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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Honey, I have news,” Dad says as soon as I get home. 
 
    “Oh, man.” Blake’s leaning against the sofa and giving my dad a look. “Sarah’s going to kill you. She told you not to tell.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh!” My fingers tighten on the mail I’m holding. “You have to tell me now. I’ll act surprised; I promise. She’s engaged, isn’t she?” And how did Blake find out before me? 
 
    Blake holds up both hands and laughs. “I just want it to be known that I am not the one who ruined this secret.” 
 
    “What?” Dad smiles, his cheeks rounding. “I didn’t say a word. She guessed.” 
 
    I squeal and throw my arms around Dad. I knew this was coming, but somehow it still feels unreal. I wonder how Blake feels—Sarah’s marrying his older half-brother. Weird. His half-brother is marrying my sister. It’s not like I haven’t thought about it before, but something about it actually happening makes it feel even stranger. 
 
    But I know it’ll bother Blake more. “Congratulations, brother,” I say and walk towards him, arms open for a hug.  
 
    He backs away. “Um, no. Never call me that. I’m not your brother.” 
 
    I paste an innocent expression on my face. “Do you prefer bro? Or hermano?” 
 
    “I’ve got a bit of work to do in my office.” Dad grabs his clipboard and then points a finger at me. “Remember to act surprised. You promised. And, hey, thanks for fixing the sink, Blake.” 
 
    “No problem,” Blake says, and it’s then that I notice he’s holding his work gloves. He’s still in his O’Donnell Hardware shirt and khakis, so Dad must have called him at work. 
 
    I wait until Dad leaves the room before grabbing my phone. “I’m sending you money for the sink.” 
 
    “No, Em, it’s fine,” Blake says. “I don’t mind helping out.” 
 
    “That’s more than helping out. That’s asking you to do the job you get paid for as a free house call. Besides, Dad would want you to get paid. He just doesn’t do the money.” I do, and Sarah does the cooking. I’m stoked for her, but what are we going to do without her? I set my phone on the coffee table. “Done.”  
 
    “Thanks.” He stuffs his work gloves in his pocket and gives me a long look, his brown eyes searching my face. “So are you okay about this Sarah and John thing?” 
 
    “Of course! I’m happy for them.” But I know what he’s getting at. “I’m going to miss her.” So much. Sarah’s nine years older, but she’s lived at home while she went to college and grad school. I know some people say that when your sister’s that much older, she’s more like your mom, but it was never like that with Sarah. She’s always been like my sister. 
 
    “She’ll still be close by,” Blake says. 
 
    That’s true—John's place is just on the other side of town, so I know I’ll run into her. Highbury’s not that big.  
 
    Blake falls onto the couch beside me, into what’s pretty much his official spot. “But it’s hard for me to think of her not living here with you guys. So it must be really weird for you.” 
 
    It feels selfish to admit this, but, “Maybe I’m a little bummed when I think about her moving out. But mostly I’m happy for them. Plus, you know, I made the match, so how can I feel sad when I’m the one who made it happen?” 
 
    Blake snorts so hard a few strands of his dark hair flutter up. “Now you’re talking like a crazy person. But, please, explain your crazy. How did you make this match? No, let me guess—you were lying in bed one night and thought to yourself, ‘You know who’d be good together? Sarah and John.' And then when they got together, you thought, ‘Wow, I’m like a matchmaker or something.’”  He says the last part like a Valley girl and pretends to flip his imaginary long hair over his shoulder, which I guess is his impression of me. 
 
    I try not to laugh, even though it’s a little funny. “So I know it would kill you to add matchmaking to the list of things I’m good at, but—" 
 
    “Where do you keep this list? It must take up one whole room of your house.” 
 
    I give him a sad smile. “And yours only fits on a Post-it.” 
 
    He releases a laugh that I can tell he didn’t want me to hear. 
 
    Blake and John are our next door neighbors—except that John’s 18 years older than Blake, so John’s not really our next door neighbor, since he moved out ages ago. That means getting him and Sarah together really did take some work. 
 
    “I didn’t just lay in my bed and think about it.” I shift on the couch so I’m facing Blake. “Sarah and I ran into John at the mall one day, and he and Sarah talked a little, and I just knew—like that.” I snap my fingers to show just how like that it was, but Blake doesn’t look impressed. “So then I invited John out to dinner with us, and there were definitely sparks. You’d think that’d be enough, but Sarah wasn’t sure. No offense, but she was weirded out by how old John is.” He’s 37, and Sarah’s 25.  
 
    “None taken,” Blake says. “I’m thinking of getting him a walker as a wedding present.” 
 
    “I was going to go with dentures—because you can’t say I love you without teeth. Anyway, I did a ton more after that dinner. I saw his car at your house once and baked cookies and invited him over. Or another time I dragged Sarah out to walk Patches until we ‘accidentally’ ran into John. That took about 17 trips around the block, not to mention all the stories I had to feed Sarah about how Patches was depressed and needed an exercise program.” 
 
    Blake gives me his half smile. “Sarah does whatever you want. So does your dad. Great story, Em, but I think it would have happened without you.” 
 
    Of course he thinks that. Blake would die before giving me credit for anything. “Maybe you won’t thank me, but Sarah and John’s future children will—since I practically invented them.” In fact, I’ve made Sarah and John so happy, I should really pick another potential coupIe and keep this matchmaker thing going. It’d be like my service to humanity. 
 
    I start to flip through the mail I’m still holding but pause when I see the wrong name on an envelope. “Oh. We got one of Miss Bates’ letters by mistake.” That is the worst luck.  
 
    “So take it over to her.”  
 
    As if he doesn’t know exactly why I don’t want to. I wonder if I can just slip it in her mailbox. 
 
    “Geez, Em,” Blake says in his eye-roll voice. “Miss Bates is like this lonely old lady who wants a little company, and you can’t just talk to her for five minutes.” 
 
    Like talking to Miss Bates ever takes only five minutes. But it’s the end of summer, so the twins—her niece Jane and nephew Ricky—aren’t due for a visit, which means Jane might not have texted recently. Maybe I’m safe then. Because there is nothing like the slow and painful torture of watching Miss Bates put on her glasses, knowing she’s going to read me every line of her and Jane’s text conversation. Seriously—Every. Single. Line. 
 
    “Just go.” Blake throws his feet up on our coffee table and settles back into the couch with his phone, like his life is peachy and relaxed. Which I guess it is, since he doesn’t have to return one of Miss Bates’ letters. 
 
    The worst part is that he’s right. Everyone on our street tries to visit Miss Bates and keep her company, and I know I don’t go enough. “Fine,” I say. “I take it you’ll be here when I get back.”  
 
    “Yeah,” he says, but he’s reading something on his phone and not even listening to me. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    I step onto Miss Bates’ welcome mat, which has a picture of a sun and says, “Welcome, Friends!” I raise my hand and knock on her door and hear her answering footsteps almost immediately.  
 
    She swings the door open, and the scent of chocolate and baking wafts towards me.  
 
    “Oh! Emily! Come in!” She reaches out with one hand to usher me inside, adjusting her tight brown and silver curls with the other. “So wonderful to see you! You brought my letter. How good of you. Maria must have put it in the wrong box. She does that sometimes, you know. So much mail to sort, I don’t know how it doesn’t happen all the time. But Maria is so good, so very, very good. You’ll sit and talk with me? Of course you will. You’ll watch that side table and not trip on it? Yes, you stepped right around it. You’re not to cold? You might be. I’ll turn the heat up. There, you take that glass of lemonade. I just poured it, haven’t even touched it. It’s like it was waiting for you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I sit on her yellow flowered couch, and she sits in her yellow flowered armchair that matches the yellow dress she’s wearing. I sip my yellow lemonade. It feels like I’m in a Coldplay song, and everything’s all yellow. “I like your dress,” I tell her. 
 
    “Do you?” She pinches some of the material between her fingers. “Thank you. You are so kind. I got it at Kohl’s. Such great deals there. I’ll pick one up for you next time I’m there. Or you can have this one! No, it has a little stain in the back. I forgot. I’ll pick one up for you.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” I set down my lemonade. “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    “I want to!” She leans towards me, her thin lips drawing up on both sides. “So how are you? You must be sad summer’s ending. You’ll be a junior, isn’t that right? You’ll have to start thinking about what comes next, colleges and all that. Where do you think you’ll end up? Maybe St. Elizabeth’s, like Sarah? Yes, you’ll definitely apply there. That Sarah’s such a smart girl, so very, very smart. And have you started your applications yet? No, maybe not yet. I suppose it’s too early. But still you’re thinking about it. How is your cheer team? And gymnastics? Both wonderful, I’m sure. I don’t know how you do it all. My Ricky and Juana—Jane, I mean—she prefers to be called Jane—they do so much, too. Between the two of them, it’s the school newspaper, piano, guitar, Robotics team, volunteering at the hospital. Speaking of Jane, you’ll never guess who I heard from yesterday.” 
 
    Oh. Oh no. 
 
    “That’s right!” She claps her hands. “Juana! Or, I mean, Jane! I’ll read you her messages. You always like that.” She reaches for the phone that I now see was sitting beside her on a small table, lying in wait for me this whole time.  
 
    “That’s…nice.” I cross and then uncross my legs. “I hope she’s doing well. And Ricky too.” It’s really going to happen now. There’s no avoiding hearing the texts.  
 
    “Thank you! You are so kind. They’re both doing wonderfully—but, here, Jane will tell you herself.” Miss Bates perches her glasses low on her nose and then scrolls through her phone. “Ah! Here they are. First, Jane said, ‘Hi.' So then I said, ‘Hi,’ but I also added, ‘How are you?' Then she said, ‘Fine,’ and then in a different bubble, she said, ‘How are you?' Wasn’t that thoughtful?” She lays a hand on her chest. “My Jane is so thoughtful. So I said, ‘Good.' Then I said, ‘When are you and Ricky coming to visit?' And you’ll never guess what she said!” 
 
    I can, actually. It’s summer, so she said they’ll come at Christmas. When it’s spring, she says they’ll come during the summer. They’re not here this summer, though, because they both went to D.C. for an internship or Something that Would Look Good on their College Apps that Miss Bates told me all about last spring. But Miss Bates is so nice, and I want to pretend I’m nice too, so I ask, “What did she say?” 
 
    “Oh, wait!” Her dark eyes dance like she has a secret gift for me. “I forgot to show you these texts about Jane’s piano recital! You haven’t seen them, have you? I don’t think you have. See, here I said, ‘How was your piano recital? So sad I missed it.' Then she said, ‘Good.' Then I said, ‘Can you send a video of it?' Then she sent—” 
 
    “Yes! You showed me, last spring when she sent it. It was beautiful.” 
 
    “Oh, did I?” Her eyebrows draw together. “You are so kind to remember. It was beautiful, wasn’t it? Jane always plays so well, with such distinction. That’s just the word her piano teacher uses, you know. She always says that Jane plays with distinction. And Ricardo on his guitar—you know he’s thinking of applying to Julliard? He’s such a talented songwriter. So very, very talented. But look how off track I am! We were back here.” She scrolls down in her phone again. “I said, ‘Hi.' Then she said, ‘Hi.' Then—” 
 
    “You read me those,” I say, too quickly. “I mean, you can skip ahead a little, if you want.” 
 
    “I read you all of these? Even the part where she said, ‘How are you?’ in a different bubble?” She shakes her head, small wrinkles forming on her forehead. “Curious. Well, I’d forget my own head if it wasn’t attached. Hm. Then I must be here, where I said, ‘When are you coming to visit?’, and guess what she did next? You’ll never guess. She called me! On the phone! So I picked it up and said, ‘Hi!' Then she said, ‘Hi.' Then—" 
 
    “Called you! Wow!” I stand up and take a few steps away from the couch, towards the door. I’m a terrible person, but I can’t do this. “She must have wanted a private conversation, then. I could never get in the middle of that.” 
 
    “Oh.” Miss Bates pauses and tips her head to the side, her curls flopping gently with the tilt. “Do you think so?” 
 
    I’m nodding way too hard. “Absolutely!”  
 
    She takes off her reading glasses and wipes them with her dress. “You are so thoughtful. So very, very thoughtful. Oh, do you have to leave? But the brownies aren’t ready! They’re in the oven, you know, my own recipe. But, no, you really must go. It was so kind of you to come.” She stands and follows me to the door, reaching out a hand like she wants to guide me. “Watch that end table there so’s you don’t trip over it. I know I should move it, but I keep my magazines there. So nice to have my magazines close by. Good, you missed it. You’ll be careful stepping down from the porch now? Yes, you made it okay. And you’ll look both ways before crossing the street? Oh, bye, Emily, dear. Do come again.” 
 
    “Bye! Thanks for the lemonade!” I wave over my shoulder as I practically sprint to my door. And whew. I’m free.  
 
    When I get back inside, Blake is still there with his feet propped on our coffee table. 
 
    “Hey.” He finishes texting something and then looks up at me. “So what’d you think of Miss Bates’ news?” 
 
    “What news? Oh, ha ha.” Stupid me for falling for that. Like Miss Bates ever has any news besides what Jane ate for breakfast. I slip off my sandals and put them on the shoe rack before plopping down beside him on the couch. 
 
    “Wait.” A slow smile creeps across his mouth. “Do you really not know? But how could you not? She’s dying to tell anyone who will listen. Unless…” He gives me that look that means I’ve been rude to Miss Bates, and would it kill me to sit and listen to how Jane plays with such distinction?  
 
    “You really don’t know, do you?” He’s chuckles softly because he knows he has me now. “You can’t just sit with Miss Bates for five minutes because you’re so crazy jealous of Jane.” 
 
    “I’m not jealous!” But even I can tell the words come out too loud. 
 
    “Sure.” Blake lets his feet fall to the floor and leans towards me. “That’s why you won’t hang out with her whenever she’s in town.” 
 
    “I try!” I flip a hand in the air to emphasize my point. “But she answers questions without really answering them. I ask her what she likes to do on the weekends, and she says, ‘I like many things, Emily.' It’s like she thinks she’s a CIA agent, and I’m trying to get information out of her.” I grab the remote off the coffee table and click on the TV and then stare at the Netflix home screen as if I think it’s the most interesting thing in the world. “Is the news that Jane had a piano recital and that she texted out of season? Because I know all about that.” 
 
    He raises one eyebrow in a way that says I’m not even close. “Maybe I won’t tell you. I should make you go back and find out from Miss Bates.”  
 
    “Ugh!” I throw a pillow at him. “You suck.” 
 
    He laughs and throws the pillow back at me, and I catch it.  
 
    “Alright,” he says. “The news is that the twins are moving in with Miss Bates. They’re both going to Highbury High this year.” 
 
    Wow. That is news. “Why?” 
 
    “You know why. Because Highbury’s a top school, and Jane and Ricardo are top students. They’re juniors this year, and Highbury will look good on their applications next year.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s cool,” I say. Even though, yeah, I’ve never been a big Jane fan, and Highbury High’s so small that it’ll be weird if I don’t hang out with her. My phone buzzes then with a text, and I check it. Elton Gallagher. Oh my gosh, that’s perfect. Why didn’t I think of him before?  
 
    I look up from my phone, the excitement bubbling out of me. “Remember my project to do a good deed every day?”  
 
    “Talking to Miss Bates doesn’t count.” 
 
    It so does. I’d already counted it for today. “Well, I’m about to do something that will be worth, like, a week of good deeds. I’m going to find Elton Gallagher a girlfriend who can make him happy again.” I trade my phone for the remote and start scrolling through shows, but I can't concentrate on picking anything, not with this genius inspiration floating all around me. 
 
    “Elton?” Blake shakes his head. “No way, Em. Leave him alone. He can find his own girlfriend. Also, that guy…wants a certain type of girl.”  
 
    “And I’ll find that certain type of girl for him!” I hug the remote to my chest. “Just like I did for John. Elton’s so lonely! Ever since Carmen broke up with him, he’s been a sad little puddle of goo. I’m going to scrape him up and mold him into…a happier glob of goo.”  
 
    “Look.” Blake’s lips turn down in the corners, positioning themselves for full on lecture mode. “You miss Leilani and Priya, and it’ll be a hard school year without them. I get that, and it’s cool that you want to find a project to distract yourself, but that project should not be an actual human being. Why don’t you take ceramics or something and mold clay? Instead of, you know, people’s lives.” 
 
    I’m dreading the school year without Leilani and Priya, actually. It’s bad enough they both left early for a summer orientation thing at UCLA. We still text all the time, but all the photos they post make college look so fun, and I want to be happy for them, but I can’t help feeling left behind. Plus, with Sarah getting married and starting this whole new life, things feel like they’re changing so fast. At least Blake is still the same. Sometimes I’m relieved he’s a college drop out.  
 
    At least, most times. Not now, when he’s being so dramatic. “Why are you changing this into something bad? I’m doing a good thing for Elton—I’m like a fairy sprinkling happiness dust on him.” 
 
    Blake makes a grab for the remote, but I keep it out of his reach. “Emily, seriously. Elton’s 17, and he wants to pick his own girlfriend.” 
 
    “He wants to think he’s picked his own girlfriend. I’ll let him do that.”  
 
    “You’re really not going to leave guy alone, are you?” Blake’s wearing his I’m-older-and-wiser-than-you face, even though, hello, he’s only three years older than me. 
 
    “I should get ready for gymnastics,” I say and stand up. Blake and I pretend to fight all the time, but I hate arguing with him for real. 
 
    He shrugs in that way that means he’s annoyed that I’m not doing exactly what he says. “Yeah, I gotta get back to the store anyway. See you.” 
 
    “Bye.” 
 
    He slips out the door, and I’m more bothered than I should be at his moodiness. I look back at my phone. Elton asked if I was going to Navik’s party tonight, and I said no. He sent me a sad emoji, and, seriously, if Elton could be an emoji, he’d be that sad face.  
 
    I don’t know what Blake’s deal is—because Elton’s a lucky guy. I’m going to change his life. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dad adopted Sarah from Taiwan when she was three. He said that he’d always wanted kids, and it didn’t look like it was going to happen, so he just decided to take charge. Six years later, my parents died in a car crash. Dad was close friends with them, and in their will, they’d named him as my guardian. I was just a baby when they died, so as long as I can remember, it’s been Dad, Sarah, and me. People like to make a big deal about how we don’t have a mom, but I’ve heard the foster kid stories. Dad saved us. Of course I wonder about my birth parents all the time—Dad tells me stories, but I always want to know more—but mostly I feel lucky for what we have.  
 
    That’s how I know that, underneath his happiness, Dad’s a little sad about Sarah’s marriage. He really wanted kids and had to work harder than most to get them, so he doesn’t like to think of us leaving. He’s always saying, “What will I do without you two?” And sometimes I wonder the same thing—because Sarah and I do a lot around the house. 
 
    I haven’t told him or Sarah that UCLA is my top choice. Dad would be devastated if he knew I wanted to move six hours away. With Sarah leaving, I’m starting to think I should live at home and go to St. Elizabeth’s, like she did. 
 
    I’m rolling this around in my head and stressing about it as I wander downstairs Saturday morning to get myself a bowl of cereal. When I get to the kitchen, I see Blake, his dark wavy hair a mess that he calls combed, sitting at our table, slurping a smoothie. I’m still in my pajamas—an old cheer camp shirt and soft shorts, but I’m wearing comfort clothes most of the time Blake’s over anyway. 
 
    “Dude.” I grab a bowl and spoon and box of Cheerios. “What are you doing here?” This is a little early, even for him. 
 
    “Your dad wanted me to mow your lawn.” He swirls his straw in his smoothie. 
 
    “Why? I mow the lawn. I would have gotten to it.” I check the blender. Totally empty. “Thanks for making some for me. And who mows the lawn this early on a Saturday anyway?” 
 
    “It’s eleven. While you slept, I put in two hours at the hardware store, mowed your lawn, and made myself this delicious smoothie.” He slurps it until his straw makes that irritating slurpy noise. 
 
    “Ugh. You’re the most annoying person in the world.” I glance at the oven clock. Wow. It really is eleven. 
 
    “Oh, Emily.” He gives me a lips-pressed-together-smile of pity. “Now you’re just being ridiculous. Have you even met every person in the world? Or have you at least met the most annoying ones? And even if you had, what kind of test could you possibly do to compare all of us and figure out which of us is the most annoying?” 
 
    I pour my cereal and fall into a chair. “That speech right there would be my test. And you’d win.” 
 
    “I’m flattered. But you should really be entered in the contest too.” 
 
    “Me? Please.” I take a bite of cereal and chew it with my mouth open to bug him. 
 
    “Yes. And not just for showing me your chewed Cheerios—also for how you clink your spoon against the bowl. Clink, clink, clink. No one can think when you’re eating cereal. If Edison had been your brother, we’d all still be sitting around in the dark.” 
 
    “Oh, give me a break.” I take a bite and clink my spoon harder. “You’re annoying for thinking that’s annoying.” 
 
    “No. If we’re doing this, then circular annoying examples don’t count. That means you can’t say I’m annoying for thinking you’re annoying.”  
 
    “Wait. What are we doing?” 
 
    He pushes his empty glass away from him. “Trying to figure out who’s more annoying. Right now, it’s you. Unless you can think of a reason I’m more annoying?”  
 
    I laugh. “I can think of a gazillion reasons.” 
 
    “Gazillion.” He gives an exaggerated head tilt. “Is that more or less than a billion?” 
 
    “More. Correcting everything I say is annoying.”  
 
    “Pretending gazillion is a number when you’re a math whiz is annoying.” 
 
    I open my mouth but then stop when nothing comes to me. I wait, but I can’t think with him staring at me with that smug smile of his. 
 
    He tents his fingers like he’s an evil villain going for the win. “Looks like this will be a short game.” He draws his glass back and slurps his smoothie that was gone five slurps ago. 
 
    “That!” I point at his cup. “You’re the loudest straw sipper in the world. Martians on the moon can hear you drinking that smoothie.” 
 
    “Are there Martians on the moon? Shouldn’t they live on Mars, or does the moon have an immigration program?” 
 
    “They’re tourists. And you’re ruining their vacation with your slurping.” 
 
    He slurps louder, but I can see his smile. I take another bite of cereal, clinking my spoon against the side of my bowl. 
 
    “Hey! Anyone home?” I hear my sister’s voice from the living room, and a second later she appears in the kitchen. “There you are. Is Dad here?” 
 
    “He’s meeting a client for a bathroom remodel,” Blake says, probably since I just woke up twenty minutes ago and had no idea. 
 
    Sarah dumps her purse on the counter and turns to me. She looks pretty. Her sleek, black hair is twisted up into a bun. Sarah has the best hair—shiny and straight with a slight curl at the ends that most people only get after an hour under a hair dryer. She has the best skin, too—I don’t know if she’s ever had a pimple in her life. Sarah’s Chinese and Korean. I’m Guatemalan. Dad’s German (which I guess you can tell from our last name, Holzhaus) and Irish. It’s kind of funny when I introduce Sarah as my sister, and there’s that slight pause where people try to decide if it’s rude for them to ask how that’s possible. 
 
