuck.”

			I gasped.

			“Too soon?” she said with a laugh, releasing me from the hug.

			“You’re terrible.”

			“I am and you still want to be my friend. What does that say about you?” She hooked her arm in mine and Beau flanked me on the other side, draping his arm around my neck and kissing me on the temple.

			Everything was going to be fine. More than fine. I was happy.

			“About that present,” Ava said.
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				Chapter 42

				Six Months Later

			
			I hung my keys on the hook just inside the door as I walked into the house. I’d just finished a shift at the Purple Starfish, a diner on Main Street. I mostly cleared off tables and brought people their food. I’d been working there for almost five months, but now that it was summer it was busy.

			My parents were standing in the kitchen. I shut the door behind me and looked between the two of them. They held their pickleball rackets.

			“Coming or going?” I asked.

			Mom was drinking a big glass of water.

			“We just got back,” Dad said. His skin glowed with a tan, making it apparent how much time they spent outside these days. Dad had been right about how the trial and his testimony in it would affect his business. Even though he wasn’t the one on trial, it had an impact on all the partners. People didn’t trust them as much. They weren’t getting as many clients.

			So Dad left. He started a research position with the county where he didn’t have to go to court. He now researched case law and precedent. It didn’t pay as much, but sometimes money wasn’t the only benefit a job could provide. When he’d first gone over, I could tell he thought it was some sort of failure. But now we all knew it was the best thing that had happened. We had more time together; he was less stressed.

			“You still beating the old people?” The league they played in was mostly retired people.

			“I mean, if we weren’t, it would be embarrassing,” Mom said.

			“They’re not that old,” Dad said. “And they’re really good. We had to earn our spot at number one through sweat and blood.”

			“And tears?” I asked.

			“Only a few of those,” he said.

			“Whatever makes you feel better,” I said, walking toward the stairs. “Beau’s pool party is today, so I’m just here for a sec.”

			“I still don’t believe his mother let him throw a pool party,” Mom said.

			“I know.” His mom had many gatherings at the house—Thanksgiving dinners and charity events and brunch. But she’d never let Beau have a party before. I wasn’t sure if she had changed or it was just that Beau was asking more for what he wanted. Maybe it was a little of both.

			I made it to the bottom of the stairs when Mom said, “Wait, tell me your schedule for the week. We need to go back-to-school shopping.”

			My senior year started in two weeks. “I have the next few days off. So whenever you have time.”

			“Have you figured out why they call that place you work the Purple Starfish yet?” Dad asked.

			“I guess Mrs. Patel found a purple starfish the first time she went to the tide pools by the rock.” At least that’s the story the employees told. Mrs. Patel had never confirmed it.

			Mom lowered her brows. “Then why aren’t your uniforms purple? Or the starfish on the sign?” Nothing in or around the diner was purple.

			“One of life’s mysteries, Mom.”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			As I walked into the backyard at Beau’s house, “Cruel Summer” by Taylor Swift was playing over the speakers.

			“Indy!” Ava called from where she was sitting on a float in the pool.

			Caroline and Luca were on lounge chairs. Beau stood at the grill flipping burgers or something. I’d never seen Beau at the grill. His dad had always been protective of it. He looked good there in his board shorts and grown-out hair.

			There were other people at the party too—sitting on blankets in the grass eating or at the table on the back patio. There were more people in the pool too, and a few throwing a Frisbee.

			I walked to the grill and greeted Beau with a hug. “Look at us, being all social and popular.” I was using us in the collective sense again.

			“Hey,” he said. “Missed you.” He kissed my cheek first, then my lips.

			“I was just here yesterday.”

			“And?” he asked.

			I wrapped my arms around his waist and turned my attention to the grill. “These look good.”

			“I forgot the cheese in the house.”

			“I’ll go get it,” I said.

			“No, I have it.” He started to put down the spatula.

			“Rule number two,” I said.

			“What was rule number two, again?” he asked.

			“It was your rule. Something about accepting help when you need it.” I walked toward the house.

			Over my shoulder I heard him call, “Caroline! Watch the grill for me, please.” And then he was by my side, sliding his hand into mine.

			“Don’t accidentally get locked in any bathrooms, you two!” Ava called.

			“How about on purpose?” Beau asked under his breath. I smiled.

			Shortly after we’d been locked in the teacher’s lounge bathroom, the lock was fixed. Not because of our mishap, but because Mrs. Thiessen got locked in there and couldn’t get her phone to call out for several hours. I didn’t tell my friends it was karma when I heard. That would have been rude. Okay, fine, I did tell them that. But she was fine. Didn’t even have to sleep on the floor.

			“I never did get a third rule,” I said thoughtfully as he opened the fridge and pulled out two packages of pre-sliced cheese.

			“The rules only exist in the bathroom,” he said.

			“What? I’ve been able to add sarcastic put-downs back into my arsenal for six months?”

			“Pretty sure you never stopped those.”

			I laughed.

			He shut the fridge and caged me against the counter, his arms on either side of me. “What would your third rule be?” he asked, his eyes on mine.

			He still took my breath away with his soft eyes, his floppy hair, and his crooked smile.

			“That I can kiss you whenever I want?” I asked.

			He placed a soft kiss on my lips. “You don’t need a rule for that.”

			“That I can keep you forever?”

			“Done.”
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