    I’m about to jump up to congratulate Sarah when I remember that I’m not supposed to know. So I force myself to stay seated and scoop a very casual bite of Cheerios. “Hey. What’s up?” 
 
    Blake gives me a look that says I’m ruining this, when it’s obvious I’m doing great. He’s the one who’s about to give it away. 
 
    “Something big, actually.” Sarah smiles to show her straight, white teeth that were the product of years of braces. “I have news. I know you like news.” 
 
    “I love news.” I’m acting so normal I could win an Oscar. 
 
    But the smile slides off her face. “You already know. Who told you?”  
 
    She looks at Blake, but he shakes his head. “Don’t look at me.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say. “What’s the news?” 
 
    Blake laughs way too loudly. “Emily, are you even trying? Tell me you’re not trying and that’s you joking around.” 
 
    As if I’m that bad. “You’re the one who gave it away! Giving me all these looks—like that wasn’t totally obvious.” 
 
    He sits back and crosses his arms, that smug smile on his face. “I can’t believe you’re blaming this on me.” 
 
    “You were both acting like robots.” Sarah falls into a chair and gestures to Blake’s empty glass. “Is there any more of that?” 
 
    “No,” I say. “Blake’s the only person in the world who makes a single portion of smoothie.” 
 
    “It’s true.” Blake nods. “I once got an award for being the only person in the world who does that.” 
 
    Honestly. “Not letting me exaggerate about anything is annoying.”  
 
    “Emily!” Sarah’s widen and then narrow. “Don’t call Blake annoying. It’s rude.” 
 
    “It really is.” Blake looks down at his glass, as if he’s really hurt, the faker. I kick him under the table, and he breaks and smiles a little. So I guess I’m not the only bad actor in the room. 
 
    “Dad told you, didn’t he?” Sarah groans. “I knew I shouldn’t have told him first.” 
 
    “Why did you?” I’ve been trying to be cool about it, but really. I should have been the first person she called. 
 
    “I don’t know!” She slaps the table gently with both hands. “He called right after John proposed, and I was on a high, and it just came out.” 
 
    It’s a good reason, so I forgive her. I step closer to her and put an arm around her and pull her into a sideways hug. “I’m really happy for you, sis. I’ve been dying to talk to you about it.” 
 
    She leans into me. “Me too. I wanted to call right away, but then I wanted to tell you in person. Are you going to be my maid of honor?” 
 
    “Oh my gosh, yes!” I squeeze her tighter.  
 
    “And wedding planner?” 
 
    “YES.” I would have planned it whether she asked me to or not, but it’s nice to have her permission.  
 
    “So I have more news. Something Dad couldn’t have told you because he doesn’t know yet.”  
 
    “Oooh.” I sit again, swiveling to face her. “Do tell.” 
 
    Sarah slides her brown patterned Gucci purse towards her and takes out her phone. “I got a text from Frank, and you’ll never guess. He wants to come to the wedding!” 
 
    “No way!” That is news!  
 
    Frank is John’s son. John had him when he was 20 with his girlfriend at the time, who bailed shortly after. John tried to take care of his son, but then his girlfriend’s parents offered to raise Frank in their huge home in Boston. John was struggling to work, watch his son, and pay for daycare since his parents were working and not always available to babysit, and he realized Frank could have a better life with two grandparents who had money and time. I know it was a hard decision for John, but since Sarah and I are adopted and happy with Dad, it’s the kind of sacrifice we understand. Frank still lives in Boston with his grandparents, who are loaded, and John visits several times a year, but Frank’s never been out here—so this is huge. 
 
    “John is so excited about it!” Sarah’s eyes light up, and I can see how important this visit is to her, too. “Here, listen to this text.” 
 
    I laugh. “OK, Miss Bates.” 
 
    She gives me one of her rare Older Sister Looks—because she’s also in the Emily Should Be Nicer to Miss Bates Club. But she slides me her phone.  
 
    I grab it, and Blake come behind me to read it over my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Frank: Congrats! Should I call you mom now, lol! When’s the wedding? I’ll be there. 
 
      
 
    Blake rolls his eyes. “I hate it when people say ‘lol.’” 
 
    “Totally,” I say. “He should have used ‘lmao.' But, you know, Sarah’s his mom.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh, stop. I am not his mom.” Sarah takes her phone back and smiles as she reads the text again. “Can you believe he’s coming? John’s super happy. Frank’s school has a long weekend in October for fall break, so we want to do it then. That way, Frank can stay longer! John and I can honeymoon after.” 
 
    “October?” There’s no way. “That’s in two months. Do you know how long it takes to plan a wedding?” 
 
    She shrugs one shoulder. “When my baby sister’s doing it, two months. John and I don’t need much.” 
 
    “It’s your wedding. You need everything.” 
 
    “You’re sweet.” She reaches out to squeeze my hand. “But we want it to be small. Fifty people, maybe. We both have small families. And we thought we could do it here, in the backyard.” 
 
    I’m about to say that’s she’s a contestant for Crazy Person of the Year when I start to picture it. I could put up some twinkle lights and rent some tables and chairs for the lawn—ooh, and our rose garden would make the perfect picture spot, especially at sunset. “I love it.” Why didn’t I think of it? “Two months is tight, but we can pull it off. It’ll be beautiful.” 
 
    “Thanks, Em! I knew you’d say yes. I can’t wait for you to meet Frank. I can’t wait for me to meet Frank.” 
 
    “Don’t get your hopes up.” Blake pushes away from the table and takes his glass to the sink. 
 
    Sarah and I both look at him, and he holds up his hands. “I’m just saying—how many Christmases has he told John he’s coming, and then at the last minute, John always ends up flying to him?” 
 
    Sarah’s happy glow fades a little, but I reach out and grab her hand. “He’ll come. It’s his dad’s wedding. Of course he’ll come.” 
 
    I flash Blake a look that says What is wrong with you?, but he pretends not to notice and rinses his glass. 
 
    I really do hope Frank comes, and not just because it will make Sarah and John happy. I’ve always been curious about Frank—because once I overheard John telling Sarah about how he thought Frank and I would make a good couple, and I can tell by the way Sarah talks to me about Frank that she likes the idea. So now any mention of Frank gives me a warm, jittery feeling, like I’m supposed to like him, almost like I already like him before I’ve even met him. 
 
    “It just bugs me.” Blake loads his glass in the dishwasher, continuing this sad raincloud thing he’s got going. “I mean, Frank’s cool and all, but we always have to go to him. He’ll string John along, acting like he’s coming, and then he’ll bail, and we’ll have to pay more for last minute plane tickets to go see him.” 
 
    “It’s not really his fault,” I say. “It’s his grandparents who aren’t letting him leave. They’re protective.” I say it with authority, even though it’s just something I’ve heard John say.  
 
    Blake bumps the dishwasher closed with his hip. “Yeah, I was cool with that excuse when he was nine. But he’s 17 now. Can’t he just tell them he wants to fly to California to see his dad?” 
 
     “He can say it. That doesn’t mean his grandparents will let him.” I glance at Sarah. Her eyes have that worried look in them. It’s time for a change of subject. “So! If we only have two months, we have to start planning now.” I reach for my phone to take notes, and I get the giddy feeling that I always get when I have a new project. “Let’s start with the flowers.” 
 
    Blake puts a hand to his ear. “What’s that, Dad? You need my help back at the store? Shoot. I really wanted to stay and help with the flowers, but it looks like I better go.” 
 
    This time I give him the lips-pressed-together-smile of pity. “That’s cute that you thought we wanted your opinion.” 
 
    “Emily!” Sarah smacks my shoulder lightly. “You’re so mean to him.” But when I start scrolling through images of flower arrangements on my phone, she leans in and forgets about Blake because, honestly, she didn’t want him picking her flowers either. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    So it’s happened. Jane and Ricky are officially Highbury students, starting junior year with me. It’s weird because we’re not really friends—even though every summer and Christmas when they visited, Miss Bates invited Blake and me over and made a big deal about us all being friends. And Blake was really awesome and somehow got Ricky to say more than three words in a row and coaxed Jane into actually smiling once or twice. But Blake’s not here to save us now. So Jane and Ricky and I are in this weird, sort of friends zone that makes me feel like I have to ask them if they want to eat lunch at our table, and they feel like they have to say yes, even though they’d probably say no if they had any other option at all. But they don’t, so here we are. 
 
    I take a bite of my apple, and the low buzz of cafeteria chatter surrounds us, with all the same first day of school "How are yous?” and “How was your summers?” floating near us. The gym looks the same, too, with its tired “Say no to drugs” and “Highbury High Students Against Bullying” posters that are torn along the edges. The familiar smells of ketchup and stale milk tingle my nostrils. Did I expect it to be different after Priya and Leilani left? Somehow, it’s too different and too much the same. 
 
    “So, um, how was your summer thing in D.C.?” I ask the twins. Maybe they’ll remind me what it was. 
 
    Jane stabs her wilted cafeteria salad. “I think it accomplished what it needed to.” 
 
    It’s such a Jane answer—the kind that says nothing at all. 
 
    Jane flicks her too perfect thick, dark hair over her shoulder and moves her eyes from me to my friend Shelly, who’s sitting next to me, in Priya’s old spot. “So what are you both doing as your community service requirement for college?” Jane gestures to her brother. “Ricardo and I have volunteering at the hospital, the tutoring center, and the SPCA, but I noticed there’s no Key Club here, and I was thinking of starting one.” 
 
    And this is such a Jane conversation. “Um, that’s cool,” I say even though I think doing stuff just to put it on your college app is the most boring thing in the world. 
 
    “Who cares about that?” Shelly leans towards Jane, propping both of her elbows on the table to frame her round face with her hands. “Tell us about all the hot guys you met in D.C. at your college prep thingy! I’ve heard that’s totally the place to meet them—because they’re all smart and driven and stuff.” 
 
    Jane stops eating and looks at Shelly like she is a rare zoo animal she’s never seen before. 
 
    “And the party can start now.” Elton pushes his way in between Shelly and me and drops an arm around each of us. Hm. Elton and Shelly? No, she’s too flighty, and Elton has an intense side. 
 
    “Ricky, Jane, this is Elton,” I say. Then I wiggle out from under Elton’s arm because his cologne is way too strong. 
 
    Elton does that guy chin lift at them. His hair is styled in his planned, Elton way so that when he moves his head, only the blond strands with permission shift, the others staying exactly where they’re supposed to.  
 
    “It’s Ricardo, actually,” Ricky says, and I think it’s the first thing he’s said all day. 
 
    “Really?” I introduced him to Shelly as Ricky, and he didn’t correct me. “I’m sorry. I thought—” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he says. “It used to be Ricky.” 
 
    “He hasn’t gone by Ricky since he was like thirteen,” Jane says. 
 
    Honestly. I said I was sorry. 
 
    “It’s fine,” he says again, giving me a small smile, and for the first time I notice his eyes are really beautiful—deep brown with those long eyelashes that are so unfair on guys. He’s cute, now that I study him, with his dark brown hair that he always crops short, and those button-down shirts that are too formal but that he somehow pulls off. The thing about Ricky—Ricardo—is that he’s so quiet that you forget he’s a super genius. Not like Jane, who won’t let anyone forget it. Once when we were kids, Miss Bates’ vacuum broke, and Ricardo took it apart, found the problem, and put it back together for her. Another summer he built his own computer. Plus, he’s amazing on the guitar.  
 
    “Party at my place this Saturday,” Elton says too close to my ear, and his breath smells like pepperoni and sausage pizza. He raises his eyebrows at Ricardo and Jane. “Beginning of school year blow out. Bring your friends.” 
 
    I think Jane will say no because she can’t put it on her college application, but she surprises me by saying, “Sounds fun! Thanks.” 
 
    Shelly squeals and does a little dance in her seat. “The first party of the year! I’m in.” 
 
    “Cool. Em?” Elton nudges my shoulder. 
 
    “Sure,” I say, even though I’m sort of over Elton’s parties. They were fun when Leilani and Priya were here to hang out with, but now, I don’t know. I’d rather watch a movie with Blake or work on Sarah’s wedding. I saw these awesome pictures on Pinterest of candles in Mason jars that I’ve been dying to try out for the centerpieces.  
 
    My eyes stray to the corner of the cafeteria, where I notice a girl I’ve never seen before. She’s looking around the cafeteria like a lost bird that needs a place to land. She’s pretty, with a heart shaped face and short, curly black hair—but not tight, controlled curls that look planned. These curls are natural and wild, pointing in every direction in a mess that’s chic. She’s got her own style going on, too—black nail polish, a silver nose ring, and a T-shirt with a picture of alien in a rocket ship, with the words, “You’re out of this world” printed underneath it. “Who’s that?” I ask. “Is she new?” 
 
    “Oh, she was in my French class.” Shelly pops her head around Elton to tell me. “I think her name’s Harriet or something? She moved from Alabama or Mississippi or one of those states. What’s up with her shirt?” 
 
    “Seriously.” Jane snorts. “I think I had a sticker like that when I was 8.” 
 
    I love her shirt. “I’m going to invite her to sit with us.” I start to stand, but Jane reaches across the table to grab my arm, her long, meticulously shaped nails brushing my skin. 
 
    “You should think about that before you do it,” she says.  
 
    “Why?” I lower myself back onto the bench because Jane’s so serious, and, I don’t know, she has this way of convincing me.  
 
    “Emily, your thing is being popular, and that’s cool.” But she says it like it’s not cool, probably because I can’t list it as an extracurricular. “But, well, you don’t even know this girl, and if you bring her into your circle and it turns out she’s, you know, weird—” Jane glances again at the girl’s alien shirt—“well, it’ll hurt your popularity too. Reputations, even yours, are fragile, and if you’re not careful, you could lose what you have.” 
 
    I don’t say the obvious, which is that I brought Jane and Ricardo into my circle, and it’s not like starting Key Clubs and building computers is the stuff of popularity. 
 
    I stand and step out of the cafeteria bench. “I’m going to bring her over. She looks so lost and alone. It’ll be my good deed of the day.” Maybe she’ll add some fun to junior year, too. I know it’s only the first day, but all I can think about is how much I miss Leilani and Priya. 
 
    “Emily, sit.” Elton’s eyes move from me to the bench as if to illustrate his command. “One look at that girl, and the whole school knows she’s majorly weird. And we already took in these two strays.” He flicks a hand to the twins. 
 
    Jane starts to say something, but Elton smiles at her to show he’s kidding. A small blush appears on Jane’s cheeks, and I get it. Even I have to admit Elton’s hot when he smiles. 
 
    I guess I should consider matching up Jane and Elton. But no. They’re both too into themselves. Elton needs someone who can wrap her life around his. 
 
    “I’m with Elton,” Shelly says, snuggling up to him to show how with him she is. 
 
    “I think you should get her,” Ricardo says as he peels his orange. “She needs a friend, and, well, you’re good at being friendly.” 
 
    Does he really think that? You know, Ricardo’s not so bad. I smile at him. “Thanks. And while this little voting thing you all have going here is cute, I am my own woman.” 
 
    Elton laughs as I walk over to the new girl, who’s still looking around the lunchroom like a puppy who needs a home.  
 
    “Hey!” I stretch my face into what I hope is a welcoming smile. “I’m Emily. Want to come sit with us?” I gesture to our table. 
 
    When I see her whole body relax, I know I did the right thing.  
 
    “I would totally love to.” She falls in beside me immediately. “Thanks for saving me. I feel like such a loser with nowhere to sit, you know? I’m Harryet. With a y. Like, H-A-R-R-Y-E-T.” 
 
    “Harry-yet?”  
 
    “No. Harryet. But with a ‘y.’” 
 
    “Harryet?” I try to force out a different name. “Sorry, I can’t tell the difference.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s pronounced the same. People say it right, but they think it wrong—they think of it with an ‘i,’ in their minds, you know?” She scrunches her nose, and her nose ring lifts. “And it’s, just, like, not right.”  
 
    I concentrate for a minute to make sure I’m thinking it right. “Harryet.” 
 
    She smiles to reveal a retainer pushing against her small teeth. “Exactly.”  
 
    I start to laugh but then stop because I can’t tell if she’s joking or not. I stop at our table and do the introductions. Elton slides over so Harryet can sit next to me. 
 
    “Thanks for letting me sit with ya’ll,” she says, sliding a lunchbox with a flying saucer onto the table. 
 
    “Any friend of Emily’s,” Elton says, but he looks at her lunchbox and raises an eyebrow at me to show he’s not sure he means that. 
 
    “Oh my gosh.” Shelly laughs. “You said ‘ya’ll.’ That is too funny!” 
 
    Harryet’s voice is beautiful. It comes out in the soft, slow Southern way that makes all the words sound like they’re slanted sideways. 
 
    Harryet blushes, and it’s cute. “Oh, I meant ‘you guys!’” she says. “All that Southern stuff only comes out when I’m nervous.” And suddenly her words are straight up and down again, all of her beautiful accent gone. 
 
    “So where are you from, Harriet?” Elton rests an arm on the table and lets the hairs with permission fall to the side in one of his signature I-know-I-look-good-when-my-hair-falls-like-this poses. “Do you come from Alabama with a banjo on your knee?” 
 
    Jane giggles. And I have never heard Jane giggle. 
 
    “Georgia, actually.” Harryet opens her lunch to take out a sandwich packed in a neat Tupperware. “You know, the peach state?”  
 
    “It’s Harryet with a ‘y’,” I tell Elton. I get what Harryet was talking about now because I swear I heard him thinking it wrong.  
 
    “Oh.” Elton pauses, pizza halfway to his mouth. “Did I say it wrong?” 
 
    “It’s pronounced the same as Harriet with an ‘i,’ but, well.” I shrug. “You thought it wrong.”  
 
    “It’s not creepy at all that you are the thought police.” Elton throws me one of his half smiles that he thinks is flirty before turning the same smile on Harryet. “So what is Harriet—sorry, Harry-yet—from Georgia the peach state like? First question: If you were stranded on an island, what three things would you take with you? No boring answers like food or water.” 
 
    “Are those boring answers?” Ricardo asks. “Because you kind of need them.” 
 
    “If you have to ask…” Elton shakes his head and then flashes a smile to show he’s kidding. I notice the smile doesn’t work as well on Ricardo, and I wonder if Ricardo doesn’t like Elton as much as Jane seems to. As much as everyone at this school seems to. 
 
    We’re all looking at Harryet, waiting for an answer, and I worry she’ll be intimidated. But after a few moments, she says, “Duct tape. My poetry notebook. And aliens.”  
 
    Ricardo laughs, a deep, easy sound. “I’m glad you brought her over, Emily.” 
 
    “Me too,” I say. She’s fun, and I was worried all the fun left with Leilani and Priya. 
 
    Now Elton’s leaning towards Harryet like he’s really interested in her, his pizza forgotten. “There’s so much there I don’t know where to start. What’s with the aliens? No, back up. I want to hear about the duct tape first. Are you planning to tie up the natives so you can rob them? Or do you only steal hearts?” He winks at her. 
 
    I groan. “So lame, Elton.” I throw a grape at him, but he catches it in his mouth and winks at me. 
 
    Harryet gives a shy smile that makes a dimple peek out of her cheek. “I think it’d get boring on the island by myself, so the duct tape is for something to do. I like to make things with it, see?” She leans down, unzips the front pouch of her backpack and pulls out a wallet that—whoa—is made entirely of silver duct tape.  
 
    “Get out. Is this for real?” Shelly takes it and paws through it in a way that would be weird with most people’s wallets but that’s maybe okay because this one is art?  
 
    “It has change pockets and everything,” Shelly says. “It’s so trippy it’s almost cool.” 
 
    Almost cool. Honestly. “It’s really cool, Harryet.” 
 
    “Can I see it?” Jane reaches for it, turning it over and examining the different compartments. “This is really…different. Why would you do this? I mean, you could just buy a wallet.” 
 
    Harryet's list twist into a smile that seems to say she’s more amused by Jane than offended. “It’s a hobby. I also made this belt.” She lifts her shirt a little to reveal a purple belt that wraps around her jeans. 
 
    It’s funky and artsy and just...cool. “Wow. Can I?” I reach a hand towards it, and when Harryet nods, I run a finger over it. It’s smooth and thick. “That’s really creative.”  
 
    “Duct tape.” Elton gives the wallet a long look. “Pretty out there, but it could be a cool hobby to keep you busy on the island. OK, I’ll allow it.” 
 
    “You’ll allow it?” Ricardo asks, and there’s a tinge of annoyance in his voice. “What’s that mean? Is she, like, going through customs on the way to being stranded on a desert island, and you’re sifting through her items?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Elton lifts a fry and points it at Ricardo. “The only thing I’ve ever wanted to be when I grow up is a desert island customs man. OK, Harryet, we’ve still got those aliens and the poetry to explain. Poetry first. Are you going to give us a duct tape poem, Harry-yet?” He looks at me as he draws out her name, as if to make sure I give him credit for the “y.” 
 
    I now see Ricardo and Jane got off easy. “Elton. She just met us.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” Harryet says in a quiet voice, her accent peeking out. “Let’s see…a poem…” 
 
    “You really don’t have to,” I say. 
 
    “No, I got this.” Harryet pulls herself up straighter. “Sometimes on the spot ideas are the best. So, here goes:   
 
    “Duct tape’s inspiring, 
 
    “Gets my juices firing. 
 
    “Love that it’s sticky 
 
    “And easy yet tricky.” 
 
    Elton leans back and laughs. “Plus, it could cover a hickey, if you ever get one, Ricky.” He raises one eyebrow at Ricardo. “Not too much danger of that happening, though, huh?” 
 
    “Elton.” Seriously. “Don’t be a jerk.”  
 
    “What?” Elton asks. “He knows I’m kidding.”  
 
    No one ever knows when Elton’s kidding.  
 
    “It’s fine, Emily,” Ricardo says, and he holds my gaze to show he means it. 
 
    I nod and turn back to Harryet. Best to let moments like that pass quickly. “That was really awesome, Harryet.” 
 
    “You think so?” she asks, as if she really cares about my opinion. 
 
    “Excuse me, but is that a duct tape wallet?” someone behind us asks.  
 
    I turn around to see Martín Rodriguez. Hm. It’s not the same as matchmaking, but Martín’s the captain of the Robotics team, and that’d be a good connection for Ricardo. Martín’s short, with hair that always sticks up in the back, and he’s kind of, like, overly obsessed with the robots. Like once in English his debate topic was that in the future robot girlfriends will be better than human girlfriends. He made some good arguments, but, yeah. No one’s going to let him live that one down.  
 
    “I have always wanted to see a duct tape wallet!” he says, stepping closer to Harryet, the huge backpack he’s wearing not seeming to weigh him down. 
 
    “Have you?” Elton asks, his voice too flat. “I’m sensing we are people with different life goals.” 
 
    But Martín has no time for Elton, his attention still fixed on Harryet. “Did you make this?” 
 
    “Yeah.” That shy smile creeps back onto Harryet’s face as she hands it to Martín. 
 
    “Wow.” He runs his hands along the outside and then inspects each of the seams. “Amazing.” 
 
    “She made that belt too,” I say because I don’t think Harryet’s the type to brag. 
 
    “No way. I have always wanted to see a duct tape belt.” 
 
    Harryet lifts her shirt and Martín inspects it, but I notice he’s careful not to be a creeper and touch it. 
 
    “Can I wear it?” he asks. 
 
    Harryet fingers her belt. “I mean, sure. Why not?”  
 
    I watch Jane, Elton, and Shelly exchange looks as Harryet takes it off and hands it to Martín, who straps the bright purple belt around himself. He turns one way and then another, as if doing a duct tape fashion show. Say what you will about Martín. He is not afraid to be himself. 
 
    “Martín’s the captain of the Robotics team,” I say and then nod to Ricardo. “Martín, this is Ricardo. Ricardo’s really into computers.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Martín pulls his eyes away from the belt to look Ricardo over, as if he can tell by sight whether Ricardo’s worthy of membership. “What’s your go-to programming language?” 
 
    Ricardo shrugs. “C++. Java. Python. Depends on what I want to do.” 
 
    “Do you really know all those languages?” I ask. Ricardo’s sort of amazing. “And does that get you out of taking Spanish or French?” 
 
    Jane snorts. “Emily. You really need to see a counselor if you don’t know your requirements. I mean, it’s junior year.” 
 
    But Ricardo smiles at me. “No, but I always thought it should. I mean, a language is a language, right?”  
 
    Martín nods like he’s made his decision. “We meet on Wednesdays after school in room 108. If the other members approve, we’ll give you the password, but for now, when you knock, say that Martín sent you.” 
 
    Wow. I didn’t know the Robotics team was so exclusive. “So if I knocked and didn’t have the password, you’d send me away?” I ask. 
 
    “Um, no. You’re a girl. Female programmers are like an endangered species. We’d let you in immediately.” 
 
    “A secret knock, eh?” Elton’s lips curl into a mocking smile. “You have a problem with too many people crashing your meetings?” 
 
    Martín locks eyes with Elton. “Maybe we do. Maybe we don’t.” 
 
    Elton laughs. “You’re a man of mystery, Martín.” 
 
    “We’ve got a lot of activities already,” Jane says, “so, you know, I’m not sure if you should commit to this yet, Ricardo.” Jane tries to communicate something to Ricardo with her eyes, which is maybe that going to a club with a guy wearing a purple duct tape belt will tank any popularity that sitting at our table might have given them. 
 
    But Ricardo nods at Martín. “I’ll see you there.” 
 
    “Good.” Martín turns back to Harryet, and am I imagining it, or does his voice turn softer? “What’s your name?” he asks. 
 
    “Harryet. With a ‘y’.” 
 
    “With a ‘y’.” Martín looks past us, like he’s imagining her name written on the gym wall. “I like that. It sets you apart from all those Harriets with an ‘i.' That shirt is awesome.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Harryet smooths down her shirt. “Aliens are kind of a passion of mine.” 
 
    “They are.” Elton points his pizza at Harryet. “She’d take them with her if she were stranded on a desert island. Then she’d tie them up with duct tape and read them poetry.” 
 
    But Martín ignores Elton, his eyes focused on Harryet. “Are they? Why?” 
 
    Harryet takes a bite of her sandwich and swallows, as if thinking about her words. “I just think it’s inevitable that they’ll come to Earth one day, and when they do, we should be ready and accept them—and not treat them like aliens.” 
 
    Martín reaches between me and Harryet to slap the table. “That’s how I feel about robots!”  
 
    “I love that!” Harryet smiles at Martín, meeting his eyes briefly but then sliding hers away again. “When the aliens take over the world, I want them to know that I’m their friend. Maybe they’ll be nicer to me then.” 
 
    “Exactly! That’s exactly what I think about the robots.” Martín sits on the bench between Elton and Harryet, sort of pushing Elton out of the way to do it.  
 
    Elton looks at me and clears his throat too loudly. “I want to remind you that I voted against all this.” He gestures to Harryet and Martín to let me know that they are the “all this.” 
 
    “Um, yes.” Shelly gives me a look. “This had better be a one time thing. Like, tomorrow, you’ll do another good deed, and this one will be over, right?” 
 
    I look quickly at Harryet, afraid that she heard, but she’s focused on Martín. 
 
    “So I like to make clothes too.” Martín undoes the belt and hands it back to Harryet. “I’m president of the Green Club. It’s a club to save the environment, and one of our things is re-using stuff instead of throwing it away.” He slides his overstuffed backpack off his shoulders, knocking Elton with it as he swings it in front of him and rummages around in it. 
 
    Elton holds his hand up to the height of his head. “This is us. This is our coolness factor right now.” He slowly lets his hand fall, then starts making a bomb explosion noises when it hits the table. 
 
    Shelly and Jane laugh like he’s hilarious.  
 
    “Could you be cool, Elton?” I ask. 
 
    “Cool.” He gives a bitter laugh. “She’s asking me to be cool.” 
 
    Martín pulls a trash bag out of his backpack. And it sort of kills me that it reinforces Elton’s point.  
 
    “It’s a rain poncho!” Martín slips it over his head, so the trash bag engulfs him. “I found it on the beach last weekend. It would have killed any sea animals that ate it, so I took it home, cleaned it, and voila! Now it’s clothes.” 
 
    Oh my gosh. He’s serious. “I don’t understand,” I say. “Couldn’t you have reused it by using it as, you know, a trash bag? Like, for your trash?” 
 
    “I guess.” He works to free his arms and then smooths the bag over his stomach, and it makes soft crinkling noises. “But this way I can use it again and again.” 
 
    “Yes, Emily,” Elton says. “This way he can use it again and again. And wear it while talking to us. At our lunch table. In front of everyone at the school.” 
 
    Harryet reaches out to touch it. “That is so creative.” 
 
    It’s sweet that Harryet likes it. I want to be open minded like her. But he’s wearing trash. No, worse than that. He’s wearing a trash bag that was trash. 
 
    “And look at this!” Martín pulls out a dirty, dented Coke can that I worry contains a collection of all the bacteria he found at his beach cleanup. “It could have harmed sea life, but I cleaned it up, and now I’m giving it a different life as a pencil holder.” 
 
    “Dude.” Elton leans over to look at it. “There are lipstick stains on the rim. But you said you cleaned it. Did you have a make out session with this Coke can, Martín?” 
 
    “No!” Martín looks quickly at Harryet. “I really thought I cleaned it.” He rubs the lipstick stain off on his trash bag. This is really happening. He’s cleaning trash with trash. 
 
    “Can I see it?” Harryet asks. 
 
    I put my hand out to stop Harryet from touching the can that is a virus jungle gym. “Martín, I think Andre wants you.” 
 
    Martín looks back to where Andre is calling to him, trying to get his attention.  
 
    Martín waves to him and makes a face. “I gotta go. We’re supposed to plan our next robotics competition.” He shoves the Coke can back into his bag and knocks Elton again as he swings the backpack onto his shoulders. “So I’ll see you around?” he asks Harryet. 
 
    She smiles. “I’ll be here. I mean, if that’s okay?” Her eyes move to mine in a look full of hope and worry. 
 
    “It’s more than okay,” I say. I feel a little like I fell in love with Harryet instantly, and, more than that, I want to protect her. 
 
    Martín smiles at Harryet before going to join Andre, trash bag fluttering around him as he leaves. 
 
    “Oh. My. Gosh.” Shelly acts like she's been holding back a laugh for the last ten minutes. “What a freak. I thought he’d never leave.” 
 
    “I knew Emily would save us.” Elton flashes me a too wide smile. “It’s what she does.” 
 
    And it is what I did. But—“No—I didn’t—I mean, Andre really was calling him.” 
 
    Ricardo lets his brown eyes rest on me and then moves his gaze to Martín, and I get this uncomfortable feeling that Ricardo sees through me. And maybe he’s right. Maybe I was trying to get rid of Martín. But he was wearing actual trash, and I know I just met Harryet, but she deserves better.  
 
    “I take it back.” Jane appraises me with her carefully made-up eyes. “If your popularity can survive that, then you’ve got nothing to worry about.”  
 
    It’s a compliment, I guess. But something about it makes me feel ashamed. 
 
    The bell rings, and Elton crumples the tinfoil from his pizza and throws it across the cafeteria. It makes a thumping sound as it lands in a trash can. “So, my place Saturday. Eight o’clock. Hope I see you there, Harry-yet. Bring your duct tape.” He winks at her again. 
 
    “What’s on Saturday?” Harryet asks, and I notice her eyes follow Elton as he leaves. 
 
    “Elton’s having a party.” And I have the most amazing idea. “Want to come over to my place to get ready together?” 
 
    Her mouth falls open a little ways. “Really? I’d love to!” 
 
    I can already see it—Elton and Harryet. It’s the perfect match—and it’s already happening. He winked at her twice, and he made a special point of inviting her to his party just now. Emily, you are a genius.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Harryet sits in my room while I swipe red lipstick across her lips. I lent her a cute red top and a white flowy skirt that make her look hot, and I put a bunch of clips in her dark curls so that they frame her face. She added some little alien head earrings that give the look her own special touch. Elton will probably be in love with her by the end of the night. 
 
    “Here.” I hand her a tissue when I finish with her lips. 
 
    “Do you think Martín will be at the party?” She blots and tosses the tissue in the trash. 
 
    “Um, I don’t think so. Close your eyes.” 
 
    I brush eyeshadow across her lids, and a little “v” forms between her eyes. 
 
    “It’s not really Martín’s scene,” I say to cover for the reality that Elton probably didn’t invite him. Maybe it’s uncool of me, but I have to kill this Martín crush. Elton really needs someone, and Martín…Martín thinks beach clean ups are a way to expand his wardrobe. “Elton would be bummed if he knew you were asking about Martín.” 
 
    “Elton?” That “v” deepens. “Why?” 
 
    Harryet is so sweet and modest. “Didn’t you see his face when he invited you? He, like, really wanted you to go.” 
 
    Her eyes pop open, lighting up in a way that makes her even prettier. “You think so?” 
 
    “I know so. He had a terrible break up at the end of last year, and he’s been so lonely ever since.” I pause just the right amount of time to let this sad story sink in. “Maybe you could give him a chance?” 
 
    “Poor guy.” Her eyes meet mine in the bathroom mirror. “He is hot. You really think he likes me?” 
 
    And Martín’s forgotten. “Totally. Didn’t you see how cool he thought your duct tape stuff was?” 
 
    A small blush creeps onto her cheeks. Emily, you are a matchmaking genius. 
 
    I hear the sound of the garage door opening, which means Dad’s home from work. I leave Harryet to finish getting ready and go down to tell Dad my plans. He and Blake are walking in together as I arrive downstairs. 
 
    Dad takes in my white sundress and makeup. “You look nice. Where are you going, who with, and when will you be home?” 
 
    “Thanks. A party at Elton’s, with the gang, probably before midnight. Can I take the truck?” 
 
    Dad drops his keys onto the coffee table for me. “OK. I want a call if you’ll be later.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Tell me before you leave. I've got a bit of work to do on the computer.”  
 
    “OK,” I say as he goes into his office, probably to type up some estimates—he owns a construction business. 
 
    Blake’s still standing near the door, his hair rumpled, probably from frustrating customers. He takes in my outfit, giving me a look I can’t read. “So, no movie tonight?” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry.” Blake and I have a thing where we watch movies on the Friday nights we’re both free. It’s his turn to pick, and he’s been into ‘80’s movies like Sixteen Candles and Breakfast Club lately. Honestly, a party full of empty smiles and meaningless conversations sounds exhausting compared to lounging in my sweats with Blake, Molly Ringwald, and popcorn. “I felt like I should go to this party for Harryet,” I say, “so she’ll have a chance to meet people. She’s upstairs. I can’t wait for you to meet her.”  
 
    Harryet and I have gotten close fast. She’s joined us every day this week at lunch, and a couple of days, she waited until my cheer practice was over so we could hang out after school.  
 
    “I love her,” I tell Blake. “She’s different, weird.” 
 
    His face relaxes into his familiar smile. “Since when do you like weird?” 
 
    What’s that supposed to mean? “I like you, don’t I?” 
 
    “You’re hilarious.” His features smooth into to his lecturing older brother look. “Are you giving Jane and Ricky a ride? It’d be nice for them to meet people too.” 
 
    “Ricardo. He stopped going by Ricky when he was thirteen.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Duh.” Ha. I love being the one to correct Blake for a change. “And, no. There aren’t enough seats in the truck. I’m taking Harryet.” It isn’t sexy, but we’re going to have to take Dad’s work truck.  
 
    Blake gives me a look like I specifically designed the truck so that it wouldn’t have a seat for Jane. “You could take Sarah’s car.” 
 
    “She’s going to John’s. Ricardo and Jane are meeting us there. I’m taking Harryet and you.” 
 
    He looks down at his jeans and plain gray T-shirt. 
 
    Before he can make an excuse about his clothes, I say, “If I had texted you about the party before you came over, you would have put on that exact same outfit.”  
 
    He laughs in a way that means I’m right. “Probably...but, you know, Elton parties.” He makes a face. “Do you want me to come?” 
 
    “If you can manage to not be annoying for a few hours.” 
 
    A half smile crawls across his face. “I make no promises.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Elton is drunk. He thinks this means he’s the life of the party, but really it means he’s obnoxious. I’m sipping a bottled water, pretending not to be bored, the loud laughter of drunk people floating around me. Elton’s kitchen is huge, white tiling on the floor contrasting with white and gray tile backsplash on the walls. Tear drop lights hang from the ceiling, dripping towards the gray and white island. It’s a clean, stark, modern look. Since Dad is in construction and Blake’s family owns a hardware store, it’s the kind of thing I notice. I tear at the wrapper on my water bottle and wonder how Elton’s kitchen, bursting with beer and people, can look so full and feel so empty at the same time. 
 
    Elton hoists himself up to sit on the island and points his beer bottle at Jane, Ricardo, and then Harryet. Is it my imagination, or do his eyes linger on Harryet? He takes a drink and then raises his bottle. “Welcome to Highbury. All three of you. And now, for your real welcome.” He jumps off the counter and pats the pockets of his pants. “Where’d I put it? Ah, there you are.” He pulls out a vape pen. “I’ll start it, shall I?” 
 
    Ugh. I hate the fruity smell of vaping. Elton knows that. 
 
    Elton takes a long drag and then blows it out, and I make a big deal of waving my hand in front of my face, even though he didn’t blow it near me. He smirks at me as he flips his head back to get his hair out of his face. Tonight, his hair is looser, less gelled, I guess to show he’s in carefree party mode. He passes the pen to Jane, and she stares at it for a moment, her silver eyeshadow sparkling in the light and complementing her silver, sequined top. 
 
    “Is this your first time, Janie?” Elton waves it in front of her. “Scared?” 
 
    Jane stands up a little straighter and reaches for it. “Of course not.” She surprises me by inhaling and blowing it out like an expert. 
 
    “Did you just peer pressure her?” I imitate Elton’s lazy, drunken voice. “What’s the matter, Janie? Scared?” I roll my eyes. “You swear you’re the bully in a made for TV special. You didn’t have to, Jane.” 
 
    But Jane gives me a cold look. “I know that, Emily.” 
 
    Honestly. I was just trying to help. 
 
    Jane passes it to Ricardo, who shakes his head. Ricardo’s wearing a shirt with the name of a band I’ve never heard of and jeans. He looks casual, relaxed, like school is a job he dresses up for and now he’s off hours.  
 
    Elton grabs the pen back for another hit before handing it to Harryet. “For the fair Harryet who rides in her chariot.” 
 
    Ugh. Drunk Elton is so cheesy. I grab it out of Harryet’s hand just as she’s about it put it in her mouth. “You don’t have to do that, Harryet. It’s not, like, a Highbury thing or anything.”  
 
    “I don’t mind,” Harryet says in a small voice, and I can’t tell if she means it or not. 
 
    “Well, you should,” I say. “It kills brain cells. Elton doesn’t have to worry about that because he never had any to begin with.” 
 
    “Oh, Emily.” Elton lets out a long, slow laugh, gently pushing his hair out of his eyes. “Perfect Emily who does all the right things and is still somehow loved by everybody. How do you do it, Emily?” He reaches out to run one finger slowly down my bare arm. 
 
    I give him a wary look and pull my arm away. I hate his Perfect Emily routine.  
 
    “How do you do it?” Jane looks at me like I’m a lab rat or something. And suddenly the room feels too tight, like we can’t all fit. Like I don’t fit. 
 
    “Don’t listen to her,” Ricardo says. “She’s different when she’s high. She won’t remember any of this tomorrow.” 
 
    “Right. Well.” I toss the pen I’m still holding on the counter, and it rolls onto the floor. I grab Harryet’s hand. “Let’s dance or something.” Anything but this. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Elton lunges toward the pen but then stumbles and has to grab hold of the kitchen counter to steady himself. “Be careful with that! You can’t just throw it on the floor!” 
 
    He almost killed himself because his vape pen fell on the floor? I never want to be addicted to anything like that.  
 
    Jane picks it up and holds it to her lips with her slender fingers and takes a long inhale. “It still works.” Her eyes are glazed. Like she’s here but not here. 
 
    “Don’t overdo it, Juana,” Ricardo says. 
 
    “Don’t overdo it, Juana,” she repeats in a mocking voice. 
 
    I should have stayed home and watched a movie with Blake. “Let’s mingle, Harryet.”  
 
    She lets me loop my arm through hers and lead her away.  
 
    “You’re beautiful, Emily!” Elton calls to my back. “Don’t leave, beautiful Emily!” 
 
    Seriously, how is that attractive? Harryet and I wander into the living room, a big space with high ceilings and light wood floors that is now crowded and sweaty. A bunch of people are gathered around the massive TV, playing video games and yelling at the screen. In another corner, some guys are doing keg stands and chanting, beer sloshing all over the floor, and I spot Shelly pressed against the wall, making out with a sophomore. But over by the stairs, people are dancing. Maybe we could join them.  
 
    “I’m sorry about the vaping thing,” Harryet says, leaning toward me and lowering her voice, like she doesn’t want anyone to hear. “It’s not, like, my thing or anything. I just—I don’t know what I was thinking.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine.” Maybe I was out of line, acting like her mother. “I shouldn’t have stopped you. You can do what you want.” 
 
    “I know, but first impressions are important, and if the aliens had come while I was high, what would they have thought?” 
 
    I laugh. I love it when Harryet dials 1-800-CRAZY and puts it on speaker. 
 
    “Besides.” She looks at me through her mascaraed eyelashes, a more serious look on her face. “I care what you think.” 
 
    I feel this wave of love for her then. I’m really lucky I met Harryet. 
 
    There’s a crash, and Harryet grips my arm. “What was—in the kitchen—Elton!” 
 
    I look back to see Elton lying face up on the floor, Ricardo leaning over him. I rush back to the kitchen, arriving at the same time as Blake. 
 
    I kneel beside Elton and put a hand on his cheek. It’s warm. “Hey. Are you okay?” 
 
    He laughs and puts his hand over mine. “What’s up, Emily? Why am I on the floor?” 
 
    He’s fine. Just wasted. 
 
    Blake nods to Ricardo. “Let’s lift him together,” Blake says, and he and Ricardo get him up and guide him to the couch in the living room, stepping over discarded beer bottles and weaving through the crowds. Two people are already on the couch making out, but they leave when they see Elton stumbling over, probably because they don’t want to get thrown up on. 
 
    “I was on the floor.” Elton flops back onto the white leather couch. 
 
    “You’re fine now.” I prop his feet on the matching ottoman. “But I think you’ve had enough. Of everything.” I look around at Blake, Ricardo, and Harryet. This party just went from almost okay to boring. “I guess we should stay with him.” 
 
    “I don’t want to leave Jane alone for too long.” Ricardo looks back toward the kitchen. “Could you guys…” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve got this,” I say, and he gives me a grateful smile before he leaves. 
 
    “Love these parties,” Blake says, eyeing Elton with disgust.  
 
    And I guess I can’t blame him. Elton’s blinking repeatedly off into space. Ugh. He’s so wasted. 
 
    But Harryet plops down beside him. “You guys go hang out,” she says. “I’ll take care of him.” 
 
    Wow. She really must have a thing for him. Blake, who totally doesn’t get it, is saying something about how we’ll stay too. 
 
    “Harryet, the poet.” Elton swivels his head to look at her. “I feel like I could fly.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” Harryet raises both eyebrows at him. “That’s because you’re drunk and high.” 
 
    Elton laughs so hard he doubles over. “Oh, I like you,” he says, then lies down and rests his head in her lap. 
 
    Harryet lightly brushes the hair out of his eyes.  
 
    YES. It’s happening faster than even I could have predicted.  
 
    She bites her lip and smiles up at me. “Looks like I’m stuck here now.”  
 
    Definitely time to give them space. I smile back at her and nudge Blake. “Let’s dance.”   
 
    He gives a backward glance at Harryet as I grab his hand. I expect him to tell me no, since he hates dancing, but he surprises me by letting me drag him around a group of people playing Cards for Humanity to the makeshift dance floor by the stairs. It’s mostly girls, raising their arms, swaying their hips and lip synching to each other, but a spattering of brave guys is mixed in, along with a few couples wrapped around each other like braided licorice.  
 
    Blake rests a hand on my hip and finds the beat immediately. He’s a good dancer, and I notice several girls checking him out. And Blake is cute. He has one of those solid, sculpted chins. And good hair that’s thick with just a touch of body, even if he does like to get the cheapest haircut he can find. He always has a light stubble on his face—probably because he’s too lazy to shave—but it looks nice on him. “You should dance more,” I say. “You’d get a girlfriend for sure if you danced more.”  
 
    He blows out a laugh that’s tinged with annoyance. “I didn’t come to this party to find a girlfriend.” He looks at me. “And don’t you dare make me into one of your little matchmaking projects.”  
 
    Honestly. I give him a compliment and helpful advice, and he gets all snappy. “What’s up with you?” 
 
    “Nothing. Sorry. I just—” He glances around—“I feel out of place here, I guess. Like I’m too old for all this.” 
 
    “Oh, get over yourself. You graduated a year ago. One year doesn’t make you a man of the world or anything.” 
 
    He smiles at me, and I’m relieved to see he looks like himself again. “It makes me a man next to a boy like Elton.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Blake.” I put a hand to his cheek. “You’re so manly.” 
 
    He laughs and pushes my hand away, and I let it rest lightly on his shoulder while we dance. 
 
    “So.” I’ve been dying to ask. “What do you think of Harryet?” I don’t know why his opinion matters to me, but it does. 
 
    His eyes stray to where she’s talking with Elton on the couch, Elton’s head still in her lap. “She’s cool. And she looks up to you, which is weird, but...” He focuses back on me. “You’re looking for a compliment, so I’ll give you one. She’s the kind of person who wants to look up to someone, and I think you could be good for her.”  
 
    Something inside me warms at his words. The music switches to a slow song, and I drop my arm from his shoulder because Blake hates dancing to slow songs. But he wraps his other arm lightly around my waist, pulling me slightly towards him. When I give him a questioning look, he shrugs and says, “There’s nothing else to do.” 
 
    I laugh. “You sure know how to boost a girl’s confidence.”  
 
    He snorts. “Like you need any help with that.”  
 
    “I know you hate parties, so I’ll forgive you for being the grumpiest person in the world right now. And before you say anything, yes, I surveyed everyone in the world, and you won for being the absolute grumpiest.”  
 
    He huffs out a laugh. “Well, it’s nice to be the best at something.”  
 
    I’m not sure what that means, and part of me wonders if it’s more loaded than it seems. Does it have anything to do with why he dropped out of college? But I sense this isn’t the time to ask, so instead I loop my arms around his shoulders. We sway together, but not in a way that’s all close and cuddly or anything because, well, it’s Blake. 
 
    “Harryet is cool, isn’t she?” I say, still thinking about how perfect this night is turning out to be for them. “And don’t she and Elton look so, so cute together right now?” 
 
    I look over at them again and see Elton moving his arms in exaggerated motions as he talks to her. His eyes are glassy in that way that makes me worry he’s too drunk and stoned to remember who took care of him tonight. I’ll make sure to tell him. 
 
    “Elton?” Blake looks back at them again too, but in a different way this time, the skin around his eyes tightening. “Emily, is that your plan? Harryet and Elton? Let me tell you right now that Elton will never go for her.” 
 
    “Mmm. I think you’d be surprised.” Blake loves to think he’s always right, but he didn’t see the way Elton’s eyes lingered on Harryet tonight. 
 
    “I’m being totally serious right now, Em. Don’t get that smile on your face like you’re so sure you’re right. I’ve heard Elton talk when it’s just guys around, and his reputation is important to him. He’ll never go out with someone he thinks is beneath him.” 
 
    I stop dancing and pull away. “You can’t be serious. Harryet—beneath Elton? Since when did you become such a snob?” 
 
    “Geez, Em, will you listen for a minute? Of course I don’t think that, but Elton will. It’s how he talks when it’s just guys. You wouldn’t know.” 
 
    For a moment I get that roller coaster drop feeling in my stomach. I really don’t know what Elton’s like when he’s with the guys. But, no. I know Elton, and I know how he acts around Harryet. “Well, I think you’re wrong. Look at him now.” 
 
    And it’s the perfect time to look. His head is in her lap again, and Harryet’s smiling down at him. 
 
    But Blake makes a sound of disgust. “He’s completely out of it. That’s not love.” 
 
    “It’s not thinking he’s too good for her, either.” I mean, he didn’t lay his wasted head in just anyone’s lap. 
 
    The song ends, the beat switching to something fast and loud so that we have to raise our voices to be heard. 
 
    “Forget that thing I said about you being good for Harryet,” Blake shouts above the bass. “Because you’re not doing anything for her by convincing her to like Elton.” 
 
    I hate that I have to step closer to him to be heard. “Does it ever get boring being right all the time?” 
 
    “You hypocrite. Do you ever think that maybe you’re the one that’s wrong? Would it kill you to listen to someone else for a change?”  
 
    “If that person’s you, then yes. It would kill me.” 
 
    He lets out a laugh that’s not a laugh.  
 
    The dance area has gotten more crowded, with people moving around us and pushing against me. It’s hot and it smells like sweat, and every two seconds someone’s waving to me, and I have to smile and pretend I’m not pissed off. “I’m done with this scene.” 
 
    “I was done before we got here.” 
 
    Like he did me such a favor by coming. “That’s right. You’re above all this anyway.” 
 
    He gives me his I’m-so-much-older-than-you look. “Em, don’t.” 
 
    “I’ll get Harryet.” My words come out sharp. Like needles. “Elton will be disappointed.” 
 
    “Yeah. He looks like it.” 
 
    I look over to see Elton passed out. Which makes me pissed at him too. He could have at least stayed awake for two more minutes to help me make my point.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m on my way to meet Harryet during morning break when Jane starts walking beside me. And, I mean, I guess that’s fine. I guess we’re, like, friends now. Except I can’t shake the feeling that Jane only hangs out with me because she thinks I’m useful to her. 
 
    “I have an opportunity for you.” Jane’s white wedged sandals quietly clomp against the cement. “I’d like to offer you the position of Vice President of my Key Club.” Her black, flowy top looks nice with her skin tone, and her hair is pulled up into her signature high ponytail. Jane always looks put together, which I guess I should appreciate, but somehow it just annoys me as one more thing she’s good at. 
 
    “What Key Club?” I smile and wave at a group of friends who call out to me. Walking through the school between classes is one of my favorite parts of the day. It makes me feel loved. 
 
    “The one we’re starting.” Jane says the words slowly, like I’m a moron. Like I’m supposed to know we’re the kind of besties who start clubs together. 
 
    “Uh, I don’t know, Jane.” I stop at the bench where I’m meeting Harryet, leaning against the large oak that shades it. “I’ve already got cheer and gymnastics, and Coach mentioned I could coach the 9 and 10-year-olds this year, so I’m thinking of trying that out.” 
 
    She presses her lips together, as if judging the status of my application. “That’s good—solid leadership skills for your college app, and part time jobs show responsibility.” 
 
    I just thought it would be fun and put some extra money in my pocket, but okay. 
 
    “And the cheer is also a good leadership position,” she says, “since you’re captain. Sports show a level of dedication and talent in general, but you need something that demonstrates you’re altruistic—that you help the community without getting paid. Unless you have something like that?” She gives me a sideways glance that says she knows I don’t have anything like that. 
 
    “Well, I’m doing this project where I do a good deed every day.” 
 
    She gives me closed lip smile. “That’s sweet. But is that what you’re going to write on your application? I have a cute little personal project?” 
 
    I mean, not anymore. 
 
    Jane sighs. “It’s a good opportunity I’m offering you, Emily. At least think about it.” 
 
    “Why do you want me?”  
 
    Jane nods, as if she’s already asked herself this same question. “You have influence in this school. If you’re into this, other people will join.”  
 
    So she does only hang out with me because she thinks I’m useful. “Did you ask Ricardo first and he said no?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “He’s really into that robotics team. Which is a solid extracurricular, but, you know.” She gives me a look that says I should know. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Um, Martín.” 
 
    I slide off my backpack and take a seat on the bench. “Martín’s really sweet.” 
 
    “He was wearing a garbage bag the first time we met him, Emily.” 
 
    I do not like it that I am the kind of person who is bothered by that. Mostly because I see that Jane is the kind of person who is bothered by that.  
 
    I put both hands behind me on the bench and lean back into the sun. “If you need me so much, why aren’t I the president?” 
 
    “Because it was my idea.” She starts to count the reasons on her fingers. “Because I’m good at this kind of thing. Because you’re not that interested anyway and don’t want to do the work. Because you could have a free VP position for your apps without doing anything.” She gives me a cool look, like she’s a lawyer who just won her case. “It’s a good deal, Emily.” 
 
    It is a good deal. I don’t know why I’m still hesitating. Blake would say it’s because I think it’s beneath me to be Jane’s vice president. But maybe Jane’s right that I do need some kind of community service beyond my good deed project. “Yeah. OK.”  
 
    She smiles like someone who’s used to getting her way. “Thank you. Although, really, you should be thanking me.” 
 
    Thanks, Jane, for making sure I regret that decision right away. She walks away, and I wave when I see Harryet coming, her short curls pulled into two cute little pigtails that she somehow pulls off. My smile fades when I see she’s walking with Martín and his huge backpack. But I’m not like Jane. Martín is sweet, and if Harryet likes him, I should be cool about it. 
 
    Harryet drops onto the bench beside me and pulls a banana out of her bag, but Martín stays standing, hovering above us and staring at his gray-white shoes that have a hole in one toe. 
 
    He grips his backpack straps and plays with a pebble on the ground. “So. Um. Are you coming to the Green Club meeting again today?”  
 
    Wait. Again? “Do you usually go to those meetings?” I ask Harryet.  
 
    “Just once.” She smiles at him and peels her banana. “Martín wanted me to show the club how to make my duct tape wallets. It’s not reusing anything because the duct tape is new, but Martín said that making stuff is greener than buying new things. 
 
    “They loved it,” Martín says, “and they loved you.” One side of his mouth lifts into an uncertain smile, and—my gosh—is Martín flirting? 
 
    “Thanks.” A soft pink colors Harryet’s cheeks, and she reaches into her pocket and takes out a folded piece of paper. “So. I wrote a poem. About the meeting. I’ll maybe read it now?” 
 
    “Oh, please!” Martín immediately plops onto the bench next to her. 
 
    Harryet unfolds the paper and flattens it against her jeans. “It’s called ‘Things We Can Reuse.’”  She raises her eyes to Martín and then lowers them back to her paper and starts reading:  
 
    “That melted piece of gum, 
 
    “That broken Barbie thumb, 
 
    “That tissue with some snot, 
 
    “That Slinky in a knot— 
 
    “We think that they’re no good, 
 
    “When they’re just misunderstood! 
 
    “Instead of making messes, 
 
    “Let’s turn trash bags into dresses! 
 
    “Instead of causing waste, 
 
    “Let’s reuse that dried up paste! 
 
    “When you need a special gift 
 
    “That will give someone a lift, 
 
    “Save yourself some cash, 
 
    “And just look through your trash!” 
 
    “Oh, that was funny,” I say with a laugh. “I loved it.” She’s so brave, writing and sharing her poetry.  
 
    “Do you really think so?” She hasn’t raised her eyes from the poem. “I don’t usually do cutesy rhyming poems, but, I don’t know. I just felt like it this time.” 
 
    Did she? Is that because Elton’s inspired her with all of his rhymes? But, then, I guess the whole poem was inspired by Martín. I sort of want to ask about the reusing a snotty tissue part—like, she made that up and didn’t get it as real-life example from Martín, right? I know the trash bag example came from him, so I’m worried. 
 
    But, for now, I say, “It was super clever and creative.” 
 
    “That was—just—” Martín’s eyes are also glued to the paper. “Can I have a copy? To share with the club?” 
 
    “Of course!” Harryet hands him her poem, but he doesn’t take it. 
 
    “Oh, no.” He shakes his head. “I could never take your original.” 
 
    “It’s fine! I write them all the time.”  
 
    This time she places it in his lap, and he hesitates a moment before carefully smoothing out the creases again.  
 
    “I shouldn’t. But if you’re sure.”  
 
    “I’m sure,” she says.  
 
    “Then I’m honored.” He unzips his backpack and pulls out a folder with BB8 on the cover and lovingly places the poem inside. “I’m so glad the meeting inspired you.” 
 
    But I can tell from the way he’s looking at her that he thinks he’s the one who inspired her. And he did, with the trash bag and, I don’t know, a snotty tissue that he made into a snowman Christmas decoration or something. And if he inspires her, then I shouldn’t get in between them. 
 
    “I have something for you, too.” Martín reaches again into his overstuffed backpack and takes out five toothbrushes tied together with string. Glued to the end of each toothbrush is a picture of a flower, so it’s like a toothbrush flower bouquet. That’s sweet. Except…No, I shouldn’t assume. 
 
    “Where’d you get those toothbrushes, Martín?” I ask because I’m not assuming. I’m not. 
 
    His face comes alive as he runs one finger over some of the bristles. “My family just uses them and throws them away! Crazy, isn’t it?” 
 
    So crazy. When I look closer, I see that the bristles of the toothbrushes are splayed and kind of a grayish color. Plus, Martín turned the toothbrushes upside down and glued his flower drawings to the bottom of the handles, so to take the bouquet, Harryet will have to touch the bristles. 
 
    And she does. 
 
    “Thank you!” She inspects her reused toothbrush, um, flowers, turning the bouquet different directions. I’m so glad she finished her banana before she touched that.  
 
    “This is really sweet, Martín,” she says. “You really made these for me?”  
 
    “You inspire me, too.” He holds her gaze so long that I feel like I’m interrupting something. “I have something else for you, too,” he says, reaching into his backpack again to remove a plastic grocery bag. He opens it and holds it out to show us what’s inside.  
 
    We both look at it, neither of us saying anything for a minute. 
 
    “It’s dental floss!” Martín says at last. 
 
    No. “It looks like fishing line.” 
 
    “Well, originally, yeah.” Martín runs a hand over his hair, and it immediately pops back up again in the back. “But I fully disinfected it. There’s so much fishing line tangled up in our oceans, strangling the marine life, because fishermen are careless. But I repurposed it as dental floss, and I thought you could have it, Harryet. I mean, if you want it.” 
 
    I want to think that’s thoughtful of him. But he’s giving her a bag of viruses to put in her mouth. 
 
    I’m still staring in the bag, trying to wrap my head around this. “It’s a very dental type of gift, Martín. Toothbrushes, floss…” 
 
    He nods with a confidence that only he can pull off in this moment. “I like gifts with a theme.” 
 
    And that theme is trash. 
 
    “I can’t believe you did all this for me!” Harryet takes the bag from him. “This is so creative. I would never have thought of reusing fishing line as floss.” 
 
    And that, Harryet, is why we are friends.  
 
    “That bag that it’s in.” I know I should leave it, but I have to know. “Did you, um, find it?” 
 
    “At a cleanup?” Martín asks. “Of course. There’s way too much plastic in the oceans to think of getting new bags from grocery stores and putting more plastic into the world.” 
 
    So it’s like trash wrapped in trash. For your mouth.  
 
    Oh my gosh. I just had a terrible thought. “Do you floss your teeth with fishing line, Martín?” 
 
    “I do.” His voice is tinged with something like pride. “It’s very thick and hard to get used to at first. But it’s nice to know I’m cleaning the world while I’m cleaning my teeth.” 
 
    “That’s very poetic.” Harryet blushes. Blushes! She looks down at her, um, gifts. “Thanks for all this.” 
 
    “So I’ll see you at the meeting today?” Martín asks again, his eyes wide, hopeful. 
 
    No. I would be a terrible friend if I let this happen. “I was hoping you’d come over today, Harryet.” 
 
    “Oh!” Harryet gives me a questioning look. “I thought you had cheer.” 
 
    I do. But this is an emergency. I’ll have to skip and get Stacey to lead practice. “I’m not going today. Because it’s going to be our special hang out day.” 
 
    Harryet’s face lights up with a happy sparkle. “Really?” 
 
    “Really.” My stomach twists and turns over on itself. But I’m doing this to help Harryet—because I love her.  
 
    Martín hoists his backpack onto his shoulders and stands. “Maybe another time then.” 
 
    “Definitely!” Harryet smiles. “Next time. And thanks again!”  
 
    Martín’s mouth looks sad and droopy as he turns to walk away, and my stomach squeezes tighter. But a guy should never think he’s being romantic by giving a girl dental floss, especially if that floss was once used to catch someone’s dinner. 
 
    “So what should we do today?” I ask but then feel my eyes pulled to the bag in her lap. “Are you going to use that floss?” 
 
    Harryet giggles. “Of course not! I’ll throw it away as soon as I get home. But it’s sweet that he thought of me.” 
 
    “It is. But...” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s just that you could get really sick if you used that. Why would he want you to get sick?” 
 
    “I mean, I don’t think he does,” she says, but her eyes wander to the side in that way she means she’s thinking about what I said.  
 
    It’s not pretty, but I have to do this. Otherwise, Harryet will die of…whatever people die of who floss with used fishing line. “Then why would he give you garbage to put in your mouth?” 
 
    She looks at the floss again. “Well, he said he cleaned it.” 
 
    “I guess.” I draw the words out slowly. “But you remember how good a job he did cleaning that Coke can. He’s not careful.”  
 
    Harryet says nothing, but she moves one finger toward the gray bristles of her toothbrush bouquet but stops before actually touching it. 
 
    I bump her shoulder and make my voice lighter. “I’m glad Elton didn’t see you talking to Martín. He would have been so jealous.” 
 
    A smile flits across her face. “You think?” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” 
 
    The bell rings, and we stand to walk to class. I’m sorry for Martín—he is sweet—but I think I can count this as my good deed of the day. It doesn’t mean I’m like Jane. It means I care about Harryet and her gums. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Blake says as he lets himself in. He’s in his O’Donnell Polo and khakis, and his hair is the rumpled mess it always is after he’s finished a shift. 
 
    “Hey Blake,” Harryet says through stiff lips because I spent fifteen minutes posing her, so she’s under strict orders not to move. She’s lying across the couch, staring at the far wall as if she’s lost in thought. She looks a little like a goddess, with her lacey skirt spilling over the edge of the couch and her head angled with one hand laying gently underneath it. She’s beautiful, but I like to imagine that, with the way I arranged everything, I really made that beauty pop. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I tell her, and she stifles a giggle. I pause and look at the sketch I’m making of her. It’s not bad considering it’s been a while since I’ve done any drawing—not since that art class I took in ninth grade. 
 
    I glance at Blake and then back at my drawing. “What are you doing here?” I ask, but then I wish I could grab the words out of the air. This is the first time he’s come over since our fight at the party. It’s only been three days, but his absence still felt deliberate, and I’m not sure if he’s come to fight or make up. I mean, I really do want to know what he’s doing here, just not the way it came out, but I don’t know how to fix it, so I let the words float between us. 
 
    He takes a small step further into the house. “Your lawn mower was out of gas. I filled it up.” 
 
    “Oh. Thank you. That was thoughtful.” And it was. But whenever he helps Dad, I feel like it’s a reprimand—like I should have taken care of it before he did. “I would have gotten to it, you know.” 
 
    “I know.” He takes another step inside. “Maybe I wanted an excuse to come over. Is it okay that I’m here?” 
 
    I stop sketching. I could pretend that he’s asking because Harryet’s here, but I know that’s not what he means. And I hate how formal we’re both being—like we’re wooden puppets that can’t find our way back to being real. “It’s always okay, isn’t it?” I say. 
 
    He holds my gaze for a moment, then lifts his head so slightly it might be a nod. “So what’s going on here?” He waves a hand towards Harryet. “Are you drawing her like one of your French girls, Jack?” 
 
    Harryet laughs and it turns into a snort. But relief floods my insides. I hate admitting how tense I’ve been the last three days knowing that Blake was mad at me. 
 
    “Thanks for ruining my model’s pose,” I say, going to readjust her hand under her chin.  
 
    “Emily said I looked like a goddess,” Harryet says while trying not to move her lips. Her eyes dance towards Blake as if she wants to share a laugh at this. 
 
    “You do look like a goddess!” I reposition one of her curls. “Blake wouldn’t know a goddess if she...well.” I was going to say “bit him on the nose,” but I’m questioning now whether goddesses do that. 
 
    “Emily’s right.” Blake throws his feet onto the coffee table. “I’m terrible at goddess recognition, always have been. I completely see it now, Hera—I mean, Harryet.”  
 
    Harryet cracks up at this, ruining the pose I just set up. 
 
    “No laughing,” I say, even though I know Blake must be ecstatic to have found someone who actually laughs at his cheesy jokes. 
 
    “My fault,” Blake says. “I’ll try not to be so funny.” 
 
    Harryet laughs again, but when I give her a stern look from my easel, she smiles and rearranges her features into the deep-in-thought goddess look.  
 
    Blake tils his head at me. “I thought you gave up this portrait drawing thing.” 
 
    “Of course not.” I start to sketch Harryet’s nose. “I just put it on pause,” I say, even though I totally gave it up. I got into drawing everyone’s portraits when I was in ninth grade art, but it turns out people don’t really like the way they look. So then I had to draw them the way they wanted to look, while still making sure it was realistic enough that they didn’t know I was drawing them the way they wanted to look, and, well, the whole thing got too complicated. But Harryet is the least critical person I know, so I think I’ll be okay. Plus, this is a crucial step in my matchmaking plan.  
 
    Except that I didn’t really want Blake to be here for this, since he doesn’t approve of the whole Harryet and Elton idea. But he’s here and we’re not fighting, and I’m just going to go with it and hope it all works out. 
 
    The door opens and closes again, and this time it’s Sarah, her heels clacking quickly across the floor like she’s in a rush, her eyes never leaving her phone. “Emily, I was hoping we could revisit the checklist. There’s still so much—Oh, sorry.” She looks up at last. “I didn’t know you had company. Hi Harryet. Hi Blake.” 
 
    “You’re home early.” I set my pencil down and step away from my easel. “Are you staying for dinner?” Which really means, are you cooking dinner, or do I have to? 
 
    “I’m going over to John’s. Sorry—I thought I told you.” She bends carefully in her black pencil skirt to slip off her matching black heels and set them in the shoe rack. “I just stopped by to talk about some wedding details. The centerpieces—”  
 
    “Are already planned. I told you—you don’t have to worry about this stuff. Your wedding planner is totally on top of it.”  
 
    She looks at her phone and then back at me, and I can tell she’s dying to go through her checklist item by item. 
 
    “It’s just such a big project, planning a wedding,” she says at last. “I didn’t realize.” 
 
    No, she did not. But I did. “How about I show you one of the centerpieces? I think it’s mostly ready, and I wanted to get your opinion on it before I made more of them.”  
 
    She smiles and puts her phone away at last. “You really finished one? Yes! I totally want to see it.”  
 
    I run to my room to grab it. I really hope she likes it. I was puzzling over what to do for weeks, but then I had the idea of giving all of the tables a theme of some adventure or trip John and Sarah have been on together. This first one I made has various pictures of the two of them in Carmel—lounging on the beach, dining at a restaurant, and posing together with ice cream cones. I found some cheap metal picture holders and glass vases online, and I arranged the pictures and holders in the vase to pop out like a photo bouquet. Then I tied silver and purple bows around everything—because purple and silver are Sarah’s wedding colors.  
 
    “What do you think?” I come back out and hand it to Sarah. “I’m doing the adventure theme I told you about. I already chose the pictures for your other tables too. I have some of you two indoor rock climbing, some at Disneyland, some from Grandma’s 80th, and, well, I could show you all of them before I order prints if you want.” 
 
    “Oh, Emily!” Sarah takes it from me, the stress lines on her forehead melting away. “I love it, absolutely love it. Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course!” I act like I expected her to say that, but, really, I’ve been worried. People are serious about weddings, and I think I know what Sarah likes, but still. 
 
    “You made this?” Harryet walks over to take a closer look, reaching out to finger one of the ribbons. “This is awesome, Emily. You’re so artistic. Now I can’t wait to see your drawing of me.” 
 
    “I’m still working on it!” I move to block my easel when she takes a step towards it. I’m finished with the main sketch, but I still have to add the details. 
 
    “This is pretty, Em.” Blake takes the centerpiece from my sister to look closer at the photos, and I just nod, pretending his words don’t make me feel warm inside. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have doubted you,” Sarah says, but she has her phone out again, and probably her checklist. “I know you’re good at this. But, well, the shower—” 
 
    “I’m already on it. I ordered the invitations last week. Can I invite Harryet?” 
 
    “Of course!” Sarah smiles at Harryet, and I’m happy they seem to get along whenever they see each other. 
 
    Blake gives me a sideways look. “It’s not like she could say no when you asked her in front of Harryet.” 
 
    “I wanted to invite Harryet anyway,” Sarah says, and I’m not sure if that’s true or not, but I’m okay with that. 
 
    “Have you heard from Frank?” I pretend to busy myself with my sketch to hide how giddy talking about him makes me. I hope he’s still coming—for Sarah and John’s sake, but for mine too. It’s not too terrible to have a matchmaking project for myself, is it? 
 
    “Yes!” Sarah clutches her phone to her chest. “I meant to tell you. He sent me his flight details the other day!” 
 
    “That’s so great!” I give Blake a look that says, “See? He is coming.” 
 
    But Blake gets those little crease lines around his eyes. “Did he actually book the flight?” 
 
    “I mean, I think so.” Sarah glances at her phone again, like she wants to double check the message. “It looked like it in the email.” 
 
    Why is he trying to worry the bride? “I’m sure he did,” I say. “Blake’s just doing his Blake thing.”  
 
    He widens his eyes at me in an exaggerated way. “My Blake thing. Like, being awesome?” 
 
    "Sure.” I bite back a smile. “That’s exactly what I meant.” 
 
    He laughs. “Are we still playing that game where we see who’s more annoying?” 
 
    “No. We’re done with that.” His disapproval of my matchmaking project affected me more than it should have, and I don’t want to hear other ways Blake finds me annoying, even if he’s kidding. 
 
    “Good.” Sarah perches on the arm of the couch. “That was the unhealthiest thing ever.” 
 
    But Blake’s still looking at me, like I’m a puzzle he’s trying to work out. “Alright,” he says, drawing the word out. “I have a new idea. Let’s flip our game to saying something we like about each other. I’ll start?” 
 
    His eyes dance like he’s teasing me, and I’m not sure where he’s going with this.  
 
    “Okay.” I fight not to make it sound like a question.  
 
    He gestures to my centerpiece and then to my easel. “I like how much you do for the people you care about.” 
 
    His compliment is so real it throws me. I was expecting something backhanded or teasing. “You do the same thing. I mean, you brought my dad gas.” 
 
    He clucks his tongue and shakes his head. “No backsies. I’d like an original compliment, thank you.” 
 
    I could throw out something flippant, like that I’ll need three weeks to come up with something, but that would go against the spirit of the game, wouldn’t it? So all I say is, “Alright.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh.” Sarah puts a hand over her heart, like this is some dramatic event. “Does this mean you’re going to act like normal people now? This is, like, a major event you’re witnessing here, Harryet.” 
 
    Harryet looks back and forth between Blake and me. “Did you really play a game where you said what you thought was annoying about each other?” 
 
    There’s a knock at the door, and I jump up from my easel. “That’s Elton.” And Blake’s still here, but what can I do? I turn to Harryet. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to get nervous, but he wanted to come over. He said he loved that shirt you were wearing yesterday, by the way.” 
 
    Harryet gives a small gasp. “Did he?” 
 
    “Totally.” Sort of. I mean, I said, “Don’t you love Harryet’s shirt?” and he said, “Sure.” So that counts. 
 
    I walk to the door but stop before opening it and turn toward Blake. “OK, I’ve got mine. I like it that you’re forgiving. That sometimes you and I disagree, but you still come over and put it all behind you, and that even today you took the first step towards working things out. So thanks for that.” 
 
    Something like surprise flashes across his face. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “OK, the game’s really cute, guys.” Sarah gestures to the door. “But maybe you should, like, let Elton in?” 
 
    “Do it.” Harryet smooths out her skirt and then finger combs her hair. “I’m ready. Mostly.” 
 
    I nod but keeping looking at Blake. “And I like it that if one of us wants to keep thinking differently about something, you’re accepting of that too.” 
 
    “Ah.” He flicks his eyes to the closed door. “One of us wants to keep thinking differently—because one of us is comfortable with being wrong?” But he’s smiling a little. 
 
    “Mm. And one of us is very comfortable with being right. About everything. All the time. Or so he thinks. Sorry—or so one of us thinks. 
 
    He laughs, and Elton knocks again. 
 
    “Truce?” I ask. 
 
    “Sure. Truce.” 
 
    Yes. I release a breath and swing open the door. 
 
    Elton’s hair is freshly gelled (for Harryet?), and I smell his cologne before he even steps inside. His shirt hugs his biceps and chest in a way that I think Harryet will appreciate.  
 
    “Hey, Em,” he says in a voice that’s deeper than normal. 
 
    “Come in.” I step aside. “We’re drawing portraits.” 
 
    “Cool.” He walks inside and gives a flirty smile when he sees Harryet. “You going to draw me like one of your French girls, Jack?” 
 
    My eyes dart to Blake, and I have to work to hold in my laugh—because I can tell it totally bugs him that he and Elton made the same joke. 
 
    “Not a French girl,” Harryet says. “We already agreed I’m a goddess.” Harryet still says this like it’s a joke, but her tone is more confident this time. 
 
    Elton’s eyes roam over Harryet’s delicately styled curls down to her long, flowing skirt. “Yes, you are,” he says with that lascivious touch to his voice that he does so well. 
 
    I can’t resist looking at Blake to see what he thinks of this, but his face gives nothing away.  
 
    “Em, I’m going to head to John’s.” Sarah grabs her purse from where she threw it on the entry table, and I’m not surprised. Elton’s charm has never worked on her.  
 
    “But I’ll come home early.” She slips her feet back into her pumps. “Maybe tonight we can go over some of the other details. I love this.” She picks up the centerpiece. “Can I take it to show John?” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “OK. Bye, sis.” She kisses the air. “Bye everyone.” 
 
    There’s a chorus of good-byes as she leaves.  
 
    Elton walks toward me and my easel. “So let's see the masterpiece.” 
 
    “Oh, um, sure.” I add some shading but then erase it. “I guess I’m mostly done. I mean, I’m going to add more detail to her skirt, and I don’t think I have her nose right, but okay.” I’m not usually nervous about this kind of thing, but I wasn’t expecting Blake to be here. He’s brutally honest sometimes. 
 
    “Oh, I can’t wait!” Harryet says, as she, Blake, and Elton gather behind my easel. 
 
    I step back to make room and play with my pencil until I break the point.  
 
    “Oooh, I love it!” Harryet clasps her hands together. “You’re so talented! You made me look so pretty. I wish I really looked like that.” 
 
    Hm. I’m not sure if that’s a compliment. 
 
    “It does look good.” Elton shrugs like he expected this. “Emily’s good at everything.”  
 
    Elton says that a lot, and I’m not sure it’s a compliment either. “I’m not,” I say, “but thanks.” 
 
    “You’re good at portraits,” Blake says, and the way his words trail off lets me know he’s holding back. 
 
    “But?” I ask. 
 
    “Well.” He gestures to the Harryet in the picture. “She looks flirty.” 
 
    So much for our truce. It’s a total accusation. And, okay, I did make her a little flirty—she’s got this inviting look in her eyes, and she’s strewn across the couch in a way that’s maybe less like a goddess and more like Kate Winslet in Titanic. OK, maybe it’s a little much now that I’m studying it, but I wanted to give Elton a clue and hurry this match along. Leave it to Blake to point all this out and kill my subtle hinting. 
 
    “She’s not flirty.” I toss out the words as if Blake’s ridiculous. “She’s sitting on the couch, relaxing! What’s flirty about that?” 
 
    Elton leans toward the drawing and chuckles. “Oh man. He’s right. That girl could be on the cover of one of those novels my grandma reads.” 
 
    I can see the red creeping up Harryet’s neck. 
 
    How did this go downhill so fast? Thanks a lot, Blake. “Sorry that you’re both totally hormonal and can’t see that she’s just having a normal Friday night,” I say. “She’s probably about to turn on Netflix and watch it with her cats.” 
 
    Elton smiles. “I would like to be one of her cats that she’s fondling.” 
 
    Honestly. I never said anything about fondling. 
 
    “You might like to see what she’s watching, too,” Harryet says, “because you can’t find it on Netflix.” 
 
    Elton lets out a loud laugh. My gosh, Harryet doesn’t even need me. Another week, and she and Elton will be together and happy, with sunshine pouring out of their ears and little fuzzy squirrels dancing around them. Then they’ll thank me for making it all possible, and Blake will admit that I am a matchmaking genius.  
 
    Elton bumps my shoulder. “What are you going to do with it?” 
 
    “The drawing? Nothing. I’ll probably touch it up and then throw it in the folder with some other old portraits I’ve done. Unless you want it, Harryet?” 
 
    “I couldn’t take your work!” Harryet says. 
 
    “Well, I could,” Elton says. “After you feel like it’s finished. If you’re not doing anything with it anyway.” 
 
    Oh. My. Gosh. Elton wants my picture of Harryet. It’s not subtle at all, but I’m smiling at Harryet before I can stop myself, and she’s smiling back. I look at Blake—because he must see what this means—but he’s wearing this serious expression and studying Elton.  
 
    “You can absolutely have it,” I say. “If that’s okay with you, Harryet?” 
 
    “I—um, sure.” 
 
    “Great.” Elton bumps my shoulder again. “Thanks, Em.”  
 
    Yes! Portrait session: total success. Next step: get Harryet and Elton alone together so Elton has a chance to pour out his feelings. Even I never imagined this whole thing would go so smoothly. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m throwing a surprise engagement party for Sarah and John—well, it’s only a surprise to Sarah, actually, because, get this—Frank’s coming! John coordinated all the details with him. It’s perfect because Sarah will be able to meet Frank without feeling nervous beforehand since she doesn’t even know he’s coming. Plus, she won’t have to be worried about the first meeting on her wedding day since it’ll already have happened. I can’t wait. It’s been overwhelming, planning this, since the wedding itself is only four weeks away, and this engagement party is in two weeks. But every couple deserves an engagement party. 
 
    I just finished making the party invitations, and I love them. Keeping with the silver and purple theme, I cut two puzzle pieces out of sparkly silver paper and glued them onto purple cardstock for the card’s cover. Below the pieces, I wrote “made for each other” in silver calligraphy. The inside has all the details in silver calligraphy, and it looks simple and elegant, which is Sarah’s style. It’s a shame I can’t send her one. I’ve just finished slipping the cards into silver envelopes and addressing them in purple pen, so they’re ready to go, and I’m relieved to check this off my To Do list.  
 
    I grab the stack to walk them out to our mailbox, but I have one for Miss Bates, Jane, and Ricardo too. It’s not like I can mail that one. I could give it to Jane and Ricardo at school tomorrow, but I guess that’s weird, since they live across the street. I calculate how long it’s been since I visited Miss Bates, and it’s been…too long. I can picture Sarah and Blake’s disapproving head shakes. So I walk their invitation over and knock on their door. 
 
    I get lucky, and Ricardo answers. He’s barefoot, his jean bottoms touching the floor, his shirt untucked. He looks casual, relaxed, and I realize I don’t usually see him this way. 
 
    He smiles when he sees me, like I’m a good surprise. “Hey, Emily.” 
 
    “Hey. I wanted to bring this over.” I hand him the envelope. “It’s an invitation to Sarah and John’s surprise engagement party. John knows, but Sarah doesn’t, so keep it quiet.” 
 
    “Thanks. Come in.” He steps back to let me in, and I hesitate. This is what I came for, but I’ll never get to my calculus homework if Jane’s played anything with distinction lately.  
 
    “Who is it, Ricky?” Miss Bates appears in the doorway in a white dress with large purple flowers, her freshly set curls forming perfect circles. “Oh! Emily! What a lovely surprise! Aren’t you just a picture in that pretty yellow sundress, so sunny and warm! Isn’t she just a picture, Ricky? Don’t leave her in the doorway like that! Invite her in! I have chocolate chip cookies. Won’t you have some? Ricky, go get her a plate of chocolate chip cookies, will you? Thank you. You are such a good boy. I don’t know how I ever got on before Ricardo and Juana came.” 
 
    Ricky—Ricardo—leaves to do as she asks, and I walk into the house, accepting my fate. The sweet smells of chocolate and baking tickle my nose. I think I’d gain ten pounds if I lived here. 
 
    “You’ll be careful of that end table, now, and step around it?” Miss Bates pauses, as she always does, watching my entrance and waiting to sit until I’m sitting first. “Good,” she says, “you missed it. And you’re comfortable on the couch? Go ahead and arrange the pillows however you like them. It doesn’t matter to me where the pillows go, so long as you’re comfortable. And I’ll sit in my rocker here. Makes me feel like an old lady, sitting in a rocking chair like this, but it was my mother’s, and it reminds me of her. It’s hard when people pass, you know, and all you have are the memories. But I guess you’re too young to know about that, and I’m glad for it.” She rocks forward and studies me. “Oh, so lovely to see you, dear Emily. What brought you here? Do you need something?” 
 
    Shame tickles my insides—because even Miss Bates knows I only come when I need something. “I’m throwing an engagement party for Sarah and John,” I say. “Ricardo has the invitation. It’s a surprise for Sarah, so don’t tell her.” Oh no. There’s no way Miss Bates can keep a secret. What was I thinking, giving her the invitation so early? 
 
    Ricardo returns and sets a large plate of cookies on the coffee table, placing a stack of napkins beside it.  
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “These look great, Miss Bates.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about Aunt Muriel.” Ricardo grabs a cookie and napkin and sits on the couch beside me. “She can keep a secret.” 
 
    “Oh, absolutely!” Miss Bates reaches for a cookie. “I never tell a secret. You’d be surprised how many people come to me with their private thoughts, and I keep everything locked away right here.” She taps her chest. “Oh, Emily. You are such a dear, sweet girl to throw your sister this engagement party. Isn’t she a dear, sweet girl, Ricky? And I already know it will be the most beautiful engagement party anyone’s ever seen—because Emily is so good at throwing parties. I remember that fiftieth birthday party you threw for your father. You should have seen her decorations, Ricky! The house was transformed. You wouldn’t have known it was the same place—not that your house isn’t always beautiful, Emily. Of course it is, but this party was something else. And the party favors! She made the most adorable paperweights. I still have mine! It’s on the desk in the office. You’ve seen it, Ricky.” 
 
    Ricardo raises his eyebrows at me. “I have seen it. It’s beautiful. I didn’t know you were such a good party planner.” 
 
    I grab a napkin and a cookie. “I’m not, really. I mean, thank you for saying all that, Miss Bates. But I’m just doing this to help Sarah out, for her wedding and all.” I feel ridiculous. Ricardo can build a computer from scratch, and I throw parties with paperweights. 
 
    “You do a lot for other people,” Ricardo says with the sincerity that lines all his words. 
 
    I start to answer but don’t know what to say, so I just shove a bite of cookie into my mouth instead. 
 
    “Has anyone seen my phone?” Jane comes into the room, dressed in a plain, white T-shirt and jean shorts. Her hair, which is usually styled in a high ponytail for school, has been pulled into a messy bun that looks good on her. For a moment, I’m fascinated by Weekend Jane, who still looks like she stepped out of a magazine, but from a spread titled, “Unwinding at Home.” She stops short when she sees me. “Oh. Hi, Emily.”  
 
    The tone of her voice tells me she does not think I’m a happy surprise. “Hi,” I say around my cookie.  
 
    Miss Bates gestures to the TV table. “You left it by the television there, dear. You won’t trip in those high sandals when you go to get it? No, you’re okay. Thank goodness. I don’t know how you wear such high sandals, but you do have beautiful feet. Jane has beautiful feet, doesn’t she, Emily?” 
 
    I praise Jane’s feet then, since, you know, I have to. 
 
    “So beautiful!” Miss Bates agrees. “I’ve always wanted feet like those. The toes on them!” She takes a bite of cookie, and the crumbs dot her lips. 
 
    “Here, Auntie.” Jane walks over to dab them off with a napkin. 
 
    “Oh, how embarrassing!” Miss Bates continues to wipe her lips with her napkin even after the crumbs are gone. “You are so sweet to take care of me, both of you. Don’t these two take such good care of me? You’ll sit with us, won’t you, Jane? There on the couch beside Ricky? Yes, good, you’re not too squished, are you? But perhaps you’re cold in those shorts. We can turn on the heat if you’re cold. No, you’re okay. Good, good. So is Frank coming to your party, Emily dear? What a surprise that will be for Sarah!”  
 
    I’m so thrown that for a moment I can’t answer. “I—I think so. How’d you know Frank was coming?” 
 
    Jane’s eyes move to Ricardo, who doesn’t react. Wait. Did they know Frank was coming too? What’s going on here?  
 
    But Miss Bates rocks gently in her chair, as if she hasn’t just dropped a bombshell on me. “Oh, Jane, Emily’s throwing an engagement party for Sarah and John,” she says. “I think you missed that. I know it’s hard when you enter a conversation late and miss things. Let’s see. You asked how I knew Frank was coming, Emily. Your father told me, three days ago when he visited. Such a good man, your father, so very, very good, coming to visit me when I know he has so many other things to do. I worry he works too hard, though. Do you think he works too hard? He’s always driving his truck to some new job, starting a new project, and it’s such demanding labor, construction. Pounding and drilling and what not. I had some banana bread in the oven that day he came, and he was good enough to stay to have a slice. And would you believe he said it was the best banana bread he’s ever tasted? Such a kind man, so very, very kind. I’m proud of these cookies, of course, but they’re not like that banana bread. That bread is an old family recipe. Do you know what makes it so good?” She stops rocking, silencing the gentle creaking, and leans towards us. “I make the oat flour myself in the blender. It tastes better when you make it yourself like that, even if it is more work. But life’s like that, isn’t it? Things that take more work are always better. Did you know Jane and Ricardo know Frank, Emily? I wonder if you knew that. They met him at their leadership program in D.C. last summer. This niece and nephew of mine—they’re so smart, applying for leadership programs and getting accepted to them! So very, very smart. And can you believe John’s son Frank was signed up for the same program? Isn’t it a small world? Jane figured it out when Frank mentioned his father lived in Highbury. ‘Oh! My aunt lives in Highbury too!’ she said. Isn’t that what you said, Jane, dear? Oh, and instead of sugar, I use date syrup in the banana bread. But you have to make that yourself too. It’s a lot of work, making the date syrup, but the store-bought bottles just don’t taste the same. But I already said it was a lot of work, didn’t I? Silly me, repeating myself, but I suppose I am getting older now. I’ll make some of the banana bread for you next time you come, Emily, and I’ll give you some to take home to your father and Sarah.” 
 
    My mind is a tangle of date syrup and oat flour and—Frank! In D.C. with Jane and Ricardo! “You guys know Frank?” I ask the twins, and I’m not sure if Miss Bates was still talking and I interrupted her, but the room is quiet now. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jane says after a pause. “From the leadership program. Like Aunt Muriel said.” 
 
    I scoot closer to Jane. “That is such a coincidence. You never mentioned he was there.” 
 
    Jane gives me a bored look. “You never asked.” 
 
    Typical Jane answer. But I’m dying to hear details about Frank. I’ve tried asking Blake after one of his visits, but Blake’s completely useless. All he says is “I don’t know, Em. He’s a guy.” Like that tells me anything.  
 
    “So what’s he like?” I ask the twins, and the curiosity is practically bubbling out of me. 
 
    “He’s cool,” Ricardo says, giving me an answer that’s pretty much a repetition of what I’ve gotten from Blake.  
 
    I watch Jane, waiting for her girl perspective. 
 
    She looks at Ricardo and shrugs. “Rich. Smart. You know.” 
 
    “I don’t know!” I have to stop myself from gripping her shoulders and shaking her. “I’ve never met him. Come on. Give me some details for Sarah. What’s he look like, at least?” I’ve seen pictures, but that’s not the same as seeing him in person like Jane has. 
 
    “Emily.” I can hear the eye roll in her voice. “We were at a prestigious program in D.C. to learn about leadership. We weren’t there to check out the hot guys.” 
 
    Such a Jane answer, but she did tell me something. “So he’s hot, then?”  
 
    Ricardo lets out a huff that might be a laugh.  
 
    But Jane just blinks at me. “Did you talk to Mr. Liu about being our Key Club advisor? Because we’re not official until we have an advisor.” 
 
    Honestly. You’d think Frank was in the witness protection program and that Jane’s in charge of hiding his identity. “Yeah, Mr. Liu was cool with it.” I glance out the window and whoa—is that Harryet’s car? We didn’t have plans today or anything. I watch her walk up to my door. “Sorry—Harryet’s at my house.” I set my napkin on the coffee table by the cookie plate and stand up. “I’d probably better go see what she wants. Thanks for the cookies, Miss Bates. I hope you can all make it to the party.” 
 
    “Oh, we wouldn’t miss it, dear.” Miss Bates stands with me. “But do you have to go? This friend—Harriet, did you say? She’s welcome here. No, you’re shaking your head. You really must leave. Of course we understand. Thank you so much for the invitation. You are such a kind sister. So very, very kind. You’ll be careful stepping around that end table now? Good, you made it just fine. And you won’t trip down the stairs? No, you’re okay. Oh, I see your friend now. Isn’t she a lovely? Have fun, now, and come back, both of you, if you change your mind. We have plenty of cookies. Good-bye!”  
 
    I wave good-bye, thanking her again, and then hurry across the street to Harryet.  
 
    “Hey!” I say, meeting her on our porch. “I’m glad you’re here. You kind of saved me.” Blake should be proud of me, though—Miss Bates had news (again!), and I actually stayed long enough to hear it. 
 
    “Sorry to just stop by like this,” she says. 
 
    “You’re always welcome!” I start to unlock the front door but stop when I get a better look at Harryet. Her face is too pale, her eyes shiny, and I can’t tell if she’s excited or about to cry.  
 
    “Is everything okay?” I ask. 
 
    She shifts her weight from one foot to the other. “Yeah. It’s just—I have something to tell you, and—”  She looks at my closed door. “Is anyone home?”  
 
    “I don’t think so.” I don’t see Dad or Sarah’s cars. I let us inside, and the living room is dark, the way I left it, so it looks like it’s just us. I flip on the lights and lead her up the stairs to my room, closing the door just in case, since it seems like Harryet wants privacy. I have a couple of bean bag chairs in my room, and I collapse into one, and Harryet sinks in the other. We’ve done this enough times that it feels right, me in my blue bean bag chair, and Harryet in the purple one next to me. 
 
    “Do you want anything to eat or drink?” I ask, even though I’m dying skip all that and just hear what’s going on. 
 
    She shakes her head and reaches into her pocket. “I got this today, and, I don’t know. I came straight here after I read it.”  
 
    She hands me a folded piece of binder paper, the brown, grainy kind that means it’s recycled paper. I unfold it quickly, and, ok. It’s a letter from Martín. Did he write something that hurt her feelings?  
 
    “He wrote you a letter by hand?” I ask. Totally old school. But Martín is a weird mix of old and new. 
 
    “Yeah. I thought that was cute, different,” Harryet says, her Southern accent slipping out. “Go on. Read it.” 
 
    As if she could stop me. My beanbag chair makes a soft crunching sound as I sink into it and start to read.  
 
      
 
    Harryet, 
 
    I’ve always known that I don’t want to be alone when the robots rise to power (or the aliens—because you’ve opened my eyes to new possibilities). I’d like a partner by my side when it’s time to meet our new robot or alien masters. I’d like a partner for the little things too, like when I want to get a Frappuccino (in a cup I bring myself—because we both know that the food business is seriously wasteful). But from now on, when I’m craving made to order caffeine, I’d like to bring two cups—one for me, and one for you. 
 
    Before I met you, I thought I’d have to wait until the robots made me a girl who was perfect for me, but now, there’s you. You’re here, in real life, and so perfect—perfect for me, and also just perfect. I never thought that would have been possible without a program. I really like you, and when I’m with you, I believe in something more, something that can’t be explained with formulas and programs. I’ve never understood that feeling before—I’m not even sure I understand it now. But you make me believe, Harryet with a “y.” I’d like to take you out. But not as friends. As my girlfriend. Would you like that too? 
 
    Your friend—and maybe more? 
 
    Martín 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” I say after I’ve read it three times. “Did you know this was coming?” 
 
    “No. Maybe. I mean, no, definitely not.” She bites her thumb, then pulls it out of her mouth and sits on her hand. “What do you think of it? I mean, do you think it’s a good letter?” 
 
    I look down at it again before handing it back to Harryet. “Yeah, it’s sweet.”  
 
    She smiles at it, fingering the edges. “It is, isn’t it?” 
 
    Better than I expected from Martín, actually. It was full of all of his cute and funny quirks with none of his gross ones, and romantic too. Still, I can’t forget that this was the guy who made Harryet a present out of his family’s used toothbrushes. This cup he’d bring her on their Frappuccino date—would it be another memento from a beach cleanup? 
 
    “Are you going to answer him by text or letter?” I ask. 
 
    “I don’t know.” She’s still running a finger along the edges of the note. “Letter, I guess.” 
 
    “Yeah, that seems right, fitting. When? I think you should do it soon. He put himself out there, so you don’t want to leave him hanging.” 
 
    “Definitely. I’ll just, um, start now? Do you have, like, paper? Can I do it here?” 
 
    “Of course.” I hop up to pull some paper and pens out of my desk drawer. Then I grab a binder for her to write on so she doesn’t have to get off the beanbag.  
 
    “Thanks.” She takes the supplies and adjusts herself to sit up as much as the sinking chair will let her. “So, I’ll just say that I—that I—oh, I don’t know what I’ll say. Will you help me?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t want to get too involved with your personal thing.” I’m lying. I totally want to get involved, but maybe I should let this be between Harryet and Martín. 
 
    “No, please.” Harryet chews the end of my pen before she realizes what she’s doing and stops herself. “I want your help.” 
 
    I mean, I don’t want to be a bad friend or anything, since she’s asking for help. “OK, if you’re sure.” 
 
    “I’m so sure. Thank you! I know I’m a writer and all, but this is different.” She looks at her blank page and puts her pen near the paper but doesn’t write anything. “So I’ll start with ‘Dear Martín.’” 
 
    I don’t want to interfere too much, but—“No ‘dear.' He didn’t use ‘dear,’ and you’re not writing to his grandma.” 
 
    “Yeah, good point.” She carefully writes “Martín” in her loopy but pretty script. “OK. So next I’ll say, ‘I really loved your note.’” 
 
    Um. “Maybe just ‘Thank you for your note.' I think that’s more the tone you want to go with.”  
 
    “Right.” She bends her head and writes what I said. “And then I’ll just…”  She flips the pen over and taps the paper a couple of times. 
 
    “Answer his question? Seems good to get right to the point. That’s what he’s waiting to hear.” 
 
    “Yes, okay. Only, well, what should I say?” 
 
    “Just tell him how you feel.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s good. I’ll tell him how I feel.” She takes her pen like she’s about to write and then stops. “What would you say, if he’d asked you?” 
 
    I watch her pen, tapping against the paper. “That’s not the same, is it? I’m not you.” 
 
    “Right. Of course.” 
 
    She looks like a little girl who got lost at the mall and is waiting for her parents to find her. Is she worried about hurting Martín’s feelings? But you can’t date a guy out of pity. I shouldn’t get too involved, but I hate seeing her so sad and confused like this. Also, Martín’s not…he’s just, well, not. 
 
    “I thought you were really into Elton,” I finally say.  
 
    “Oh, yes! Elton.” 
 
    “You weren’t just leading him on, were you?” 
 
    “What? No!” She gives me a wide-eyed head shake. “I really like Elton. I’d never want to hurt his feelings.” 
 
    “That’s good. And, you know, Martín makes stuff out of trash that he doesn’t wash well. Remember those lipstick marks?” I’m not interfering—I’m just reminding her of the facts.  
 
    “Yes.” She smiles to herself. “Those were hilarious.” But then she catches my eye. “I mean, and disgusting?” 
 
    I make a face. “Totally disgusting.” Definitely not hilarious if you’re the one kissing him. 
 
    She stares at her paper. “Yeah.” 
 
    “He could have gotten you really sick, Harryet.” 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t think he thought of that.” 
 
    “That’s the problem. He just doesn’t think of things like that. He’s super smart, but would he make a good boyfriend?” Because this, really, is the key question. Elton might be vain, but he’s good to his girlfriends. 
 
    “Maybe not.” She stares sightlessly at my closet door before returning her eyes to me. “So, okay. I’ve definitely made up my mind then—to tell Martín no?” 
 
    I smile. “I think Elton will be relieved.” 
 
    She releases a relieved breath. “OK, good. I wouldn’t want Elton to think—I mean, thanks Emily. You’re a life saver.” 
 
    Harryet’s so sweet. No wonder she has multiple guys after her. “Of course!” I reach over to squeeze her hand. “What are friends for?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dad?” I call as I walk inside and toss my backpack and cheer bag on the floor. 
 
    “In here, honey,” he answers from his office.  
 
    I poke my head in to see Blake bent over the laptop, Dad hovering behind him in his too large jeans with dust along the bottoms. I’ve tried to get him to wear a pair that fits right, but he says he likes space. 
 
    “OK, you’re online again.” Blake moves the mouse around. “It just needed a restart.” 
 
    “Thanks, Blake. You’re a jack of all trades.” Dad smiles at me. “How was practice?” 
 
    “Good. The new routines are coming along. But, Dad, tell me you didn’t call Blake over here to restart your computer.” 
 
    “All this computer stuff.” Dad waves a hand at his laptop. “It stops working, and I never know what to do, and I have these bids to prepare, and it all has to be done by tonight, and—” 
 
    I put one hand on my hip. “You knew I’d be home soon. I could have restarted it for you.” 
 
    “I know.” Dad’s eyes get that worried look in them. “But you already do too much.” 
 
    “I really don’t mind,” Blake says. 
 
    He’s wearing his O’Donnell Hardware Polo, though, so he left work to restart Dad’s computer. 
 
    “I just don’t know what I’d do without you kids.” Dad drops into his black desk chair, and it rolls backwards with him. “With Sarah leaving…well, anyway, I’m happy for her. It’s time for her to move out and start living her life. But—” He gives me a smile that makes something in me shrivel and deflate. “I’m just glad I’ll have you around for lots more years.” 
 
    “Yeah. Definitely.” I try to make my voice sound light when my stomach feels heavy. There’s no way I can go to school in LA. I’ll just go to St. Elizabeth’s and live at home, like Sarah did, and I’ll like it. Of course I will. “You get started on those bids,” I say. “Sarah’s at John’s, right? Grilled cheese sandwiches okay for dinner?” 
 
    “Yes, Sarah’s out tonight. Sounds great. Thanks, honey.” He turns to his computer and piles of scattered papers. 
 
    I walk to the kitchen, replaying Priya’s last text in my head. It was about a study group she had at UCLA and how she and her friends ate popcorn and hung out and how even a study group at college sounded like so much fun. But it’s fine. I’m sure they have study groups at St. Elizabeth’s. 
 
    “You should tell him if you don’t want to go to St. Elizabeth’s,” Blake says, startling me out of my thoughts. I’d almost forgotten he was here. 
 
    “Who says I don’t want to go to St. Elizabeth’s?” I ask in a voice that’s too high pitched, then busy myself grabbing bread, cheese and butter out of the fridge. “You can sit. I’ve got this.” 
 
    But he doesn’t sit, just hovers near the fridge. “You forget you’re a terrible actor. Where do you want to go, Em?” 
 
    I drop the ingredients onto the counter and then wash my hands. I can’t tell Blake. What if I don’t even get into UCLA? I’m not ready to say what I want aloud and then not end up there so that my failure is loud and obvious. “Nowhere,” I say, drying my hands on a towel. “I mean, I want to go to St. Elizabeth’s. I can’t leave Dad all alone.” 
 
    The planes of Blake’s face are too smooth, his expression too serious. “I think you could, if you got him used to the idea now.” 
 
    “Maybe.” This conversation feels like a dress that’s too tight.  
 
    I concentrate on buttering the bread, then layering slices of cheese on top, but Blake’s watching me with too much intensity, as if he’s waiting for me to say more. “You’re staring,” I say at last. “Is it the new uniform? Do you like it? Or maybe you could give me your next compliment.” Anything to get us talking about something else. 
 
    One corner of his lips rises. “The new uniform is cool, but that’s not your compliment. It’s been your turn for three days. I’ve been waiting.” He grabs an avocado from the bowl on the counter and starts cutting it and layering slices on top of my cheese. “Don’t think I didn’t notice that subject change,” he says, looking at me from the corner of his eye. “Or that you didn’t tell me anything.” 
 
    I pretend to be really interested in finding a pan to cook the fries. “Three days? No way. I gave you that one about…”  Actually, I don’t remember the last compliment I gave Blake.  
 
    “Nope.” His voice is casual, a forced casual. “I said that thing about you driving.” 
 
    That’s right. He told me that every time I get into the car, I start it, flip my hair over my shoulder, and then put it into drive. Start, flip, drive. It’s cute, he said. Cute. Blake called something I did cute. I was sure he was making it up, but then I got into my car, started it, and flipped my hair like I was on autopilot, like I really do it every time. It was such a specific compliment. Sweet, for sure, but this whole game makes me feel weird, off somehow. Blake and I don’t usually say sweet things to each other. It was more natural when we were trading insults. But it’s not like I can end it now, when it’s my turn to say something about him.  
 
    “You’re a little too quiet,” Blake says, and I don’t know how it happened, but he’s gone all serious again. “I figured this game would be harder for you than for me.” 
 
    I can’t tell if he’s kidding or if he really thinks I have nothing nice to say about him. “What’s that mean?” I ask, dumping a bag of fries onto the pan.  
 
    “Nothing.” He flashes me an easy smile, and he’s himself again. “Just that I’m better than you at most things.” 
 
    “It’s not hard, Blake. You look good with your scruffy stubble.”  
 
    His eyes flit to me quickly. “Really?” 
 
    I laugh. “You know you do or you’d shave it.” 
 
    “I dropped out of college, Em. I don’t shave it because I’m lazy.” He rubs his hand over his stubble. “Thank you.” 
 
    I’m always looking for an opening to ask him about college, but if I’m too direct, he’ll shut down and tell me nothing. Kind of what I did to him, I guess. I try to make my voice sound light. “You’re like the least lazy person I know. I thought you were just taking a break from college. Do you think you’ll go back?” 
 
    He layers the avocado on the last sandwich, tops them with bread, and loads them into the sandwich maker. For a moment I think he’s not going to answer, but then he sighs. “College is just a bunch pretentious wannabes.” He changes his voice so that it sounds like his nose is plugged. “My father was splitting the atom the other day when Barak called.” He leans in and bumps my elbow with his. “Do you know my good chum Barak Obama? Such a good egg, that Barak.” 
 
    I laugh, but mostly because I’m expected to. His impressions of college students are funny, but I’ve heard this excuse. “Right, but come on. That can’t be the whole reason you left.” 
 
    The smile slips off his face. “Don’t analyze me, Em. I’m not that deep.” He rummages in our Everything Drawer for a spatula, and I know that’s all the answer I’m going to get. 
 
    We’re just a couple of open books, me and Blake. I think there used to be a time when things were simpler, when we were simpler and didn’t have these huge topics of conversation buried behind locked doors. Does growing up just mean more secrets and less sincerity? 
 
    “So, I almost forget—I have news.” Blake points his spatula at me, and that heaviness that was settling between us dissipates. “I know you like news.” 
 
    “I love news.” 
 
    “There’s this guy that always comes into the hardware store to get parts for his robotics team. He’s like the captain of the team. Martín Rodriguez. You know who I’m talking about, right?” 
 
    Oh. “Yeah, I know Martín.” Highbury High’s small enough that pretty much everyone knows everyone. 
 
    “He’s a good guy, right? Anyway, he comes in, and I can tell something’s on his mind, and it turns out he’s really into this girl and not sure what to do about it. So we talk about it, and he decides he wants to tell her how he feels.” He checks the sandwiches and then closes the grill again. “You’ll never guess who the girl is—or maybe you will. Do you know?” 
 
    I pour some frozen broccoli in a bowl to nuke, the frozen florets clattering softly against the glass. “Martín told you all this? In the hardware store?” 
 
    “It’s more than just a hardware store, Em, and I’m more than just a hardware store employee.” 
 
    I force a laugh, but inside I feel off. I’m worried Blake’s not going to like where this conversation leads. 
 
    “I tell Martín things too,” he says. “We’re friends. Hardware store friends.”  
 
    Are they really? I wouldn’t have put Blake and Martín together. “Do you think he’s weird sometimes?” 
 
    Blake shrugs. “Everybody’s weird sometimes. Why do I feel like you’re not excited about this when it’s such an Emily story? Is it because you don’t know who the girl is yet? It’s—" 
 
    “Harryet,” we both say at the same time. 
 
    He pauses. “Yeah. So you knew?” 
 
    I pull three plates out of the cupboard, then turn to face him. It’s best to just get the story out. “You gave me news, so I’ll give you some too. Martín wrote Harryet a letter, asking her to be his girlfriend. And she wrote him back, saying that she wasn’t interested.” 
 
    Blake stands frozen for a moment, spatula dangling from his hand. “No? She told him no?” 
 
    “Why is this so shocking?” 
 
    “Because he’s such a nice guy!” 
 
    I open the sandwich cooker. They look ready, so I take the spatula from him and start loading them onto the plates. “Martín is nice. But a girl isn’t required to like every nice guy who likes her.” 
 
    “Not required! Is this because of your Elton thing?” He studies me, as if seeing me with new eyes. “Emily, did you convince Harryet to reject Martín so that you could hook her up with Elton? Because that is never—" 
 
    “We called a truce.” I hold up both hands, including the spatula. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says. But he has that crease between his eyebrows that means he’s still annoyed. 
 
    “Look,” I say. “I didn’t make her tell him no. How could I? If she had come running to me saying, ‘I really like this guy, and I’m going to say yes to him,’ I wouldn’t have stopped her. But that’s not what happened.” Sure, maybe I helped her see what it was she really wanted, but that’s what friends do, isn’t it? They help you process your feelings. 
 
    I can still feel Blake’s gaze on me as I bend to take the fries out of the oven and start shoveling them onto the plates. But when I finally look over at him, that hard look that was in his eyes has softened.  
 
    “Are you sure you, though?” he asks. “You didn’t, say, influence her to tell him ‘no’ because that’s what you wanted?” 
 
    “What’s that mean? This isn’t a novel. She’s not some character that I get to write and form and make her do whatever I want.” 
 
    “But you’re very persuasive. I don’t think you realize the power you have over people.” 
 
    I give him a sideways look while I scoop the fries. “You make me sound like a witch.” 
 
    His lips twitch, like he’s going to say something about that, and I reach out to give him a small shove with my free hand. But really I’m relieved that he’s smiling. 
 
    “Why does this bother you so much anyway?” I ask. “I’m sorry for Martín, but you wouldn’t want him dating a girl who wasn’t excited to be with him.” 
 
    He takes so long to answer that for a second I wonder if he heard me. 
 
    “You’re right,” he says at last, the words coming out slowly. “I don’t have any right to be mad. You’re persuasive, but Harryet makes her own decisions.” He grabs a fry from one of the plates, rolling it back and forth in his fingers before eating it. “Maybe I just don’t like thinking that it’s not enough to be a nice guy. Why should the Eltons of the world always get the girl, while the Martíns just get their robots? Why do nice guys always have to finish last?” 
 
    “Oh, come on. That’s not even true. That’s just something nice guys say when something doesn’t go their way. There are plenty of good guys living perfectly happy lives. Look at John.” 
 
    “But nice guys do get friend zoned. And that’s what Harryet’s doing to Martín.” He says it like Harryet’s sentencing Martín to life without parole or something. 
 
    “I mean, I guess.” I grab some silverware and walk it to the table, glancing back at him over my shoulder. “Is this your cause now? Are you going to do a march for nice guys and hold posters that say, ‘We deserve to finish first’? Except someone in your march will have to be at the end, and that goes against everything you stand for.” 
 
    “Aren’t you funny. We’ll march in a circle. And it’s not personal. Why would it be?” He takes some glasses from the cupboard and brings them to the table, too. 
 
    I didn’t say it was personal, did I? 
 
    He pulls out a chair and sits at his table set with some silverware and his three empty glasses. “Let’s eat. I’m starved.” 
 
    Honestly. “Yes, your majesty. I will serve you what meager fair we have and hope it pleases you.” 
 
    He huffs out a laugh. “Like it’ll kill you to bring three plates over.” 
 
    I don’t know what Blake was going on about earlier, but at least he’s acting normal again. “Like it’ll kill you to help. Your majesty.”  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jane told me to make posters advertising our new Key Club. Seriously, I think the only reason Jane asked me to be Vice President was so she’d have an excuse to tell me what to do all the time. 
 
    “What should I put on them?” I asked.  
 
    But she tsked at me like this was the stupidest question in the history of stupid questions. “If you’re going to be Vice President, Emily, you’re going to have to start making some of the decisions. I can’t do everything.”  
 
    “Well, what does this club do?” I asked, in a very patient voice, I might add. “I could put some of our project ideas on the posters.”  
 
    “We won’t have any project ideas until we have a meeting and the members decide together.”  
 
    “Why would anyone join a club if they don’t know what that club does?”  
 
    I thought that was an excellent point, but she gave me the sigh of a thousand disappointments and said, “Just make the posters, Emily.” 
 
    So now Harryet and I are lying on my bedroom floor making very general posters that say things like “Join Key Club and unlock the fun!” What does that even mean? I wrote it, and I don’t know. 
 
    I roll onto my back after I finish coloring a key on my third poster. “If I had a time machine, I’d use it to go back to the day Jane asked me to run this Key Club with her so I could say ‘no’ this time.” 
 
    Harryet colors the door on a poster that says, “What lies inside? Come to a meeting to find out!”  
 
    “You could still change your mind and back out,” Harryet says. 
 
    “I’m in too deep to save myself, Harryet. But you—you could still get away. Don’t come to a meeting. Don’t find out what lies behind that door.” 
 
    Harryet shakes her head. “Like I could leave you and Jane alone together. Plus, if you assassinate her, everyone will think you did it for total Key Club power and not because, you know, you can’t stand her.” 
 
    I pull myself to a sitting position. “I like Jane! Of course I like her.” Or, at least, I thought I did a good job of pretending to like her. 
 
    Harryet keeps coloring, but I can tell she’s holding in a smile. “Okay.” 
 
    “I do. I mean, I think she has good qualities. We just don’t totally mesh is all, but she’s still, you know, likeable, to some people, I guess.” I cover my face with one hand. “Oh my gosh. Does everyone know?” 
 
    Harryet looks up at me. “No. You hide it. I can tell you’re trying.” 
 
    She’s probably lying, and I love her for it—because sometimes that’s what friendship means. My phone buzzes, and I grab it off the carpet where it’s sitting beside me. It’s a text from Elton. 
 
      
 
    Elton: I’m bored. Wanna come over? 
 
      
 
    I glance at Harryet, who’s coloring away. Actually, that’s a great idea. Harryet could see where Elton lives, and he could show her his room—how personal is that! Then I could make some excuse to step out for a minute and leave them alone together, and Elton could make his move, and voila! Happy couple achieved. 
 
    Harryet could make the move too, I guess. I don’t mean to be all 1950’s about it. But, well, Elton is a little bit 1950’s. He’s the kind of guy who wants to make the move, and Harryet’s the kind of girl who wants whatever he wants. Why does this whole train of thought feel vaguely and uncomfortably sexist when all I’m trying to do is make two people happy? 
 
    “So, Elton—” I start. 
 
    “Wait.” Harryet raises a hand. “What about you? We never talk about who you’re interested in. And wow. You could get any guy you wanted, easy.” 
 
    I set my phone down beside me. “Boys are too much work. I’m happier single.” 
 
    She giggles. “Too much work? What’s that even mean?” 
 
    “You know how it is. You get a boyfriend, and you can’t just do what you want all the time. You have to worry about what he wants and needs.”  
 
    Like Jonas, who used to get mad when I had to stay late at cheer practice or gymnastics and kept trying to get me to duck out early. Or Guillermo, who never understood when I wanted to stay in for a Friday night—kind of like Elton, actually. Or Wilder, who was constantly jealous of Blake. Actually, none of my boyfriends has ever understood my relationship with Blake, and it’s too much work to try to get anyone to understand it.  
 
    I run a finger over my phone. “I just like doing my own thing, you know? Staying in when I want to stay in, going out when I want to go out. Relationships mean all sorts of compromises, and maybe that will be okay someday, but right now, I like not having to worry about what someone else wants.” 
 
    “Wow.” Harryet’s giving me that wide eyed look she sometimes gets. “That was—you’re so—just, confident.” 
 
    I laugh. “I guess. I don’t mean that I’m better because I like being single. It’s cool to want to be with someone too.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Her eyes get squinty, like she’s not convinced. “But it sounds stronger, what you’re saying. More independent and in control.” 
 
    “And selfish. You’re so sweet. You’re the kind of person who’d be so good at a relationship that it’s not fair to the world for you not to be in one.” 
 
    She picks up her marker again. “I wish the rest of the world thought like you. Or at least the guys.” 
 
    “Well, I think one guy does. Look.” I show her my phone. “Elton wants us to come over. And I think we should go.”  
 
    I jump up and grab my purse and keys from where I left them on my desk—because suddenly I know that we have to do this now. The timing, following that conversation, is perfect. “I can finish that poster later. Thanks for helping.” 
 
    “I—uh—now? Are you sure he wanted me?” She glances down at her outfit, a jean jacket over a purple shirt with stars and galaxies on it, paired with a matching jean skirt. “That text was to you.” 
 
    “He texted me, yes, but he knew you were coming over today. Remember? We talked about it at lunch. He knew if he invited me, you’d come too. He’s shy—that’s all.” I don’t usually think of Elton as shy, but then Harryet’s pretty special. She’s probably made him all nervous and unsure of himself. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s go.” I don’t want to give her time to overthink this. “You look super cute with your hair in those clips.”   
 
    She stands slowly and touches her hair. “Really? You’re sure?” 
 
    “Positive.”  
 
    “Well.” She smooths a hand over her skirt. “OK, then.” 
 
    YES. If only everything in my life was this easy. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “Ladies,” Elton says when he answers the door, his lips curling in their typical I’m-hot-and-we-all-know-it way.  
 
    Harryet giggles and steps inside, and Elton raises an eyebrow at me as she walks past him. I’m not sure what that means. Thank you for bringing her, maybe? As if he didn’t expect me to. 
 
    “Can I offer you some refreshment? Or—”  He gestures to his tight gray shirt that emphasizes the muscles he works so hard on—"does looking at this lovely specimen quench your thirst?”  
 
    Harryet laughs. “I’m so quenched.” 
 
    “Eh.” I step past him, into the house. “I’ll take a water.” 
 
    “Playing hard to get, as usual,” Elton says, leading the way to his kitchen.  
 
    Elton’s house is like it always is, huge, beautiful, and empty except for him. He acts like his three different game systems and huge pool make up for all the time he spends alone, and I used to believe him, envy him even. But now I wonder. As I pass his TV and pool table, I think about how much less he has than I do.  
 
    When we get to his kitchen, he gets us both a glass of water and then leans against the granite island. “So what were you two up to before this?” 
 
    “Making Key Club posters,” Harryet says.  
 
    I love her alien head earrings with her galaxy shirt, and I wasn’t lying about her hair. The clips tame her short curls a little but not too much—that short haircut really suits her. I wish I was brave enough to try something like that. 
 
    “That’s right,” Elton says, and I force myself to follow the conversation. “You were making the posters for Jane’s club today. It’s hilarious that you agreed to do a club with her when you can’t stand her, Em.”  
 
    "What?” Why does everyone keep saying that? “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Jane’s great.” But the words feel like sandpaper in my mouth. “And Ricardo’s awesome.” That, I meant. 
 
    “Ricardo’s a dork. But Jane’s interesting.” He studies me. “Why don’t you like her?” 
 
    “I do! Why are you making drama where there isn’t any?”  
 
    But when I see Harryet fighting to hide her smile, I realize the jig is up. 
 
    “Look, I say. “It’s just that I don’t understand her. She answers questions without really answering them. I’ve known her forever, but it’s like I don’t know her at all.”  
 
    “No,” Elton says, shock edging into his voice. “She really does that? To you?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    He slams a hand down on the island. “She should be expelled. I’m going to the principal with this, Emily. When you ask a question, people answer it.” 
 
    And I thought he was actually hearing me. “So funny.” 
 
    He laughs to show he thought it was. 
 
    Harryet sets her empty glass on the counter. “So are you going to show us your room?” 
 
    “Harry-et.” He flashes a flirty smile at her, his teeth uber white. “How forward of you.” 
 
    She raises her eyebrows. “I brought my duct tape.” 
 
    He laughs. “Oh, Harry-et. Those duct tape jokes never get old.” He puts his arm around her and guides her to his room.  
 
    I hang back—because the moment is just too perfect. “You two go on ahead. I’m going to pop into the restroom.”  
 
    I slip into the bathroom and sit on the edge of the toilet. Soft brown tile lines the floor, and a large ceramic vase of dried flowers decorates the floor space opposite me. Lights in the ceiling give the bathroom a modern, moneyed look, continuing the trend in the whole house. 
 
    I replay the scene with Elton’s arm draped over Harryet’s shoulder. Elton’s always been a flirt, but Harryet jumps in with her own banter. They’re so great together—Elton’s sure to make a move. I just have to give him a little time. How long does he need—and how long am I allowed to hide in the bathroom before it gets weird?  
 
    I take out my phone for something to do and see a text from Blake. 
 
      
 
    Blake: What are you up to tonight? 
 
      
 
    It’s Friday night, and I haven’t really decided yet. I type a response.  
 
      
 
    Emily: There’s a party at Maria’s. 
 
    Blake: So…movie night? 
 
    Emily:  YES. 
 
      
 
    Hanging out on the couch with an ‘80’s movie sounds so much better than a sweaty, crowded party with sticky floors. But there’s something about being around Elton that makes it hard to admit that. 
 
      
 
    Blake: I’ll bring a pizza around 6. 
 
    Emily: Make it 7. I’m at Elton’s. 
 
      
 
    My phone vibrates then and Blake’s name flashes on the screen. Why is he calling me? 
 
    “Hey,” I say. “Is something on fire?” 
 
    “Why are you at Elton’s? He’s going to talk you into going to that party, and then I’ll be watching Molly Ringwald alone.” 
 
    So dramatic. “As if I’m going to do something just because Elton wants me to.” But then I wonder if I’m lying—because Elton does have this way of making me feel like I’m supposed to go to those parties. But once Harryet and Elton are a couple, they won’t want me around as a third wheel. 
 
    Blake sighs into the phone. “That guy’s manipulative. He makes you feel like you owe him. He knows you say yes when you feel guilty.” 
 
    Is that why I say yes? “That’s not even true. Look, I gotta go. I’ll see you at seven.” 
 
    “Fine, but I’m not going to the party with you, Emily. If you let Elton guilt you into it, you’re walking away from pizza, Molly, and me.” 
 
    “Like I'd ever do that to Molly. Or pizza,” I say before ending the call. 
 
    I slide my phone into my purse and step out of the bathroom because I think I’ve given Elton long enough. Elton’s room is down an open hallway that overlooks the staircase and living room below. His bedroom door has a sign that says “Elton parking only. All others will be towed.” It’s been there since middle school, and it suddenly strikes me as strange that he’s never taken it down. I miss that younger middle school Elton, who was awkward and less sure of himself and maybe more vulnerable. Have I changed since those years too, and do people ever wish that I was more like the Emily I used to be and less like the Emily I am now? 
 
    I knock lightly because, well, Elton did close the door.  
 
    “Come in,” Elton calls, and I open it to see them sitting next to each other on his bed,  Harryet laughing at something he’s said. She looks happy—are they…? Did he? 
 
    “Emily.” Elton smiles at me. “Harryet was just enjoying my decorations.” 
 
    Yeah. There’s no trace of that shy and awkward little boy in here. Several posters of models in bikinis line the walls. It’s totally sexist, but whatever. Except—“Is this my picture of Harryet? Oh my gosh! You hung it in your room!” Sandwiched in between two hour glassy models is Harryet, sprawled across the couch, looking pretty sexy herself. 
 
    Harryet comes over to look too. “Oh, I didn’t even notice it. But now I wish I hadn’t. I feel silly, with my picture by those two beautiful women.” 
 
    Elton winks at her. “It’s those two women who should feel silly.” 
 
    Harryet says nothing, but her cheeks redden.  
 
    “So come in and sit down, Em.” Elton comes over and catches my hand to draw me further into the room, but I break away and move to perch on the edge of his bed. I pat the spot next to me, inviting Harryet to join me, and she pulls herself away from the picture like she’s still amazed it’s hanging there. 
 
    Elton pulls out his desk chair, turns it around, and sits in it backwards, probably because he thinks it makes him look cool and casual. I imagine him practicing that and then looking at himself in the mirror on the wall across from him, leaning forward just the right amount to get the look he wants.  
 
    “Maria’s having a party tonight.” Elton pins his blue eyes on me. “Want me to pick you up?” 
 
    “I’m going to skip it. Oh, but Harryet probably wants to go! You two should go together!” It doesn’t seem like anything happened while I was in the bathroom, but maybe Elton was too nervous to make his move while I was in the other room—or maybe I didn’t give him enough time. But if they have all night… 
 
    Elton gives me a funny look. “I will never understand how you can spend so many Friday nights at home when cool parties are going on.” 
 
    “I already have plans.” Sort of. I made them two minutes ago, but still. 
 
    “Come on. You bring the fun. Who do you have plans with, your dad?” 
 
    Like that would be so awful. “Blake.” 
 
    “So bring him. The parties aren’t the same without you, and you stayed home last Friday. People go because they want to see you there, Emily. It’s weird when you skip.” 
 
    He’s doing it again. That thing where I feel like I’m supposed to go, like Highbury High needs me there. “I’ve got a lot of stuff to do for my sister’s engagement party. If I stay out late, I’ll waste half my Saturday sleeping and won’t get anything done. Besides, Shelly’s going. So are Jane and Ricardo. And Harryet?” 
 
    “I’ll be there.” She smiles at Elton. “It’s not the same without Emily. But we’ll find some way to entertain you.” 
 
    One side of his mouth lifts into a half smile. “Well, that’s a promise I can’t ignore.”  
 
    YES. If I’m not there, they’ll have to hang out with each other, and they’ll be a couple by the end of the night. 
 
    Elton shifts his gaze to me. “I’ll let you off this time, but after this engagement party thing is over, there’d better not be any more excuses. And Em?” He leans towards me. “Do me a favor and tell Blake something for me. F.Z. He’ll know what it means.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “You girls aren’t the only ones with secrets. Who wants to go skinny dipping?” 
 
    I stand up. “I’d better take off.” 
 
    “One game of pool,” Elton says. “It’s the least you can do since you’re skipping the party.” 
 
    My gosh. Blake’s right—Elton does make me feel guilty, like I owe him. “Fine. One game.” 
 
    He drops an arm around me and pulls me toward him in his flirty Elton way. “Now was that so hard? ‘Yes’ is a beautiful word. You should use it more.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be as beautiful if I did.” 
 
    Elton laughs. “She’s spouting wisdom now. Isn’t she wise, Harry-et?” 
 
    I lightly shove him away from me. Sometimes Elton’s endless mocking and jokes wear on me. But Harryet is a good mix of seriousness and fun, and she’ll balance him out. 
 
    My phone buzzes, and I pull it out of my purse. Blake again. I read it as I follow Elton and Harryet downstairs to the pool table. 
 
      
 
    Blake: Are you going to the party? 
 
    Emily: I said I wasn’t. See you at seven. Elton said to tell you F.Z. What does that mean? 
 
    Blake: That he’s a douche. See you at seven. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t tell me. Blake and I even have secrets about things that don’t matter. I think of Elton’s tow away poster, and how things were simpler then, with less that was taboo and hidden. Or maybe I’m wrong and there were just as many secrets floating around in those days, but I didn’t know because I was simpler. 
 
    Elton hands me a pool stick. “Ladies start.” 
 
    I slide my phone into my purse and paste a smile on my face that’s also a lie. One game, and then I can stop pretending to be whoever it is that hanging around Elton makes me feel like I have to be.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why is it that whenever I’m throwing a party, I never hit that point where I can sit down and say, “Yes. I’ve done everything, and I’m totally ready”? There’s always one more thing I need to put out or arrange or clean. One more thing to grab, one more detail to remember.  
 
    I’m definitely close—I mean, the decorations look done, at least. Dad helped me pin a large banner across the living room wall that says, “Congratulations Sarah and John!” It faces the door, so the happy couple will see it when they enter. There are silver and purple balloons scattered artfully around, and by the door are the party favors—magnets with the couple’s picture and wedding date, packaged in bags with tissue paper. I also put purple candles in silver holders in different parts of the room, and I’ll light them when the lights are off and Sarah’s coming.  
 
    In the kitchen there’s a spread from Angelo’s—lots of pastas and garlic bread, a pan of lasagna, several different types of salads, and tiramisu and champagne for later. I wonder if I put out enough glasses. I should check. 
 
    “Emily.” Dad catches me as I’m scurrying to the kitchen. “Take a break already. The house looks perfect.” 
 
    “Does it?” My eyes snag on the balloons in the corner that don’t look quite right. Should I move them to the other side of the room? 
 
    “Absolutely.” Dad puts both hands on my shoulders to focus my attention on him. “You did a good job, honey. In fact, I don’t know how you’re going to top this in two weeks for the actual wedding.” 
 
    It is a little daunting to think I’m throwing an even grander party in two weeks, but every minute I can spare has been sucked into wedding planning, and despite a thousand last minute details, I’m pretty close. 
 
    Dad squeezes his hands on my shoulders. “The house looks beautiful. Sarah’s going to be surprised and happy, and everything will be perfect.” 
 
    “OK.” I force myself to look at him instead of what else I can fix in this room.  
 
    I hope Sarah’s surprised. She didn’t act like she suspected anything when I talked to her earlier. She thinks she and John are stopping by to talk wedding details. (She might be a little disappointed that’s not actually happening. All she wants to do lately is make sure I’m following The Checklist. As if I haven’t made a million wedding checklists of my own.)   
 
    John’s taking her to some fancy place for drinks beforehand, which I insisted on, because it meant Sarah would dress up. Everyone knows that the dark side of a surprise party is that the guest of honor doesn’t know a big celebration is looming, so she could be totally unprepared in smelly workout clothes when everyone she knows in the world jumps out and wants to hug her. Who can enjoy that? Definitely not Sarah. But I helped her get ready, and she left in a stunning little black dress and strappy heels that looked beautiful on her.  
 
    I’m wearing a light green dress with straps that do this fancy crisscross thing in the back, and I curled my hair so it’s falling in big curls that I hope hold until the end of the night. I wonder if I should plug the curling iron in again and touch them up, actually.  
 
    But then the doorbell rings, and Dad walks past me to answer it. It’s early, isn’t it? I thought I still had time. 
 
    “The first guest.” Dad looks back at me. “That means it’s officially time to stop all these preparations.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” I say, but I’m still eying those balloons in the corner. Maybe they look okay there, if I pull the purple one in front of the silver one. 
 
    My phone pings, and I slide it from my pocket to see a message from John.  
 
    NO. This can’t be happening. He’s forwarded me a text from Frank. 
 
      
 
    Frank: Hey! I wanted to be there but it’s just not going to work. But have fun! Can’t wait til the wedding! 
 
      
 
    This can’t be real. Frank’s not coming? All this work and he flakes right before? Like, shouldn’t he have been on a flight hours ago and thought to maybe send a text then, when he wasn’t on it? 
 
    I fire off a quick text to John. 
 
      
 
    Emily: That ruins everything!!! 
 
    John: It doesn’t. Sarah never even knew he was coming. She’ll have fun. We both will. Don’t worry about it. 
 
      
 
    I’m totally going to worry about it. But— 
 
      
 
    Emily: OK. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how John can be so cool and forgiving every time Frank pretends he’s coming and then cancels last minute. And since I know Frank does that, why am I so surprised right now? But I didn’t think he’d do it this time, for his dad’s engagement party.  
 
    “Hey, Blake. Come in,” I hear my dad saying.  
 
    There’s good news. I can keep preparing since it’s just Blake, and it’s not like a real guest is here yet.  
 
    “Did you seriously ring the doorbell?” I ask. He usually just walks in. 
 
    He shrugs in this weird way, and I don’t know what that means. “I thought since it was a party and all.” 
 
    I look down at my phone again. “Frank’s not coming.” 
 
    “Oh.” Dad’s face falls. “That must be disappointing for John.” 
 
    Right, John. But I was sort of thinking about me. “Yeah.” I can feel my pre-party excitement draining away. It was supposed to be so awesome—Sarah meeting Frank for the first time. Me meeting Frank for the first time. Sarah walking in to see all her friends and family and saying, “I can’t believe it!” and then, “Ohmygosh! Frank’s here?!” and then, “Emily, this was all you?” And whatever. I just wanted her to be happy.  
 
    I’m expecting Blake to say he told me Frank would never come, but instead his face softens. “I’m sorry, Em.” His eyes travel around the room. “But everything looks great.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I go to the corner to fix the balloons. Much better. “I’m going to make sure I put out enough champagne glasses.” 
 
    “Stay.” Dad puts his hands on the back of my shoulders and directs me to the couch. “I’ll check on the glasses. You relax here and let everyone in. And Emily, it’s still a great surprise, even without Frank.” 
 
    It is. But with Frank, it would have been an amazing surprise. Dad walks off to the kitchen, and I turn to Blake, who’s still loitering in the doorway. “Are you going to be the butler and hang out by the door all night? You look nice.”  
 
    Really nice, actually, in his black slacks and a blue, short sleeved button-down shirt that I didn’t even know he owned. His wavy hair is mostly tamed, but not caged and matted down with gel like Elton’s sometimes is. He still has his stubble, but he probably thinks he can never shave it now that I told him girls like it. I don’t see Blake dress up much, but he looks good when he does. 
 
    “Did you buy that shirt for tonight?” I ask. “I’ve never seen you wear it before.” 
 
    “Because you know every clothing item in my closet?” 
 
    I mean, pretty much. 
 
    A smile flits across his face before disappearing again. “It’s new.” He walks around to the couch but doesn’t sit.  
 
    Ha! I knew it. But since I’m too mature to gloat, I just repeat, “You look nice.” 
 
    “Thanks. You too.”  
 
    I smooth my dress underneath me and then carefully sit on the couch so I won’t wrinkle it. “I’m going to have to reject that compliment. Why are you standing around like you’ve never been here before?” 
 
    He huffs out a laugh. “You can’t reject a compliment. That’s not a thing.” 
 
    “I can when it’s a totally obligatory compliment. I said you looked nice, so you felt like you had to say I looked nice. I can’t accept a meaningless compliment.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t surprise me when you’re weird, but sometimes it still does. Emily.” He takes my hand and lowers himself to one knee in front of me. “Your beauty tonight is staggering.” He raises my hand to his lips but stops just short of kissing it, instead lifting his eyes to mine. “Was that obligatory and meaningless?” 
 
    I slide my hand out of his. “It was over the top and meaningless. Sit already. You’re making me nervous.” 
 
    “I invited Martín. Tonight.” 
 
    Is that why he’s acting so strange? “Um, okay. That’s a little weird.” It’s A LOT weird. Harryet and Elton are coming. It’ll be crazy awkward. “But why? He doesn’t even know Sarah or John.” I get up to reposition a candle that looked fine where it was. Then I force myself to sit on the couch again. I need to stop. 
 
    Blake falls into his spot on the couch, and it relaxes me somehow. Like, finally he’s where he belongs.  
 
    “I don’t know what I was thinking,” he says. “But Martín came into the store today, and he was down and asked what I was doing tonight. He’s never asked that before. So I told him. And then I invited him. And then I thought, ‘What are you doing, Blake? It’s your brother’s engagement party!' But, you know, the words were already out there, and I couldn’t take them back. So then I thought, ‘Martín will get that this is a super weird invitation and say he can’t come.’” 
 
    “Did he say that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll come?” It would solve everything if he didn’t—because Elton’s probably been waiting until tonight to make his move. An engagement party is the perfect setting for romance. 
 
    Blake’s forehead creases into lines of apology. “Yeah, I think he’ll come.” 
 
    The doorbell rings again, and I don’t have time to worry about Martín. “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I say. “I want you to have your friends here.” And I did invite Harryet and Elton, who are my friends.  
 
    I open the door to see Jane and Miss Bates, and I step aside to let them in.  
 
    Miss Bates puts a hand to my cheek. “Oh! Emily, dear, how very beautiful you look. So very, very beautiful. And this house! And Blake! Let me look at you, all cleaned up and handsome.” She strides forward and reaches out for both of Blake’s hands. “So very, very handsome.” 
 
    “Thanks Miss Bates,” he says. “You look nice too.” Blake slides his eyes to me and smiles because, hello. That was totally obligatory. 
 
    “I love your dress,” I tell her to show him how it’s done. She’s wearing a blue dress covered in yellow sunflowers. It has way too many sunflowers—it’s like they’re marshalling an army to attack us all, and they’re so ugly that we’d all surrender right away. But the point of a compliment isn’t to tell the truth; it’s to make people feel good. 
 
    “You are so kind,” she says. “And oh! Aren’t these candles beautiful!” Miss Bates gently takes Blake’s arm as she explores the house and decorations, and it’s cute, him guiding her around. Sweetly old fashioned.  
 
    “You must thank your mother for that lumpia she brought over, Blake,” she says. “Just divine! I should have saved it all for the children, I know, but I just couldn’t help myself, and I snuck a few before Jane and Ricky even saw it! But they loved it too, of course. Your mother’s lumpia is always such a treat.” Miss Bates’ voice fades as she makes her way to the kitchen. 
 
    Jane lingers in the entryway, her eyes moving slowly around the house, from the balloon bouquets to the candles to the floor. 
 
    “Hi Jane,” I say. “Can I take your purse?” She looks pretty in a black tank top and long, sparkly silver skirt, but it’s hard for me to say things like that to Jane. “Where’s Ricardo?” 
 
    “He had an interview at West Point.” She hands me her silver clutch, and I set it on my designated Purse Table by the door. 
 
    “West Point? Is he interested in going there?” I didn’t know Ricardo was thinking about joining the military.  
 
    “He’s interested in the interview,” she says in typical Jane fashion.  
 
    I’m annoyed until I realize she said the words differently, less sharp, less Jane, more subdued. I wonder what that means, and for just a moment, I wish Jane and I had the kind of relationship where I could ask. 
 
    But we don’t, so I just say, “I hope it goes well.” 
 
    “It’s Ricardo,” she says, “so it will.” 
 
    “Right. Of course.” I wonder if success ever gets boring for the twins. Or if it’s ever hard that brilliance is something other people just expect of them. 
 
    “Well, Frank can’t make it either,” I say because I might as well let everyone know that the whole party’s a disappointment. “So I guess you won’t get to see him again.” 
 
    She gives me a prickly look. “I barely knew him, Emily. I came for John and Sarah, not for some guy I only knew for a summer.” 
 
    “Right. I didn’t mean—”  I stop. I’m not sure what I didn’t mean. Just that I didn’t mean whatever she thought I meant. My gosh, why do conversations with Jane always make me feel like I’m drowning, while Jane’s holding a life preserver but not throwing it out to me? 
 
    “Oh! Jane, you must come see this!” Miss Bates calls from kitchen, and Jane and I both grab that life preserver and join everyone else in the kitchen. 
 
    “Emily, you’ve outdone yourself!” Miss Bates says as she leans forward to look at every dish. “This spread! Delicious! Oh, what will you do for the wedding now that you’ve made this party so perfect? You must be so proud of her, Byron, of both of your girls.” 
 
    “Yes.” Dad smiles. “They’re both—”   
 
    “Oh, look at these dear purple and silver ribbons on the champagne glasses. Don’t you absolutely love them, Jane? Jane and I absolutely love them. So sorry Ricardo can’t be here.” She smiles the smile of a proud aunt. “He’s at West Point for an interview and tour. He’s just so smart, so very, very smart. Oh, and those silver and purple toothpicks in the hors devours are the perfect touch. You think of everything, Emily. Your father just told me about Frank—we’re sorry to hear he can’t make it, aren’t we, Jane? So very, very sorry. Because, you know, the twins and Frank were such good friends over the summer. Goodness, are those twinkle lights on the patio? We’ve got to see them, haven’t we, Jane? Oh, Jane is overcome, aren’t you, dear? She’s so very impressed by you, Emily. So very, very impressed.” 
 
    A very unimpressed Jane glances at the twinkle lights outside. 
 
    “It looks great out there,” Blake says. “You thought of everything, Emily.” 
 
    “Didn’t she?” Miss Bates turns toward me, her small gold earrings catching the light. “Absolutely everything! Come, Juana.” She reaches for her niece’s hand. “I know you must be dying to see the patio, like me. You’ll give us a tour, won’t you, Byron?” 
 
     “Oh! Yes, of course.” Dad blinks, as if he’d zoned out for a while and just came back to this moment. Parties and large groups aren’t really his thing. But he leads Miss Bates and Jane outside, and I think he’s happy to feel useful. 
 
    And, ahem. Jane and Frank were such good friends, according to Miss Bates, yet Jane claimed they barely knew each other. Something there definitely doesn’t add up. 
 
    The doorbell rings again, and I go back to get it, and after that it’s just an endless stream of guests until finally I get the text from John saying that he and Sarah are only a few minutes away.  
 
    “They’re coming!” I call out. “Start hiding behind the couches!” I scurry around, lighting the candles as fast as I can without burning the place down because you’d think John could have given me a little more warning.  
 
    When I’m finished, I hurry to flick off the lights, then do one last scan of the room. Everyone’s dutifully ducking behind our couches, the soft sounds of whispered conversations floating around the room. I step around crouched guests, looking for a place to kneel, when a hand closes around my ankle.  
 
    “Saved you a spot, babe.” Elton. 
 
    Where’s Harryet? She’s not near him, and this candlelit scene is the perfect romantic setting for them. I glance around the room again but don’t see her, and calling out would be so obvious it would embarrass her. I give up and kneel beside Elton, and he throws an arm around me, his soft sleeve settling across my bare shoulders.  
 
    “You’re looking hot tonight,” he whispers in my ear. 
 
    Will Elton be less flirty when he’s with Harryet? I hope so, for her sake. And mine. 
 
    Elton looks good, but he knows that, so I don’t have to tell him. He’s in a black shirt with the top buttons undone because he knows he looks sexy with his neatly trimmed chest hair peeking out. He has a citrusy cologne on that smells good with his minty his breath. Elton never misses a detail. 
 
    “Hey, do me a favor?” I ask him. 
 
    “Anything,” he whispers, his face too close to mine. 
 
    “Don’t drink too much tonight, okay?” It’s Sarah’s engagement party, and my dad’s here. It’d be weird, him being all sloppy drunk and me having to hide that from everyone. 
 
    “Your wish is my command,” he says in his cheesy Elton way as he shakes a strand of his blond hair out of his eyes. His hair is loose and gel free-tonight, and it suits him, contrasting nicely with his formal clothes. He likes to keep his hair long like he’s a surfer, and he has a bunch of surfing T-shirt he wears to complete the look, even though he only went surfing once, wiped out, and never went again. But Elton’s like that. He has this image of himself that’s different from the real him. Although lately, it’s been harder to tell the difference between the image and the real thing, like maybe he’s becoming the image. 
 
    “OK, so we have to ask Emily about the DJ,” I can hear Sarah saying outside the door, and everyone hushes at the sound of her voice. “Do you think she remembered to give him all of our song requests? I’m worried she has too much going on, what with cheer and gymnastics and all her friends and stuff.” 
 
    “I think she took care of everything,” John says. 
 
    Thank you, John. I gave the DJ their song requests two weeks ago, right after Sarah gave them to me. Honestly. She has no faith. 
 
    “Why are the lights off?” Sarah asks as she swings the door open.  
 
    “Surprise!” we all yell, as John flicks on the lights. 
 
    Sarah’s mouth opens and then reforms into a smile. “Oh. My. Gosh! Did you know?” She turns to John, who smiles his answer. Sarah takes in the faces and the “Congratulations!” banner and decorations. “Emily?” Her eyes sweep the room for me. “This was you? This is amazing! Thank you, everyone!”  
 
    People cascade towards her and John, congratulating and hugging them.  
 
    “She was shocked,” Elton whispers in my ear. “You were perfect.” 
 
    Why is he still whispering? “Thanks. Where’s Harryet?” 
 
    He looks around. “I’ll find her for you.” 
 
    For me? More like for him. Since when is Elton coy? 
 
    Sarah makes her way through the guests to me and pulls me into a tight hug. “Oh my gosh, Emily, this is amazing! Thank you so much! How did you keep this a secret from me? How did John keep this secret? Oh, I just love everything.” Her eyes float around the room again. 
 
    “I’m so happy you’re happy! You didn’t suspect?” There was that one time when Blake and I were talking about the food, and she came home unexpectedly. 
 
    But Sarah shakes her head. “Not at all. Not even with you being such a horrible actress. This is so sweet!” She grabs my hand and squeezes it, and her face is so lit up she's glowing, so I let the horrible actress comment go. 
 
    She drops her voice. “Dad told me Frank was supposed to come. Was John upset when he found out Frank canceled?” 
 
    “He seemed fine, but it was a text.” I’m not sure how I feel about Dad telling her, but maybe she would have found out eventually. “What about you? Are you upset about it?” 
 
    “No, I totally get it.” And she sounds like she means it. “His grandparents wouldn’t let him come.” 
 
    Is that why? “Where’d you hear that?” 
 
    She adjusts the strap of her dress. “It’s obvious, isn’t it? I mean, that’s what it always is.” 
 
    “I guess.” But it sounds like a cop out. “That excuse worked when he was seven, but now he’s seventeen. Can’t he just tell them that this is important and he has to be here?”  
 
    She gives me a look like I’m totally missing something huge. “Not while he’s living under their roof!”  
 
    I used to buy that excuse, but now... “He’s almost 18.” 
 
    “It’s not about age, is it? Being dependent on people means you need to respect their rules. You wouldn’t just fly off to the other side of the country if Dad told you no.” 
 
    Maybe, but to flip it—I’m not sure I’d miss my dad’s engagement party and the chance to meet his fiancé. But why am I arguing with her about this when she’s so happy? “It’s just that I wanted you to meet him before the wedding,” I say, “so you’d be less nervous about the first meeting and could focus on getting married.” 
 
    She smiles, and it spreads to her eyes. “You’re so good to me. Have I been gone too much?  
 
    I have missed her. But, “No, you’re getting married. I get it.” 
 
    She nods in a way that says she knows what I’m really thinking. “We’ll hang out soon. And sorry if I’ve been a nut job about the checklist.” She pauses. “But we should go over the checklist. We’re not doing that tonight because of this party, right? So maybe—” 
 
    “We’ll do it later, and you’ll just enjoy tonight,” I finish for her. 
 
    She laughs a little. “Yeah. Thanks, sis. Let’s catch a movie next Friday night. No checklist.” 
 
    “That sounds fun.” 
 
    “By the way.” She leans closer to me and lowers her voice. “Elton’s into you. But I guess you probably know that. Are you into him? It’s cool if you are. I mean, he’s, you know, fun.” 
 
    She’s lying. She always says Elton’s like a shiny, plastic Ken doll—cute but fake.  
 
    “Sarah!” I shake my head at her. “You are so off. He likes Harryet!” 
 
    “Really?” Her eyes flit around the room until she finds Elton, and—no surprise there—he’s talking to Harryet, with his hand resting on her shoulder. “Huh. Okay. He just seems flirty with you.” 
 
    “Elton’s flirty with everyone.” 
 
    She nods, but the look on her face says she’s still not convinced. But Sarah’s not good at reading people like I am.  
 
    “Go find your guy and have fun,” I say. 
 
    Her eyes are already searching the room for John. “Thanks, Em. So much.” 
 
    The doorbell chimes, and she leaves to find John, while I push through groups of people to get to the door. Good thing whoever it is didn’t show up at the same time as Sarah. I open it, and, whoa. Like, major whoa. 
 
    “Martín.” I step back. “Um, come in.” 
 
    He’s in red tights and a blue leotard, the words “Coastal Clean Up Man” stretched across his chest in large letters. Taped to various parts of his body are plastic soda rings and crunched up cans. It’s a great costume. It’s just that there aren’t any sea otters here to save or anything.  
 
    He steps inside and looks around the room, and I watch the confidence slide off his face. His eyes find Blake, who comes to join us. 
 
    “You said it was a Halloween party,” Martín says. 
 
    “No.” Blake looks between me and Martín. “Sorry, an engagement party.” 
 
    “Yes, I got that, but you said we should dress up—that you were dressing up.” Martín looks at Blake’s version of dressing up, which does not include tights or a leotard. 
 
    “Oh. I meant, more formal than my hardware store shirt.” 
 
    “Ah…” Martín lets the word stretch out. “That kind of dress up.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Next weekend is Halloween, though.” Martín’s eyes won’t stop roving around the room, as if he’s searching desperately for someone else in costume. 
 
    “Right. I didn’t think of that—that you might think—anyway, I’m glad you’re here.” Blake forces a smile. 
 
    Martín clears his throat, a nervous sound. “I believe you might be the only one.” 
 
    “No, Martín.” I find my voice at last. “Thanks for coming. Come in, please, and get something to eat.” I take his arm to lead him further into the house, but he doesn’t move, and at this point, people are starting to notice him. 
 
    “I think I might have had a nightmare about this once,” Martín says. 
 
    Elton smirks. “I believe we’ve all had nightmares about you wearing that.”  
 
    He says it during one of those moments when the conversation naturally quiets, and the words carry through the room. A couple of people giggle, and now everyone is staring. 
 
    “Elton.” I roll my eyes. As if this is the time for a joke.  
 
    “Emily,” he says in the same tone. “Oh, don’t give me that look, Em. Come on—look at the guy. You can’t float the ball by the net like that and not expect me to spike it.” 
 
    Is Martín the volleyball in this analogy? “Well, I love your outfit, Martín.” I raise my voice to talk to the room. “Do you know how much Martín has done for the environment? He leads a whole club and organizes the school to do coastal clean ups to save our oceans. Plus, he...” What else? Why didn’t I just end it with the oceans thing? “He, um, also recycles and reuses and stuff. Anyway, he’s a real hero! This is the perfect costume for him. Let’s all raise our glasses—to Martín!” 
 
    There’s a pause and a few confused looks. 
 
    “To Martín!” Blake says loudly, even though he has no glass to raise. 
 
    There’s a smattering of hesitant “To Martíns!” around the room. 
 
    I drop my voice so that only Martín can hear me. “Now walk to the kitchen like you planned this moment, and people will believe you.”  
 
    Martín adjusts his cape and moves with me and Blake through the crowd of staring eyes and open mouths. The kitchen isn’t as crowded as the living room, but conversations pause and then resume when Martín enters.  
 
    I grab an empty plate and hand it to him. “Seriously, thanks for coming,” I say. “Sorry Blake’s so ridiculous that he can’t even explain a party invitation.” 
 
    “This is true,” Blake says. “Sorry, man.” 
 
    “You’re being nice to me.” Martín takes the plate from me but doesn’t put any food on it. “But it’s pretty clear I’m the ridiculous one.” 
 
    “Martín, stop,” I say. “It was a misunderstanding.” 
 
    He stares at his empty plate. “I should go. Please congratulate your sister and her fiancée for me. May their love grow faster than the garbage is accumulating in the oceans.” 
 
    I laugh. “That was romantic. Please stay.” Maybe I wasn’t sure about Martín and Harryet, but he’s still a good guy. And after that little scene with Elton, I’m beginning to question why I wanted Harryet and Elton together. But Elton’s cool. He’s just a little sharp around the edges, and Harryet will soften him. 
 
    “No one cares anymore,” Blake says. “Sure, it was weird for a minute, but Emily smoothed it over. She’s the queen of any social situation.” 
 
    Am I? This getting compliments from Blake thing is hard to get used to. But Martín’s not listening to either of us. He’s looking past us, at Harryet, who’s standing by herself and watching us, like maybe she’s waiting to talk to Martín. She’s pretty tonight in a shimmery blue dress, and she curled her short hair so it flips up at the ends. Her nails are painted with silvery blue polish that looks really good in this light. When she comes to join us, Blake gently takes my elbow to usher me back.  
 
    “Playing matchmaker?” I whisper to him. 
 
    “No,” he says, but his lips are twitching. “I’m just giving them privacy, Nosy. Harryet will tell you the whole conversation afterwards, anyway.” 
 
    I stop him from pulling us so far away that we can’t listen in. “It’s not the same hearing it secondhand. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    He laughs but inches closer. He pretends I’m the gossip, but he’s just as into it as I am. 
 
    “Harryet.” Martín spins his empty plate around in his hands. “I didn’t realize—I mean, this is a surprise.” 
 
    Yeah, right. He so knew she was going to be here. 
 
    But Harryet gives him a soft smile with her pink, glossy lips. “Hi Martín. I like your costume.” 
 
    His eyebrows bend together. “Are you making fun of me?” 
 
    “No! I meant it. This—” She gestures to him— “It’s so creative. I like it when people make their own costumes.” 
 
    “Me too!” He dips his face closer to hers. “I think store bought ones are so unoriginal. As if the point of Halloween is to buy something and add to the consumerism in our society and plastic packaging in our landfills. It’s so much better to have an original costume.”  
 
    “Totally! And homemade superhero costumes are so much fun. One Halloween I was Duct Tape Woman. I made an outfit that looked like Wonder Woman, except I spelled out Duct Tape Woman in duct tape across my chest. I even made myself a duct tape lasso of truth.” She laughs. “I thought I was so cool at the time, but your costume is way better.” 
 
    “It sounds amazing. Do you have a picture?” 
 
    “I do! Somewhere in here.” She takes out her phone, and their heads bend together as she scrolls through her photos. 
 
    “It’s funny that we were both superheroes,” Martín says while he waits for her to find the picture. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing! Oh, here it is.” 
 
    “Wow. You look...just, wow.” He pulls his head away from hers. “I should go. Nice to see you.” His voice is suddenly stiff, his smile gone. 
 
    “Oh. Um, okay.” She slips her phone into a small, black purse-backpack that I know she made herself. “If you have to.” 
 
    He looks again at his outfit. “I’m pretty sure I have to.” 
 
    “It’s confusing—having an engagement party the weekend before Halloween.” 
 
    He sighs in a way that makes his body cave in on itself. “It’s not. But thanks for not laughing.” 
 
    “Martín, I would never—" 
 
    “Bye Harryet.” 
 
    He starts to leave, but Sarah and John meet him on his way out of the kitchen and start talking to him, and I know they’ll make him feel comfortable. Harryet stays back, watching him, before some of our school friends pull her into a conversation.  
 
    I’m debating whether I should go to her or to Martín when Blake turns to me, leaning his head close to mine so he won’t be overheard. 
 
    “Two things,” he says, already holding up a finger. “One: I’m not matchmaking. But two: you’d have to have a heart of stone not to be Team Martín after that. Wait, three things:  Why did we listen to their conversation? It’s like I’m turning into you.” 
 
    Honestly. “One: why does everyone like to pretend they aren’t just as hungry for gossip as I am? And two: I do not have a heart of stone. I get that he’s into her, and I’m sorry for him. But what guy wouldn’t be into Harryet?” I look back at her in her shimmery dress that hugs her in all the right places. She walks this line between cute and beautiful—isn’t that what every guy wants? 
 
    But Blake’s eyes stray to Elton. “We have a truce, so I won’t answer that.”  
 
    I groan. “You’re still acting like it’s my fault that Harryet and Martín aren’t together.” 
 
    “I am. That’s weird of me. I just can’t shake the feeling that she’d go for him if you’d give her your permission.”  
 
    My permission. OK, maybe I have a little bit of persuasive power over Harryet, which is totally normal in friendships, but Harryet still makes her own decisions. Besides, I can’t say what I’m really thinking, which is that Elton is totally a better match for her. 
 
    “What do you have against Martín?” Blake asks, and I hate it when he knows what I’m thinking. 
 
    “What? Nothing.”  
 
    He gives me one of his I-know-everything looks. “Don’t lie to me, Em.” 
 
    Fine. Maybe I can make Blake understand. “Well, that can on his cape—how many dogs peed on it before he picked it up and taped it to himself?”  
 
    “Don’t be a snob, Emily.” 
 
    “Being hygienic is being a snob, now?”  
 
    But Blake rolls his eyes at me in that way that makes me feel like this was a test, and I just failed. 
 
    “Look,” I say. “I do like Martín. He grows on me.” More and more, actually. “But I don’t control Harryet. Girls aren’t robots, no matter what you and Martín want to think. You can’t just program them to like a nice guy because he likes them.” 
 
    “Me and Martín think this?” Blake’s eyes search my face, as if my words are a puzzle he needs to solve.  
 
    But I’m not being deep. “Uh, yeah. I figured you asked him to join your Nice Guys Shouldn’t Finish Last movement.” 
 
    That questioning look leaves his eyes. “If I asked anyone to join me, it’d be Martín.” He gives me a long look. “You are nice to Martín. You’re good at that—being nice to everyone, without caring about who’s popular and who’s not. That’s rare, you know. That’s not Elton. It’s nor your friend Shelly, either. Leilani and Priya were better, but even they had their judgy moments. It worries me though. How can you keep from being a snob when all the people you choose to hang out with are? Is that even possible?” 
 
    I’m not sure what to say. It’s not like I haven’t noticed my friends are a little snobby now and then, but I guess I didn’t want Blake to think it, or say it, or call it an infectious disease that one day I’ll catch. 
 
    Blake’s attention has already moved to Martín, who’s finished talking to my sister and John and is now walking towards the door. “I’m going to say good-bye to him,” Blake says, as if he hasn’t just dropped a word bomb on me, “since the whole costume thing was my fault. But it’s my turn to give you a compliment.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I say. I’m not sure I can handle another Blake compliment. 
 
    “Emily, you look beautiful tonight. More than beautiful, really. That wasn’t obligatory.” 
 
    He turns and walks away before I can respond, and I stand there, watching him leave, trying to figure out why Blake giving me a compliment makes me feel like I’m inside a snow globe that someone’s just shaken. 
 
    “I’m going to go,” Harryet says, suddenly standing beside me and pulling me out of my thoughts. “I’m sorry. I don’t feel so great.” 
 
    “Are you sick?” Her cheeks are flushed, and I put a hand on her forehead the way Sarah does when I’m sick. “Harryet! You’re burning up. But you were fine earlier.” 
 
    “I know. It sort of came on all of a sudden, and now, I just want to lie down.” 
 
    “Do you want to sleep in my room?”  
 
    “No.” She gives a weak shake of her head. “I want to be home, if that’s okay. You’ll say good-bye to everyone for me?” 
 
    “Of course! Elton will be disappointed.” 
 
    She nods, but her eyes have that vacant, sick look to them. 
 
    I walk her to the door, searching for Elton—because he could give her a ride home—but I don’t see him in the crowd. But I do find Blake, coming back from seeing Martín out. 
 
    “Do you feel up to driving home?” I ask Harryet. “Maybe Elton could take you.” If I could find him. 
 
    “Oh, man,” Blake says when he meets us at the door. “You look bad—I mean, not bad. Just, you know, sick.” 
 
    Great save there, Blake. 
 
    “Maybe I shouldn’t drive.” Harryet leans against the doorframe, as if she needs support. “But I don’t want Elton to see me like this. Do you think I could get a ride from someone else?”  
 
    “Martín just left.” Blake looks back toward the door. “I could run and grab him.”  
 
    And he makes fun of me for matchmaking. 
 
    Harryet shakes her head. “No, he really wanted to get home.” 
 
    “Blake will do it,” I say. 
 
    “Definitely,” Blake says.  
 
    “Then Blake and I will drop your car off at your place after the party’s over,” I say. “It’ll be waiting for you at your house tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “That’d be great.” Harryet looks a little out of it as she reaches for the door.  
 
    “Thanks,” I mouth to Blake as they leave, and he nods. 
 
    I’ve just shut the door on them when Elton reaches out to pull me toward him. This party is getting exhausting. This is why I usually just watch a movie on the couch on Friday night. 
 
    “Great party, Em,” he breathes in my ear, and his breath smells like garlic bread. But that’s better than alcohol. 
 
    “Thanks.” I step away from him. “Hey, Harryet just left. She wasn’t feeling well.” 
 
    “That’s too bad.” 
 
    “Yeah, Blake just drove her home, but you shouldn’t feel like you have to hang out here all night. If you want to leave to bring her something or check on her, that’s fine.” I know Harryet said she didn’t want Elton to see her, but if he comes to take care of her—and to tell her how he feels about her, I think she’d change her mind.  
 
    “Bring her something?” Elton makes a face. “I don’t want to get sick. She didn’t get you sick, did she?” 
 
    “Emily.” I feel a tap on my shoulder, and I turn to see Dad, his eyebrows scrunched together in a way that worries me.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s probably nothing,” he says. “But is there more champagne stashed somewhere? People opened the bottles sitting on the table, and there’s not enough left for the toast.” 
 
    “We don’t have any more.” I knew I shouldn’t have left those bottles out, but they completed the décor. “How many are left?” I’m already walking back toward the kitchen. 
 
    “Maybe one or two,” I hear Dad say from behind me. 
 
    But when I get to the kitchen, I find one half empty bottle.  
 
    “We could toast with something else?” Dad says. “Or maybe we could skip the toast. We still have the apple cider.” 
 
    Apple cider’s fine for anyone who’s underage, but, “it’s an engagement party. We have to toast, and it has to be with champagne.” I mean, there’s a right way and a wrong way. And a champagne toast is the only way. 
 
    “No problem.” Elton drops an arm around my shoulder. I wiggle out because, hello, my dad’s standing right here. 
 
    “I’ll run you to the store to pick some more up,” Elton says. “Problem solved.” 
 
    Dad eyes him. “Are you sober?” 
 
    “Of course.” Elton flicks a hand toward the wine bottles on the table. “I only do hard alcohol.” 
 
    When Dad doesn’t laugh, he says, “Sorry. Bad joke. I haven’t had anything to drink.” 
 
    Dad gives me an uneasy look. “Alright. But hurry back.” I know he’s hating this whole party scene, and even though we haven’t talked much tonight, he’ll feel even less comfortable knowing I’m not here. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” I say. “And thanks for telling me.” 
 
    Elton takes my hand and gives me one of his playful smiles. “Too bad Martín left. He’s supposed to be the one to save the day.” 
 
    “He’d probably find us some champagne bottles on the beach that still have a couple of swigs left.” I don’t know why I say it. 
 
    But Elton laughs. “Will they have lipstick on them? Because those are his favorite.” 
 
    I don’t want to laugh, but I do. Blake’s right—or maybe wrong—because I’m just as much of a snob as Elton. I’m just better at hiding it. 
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    Elton takes me to the Super Save, and I grab a bunch of bottles of champagne and check out as quickly as possible.  
 
    “Thanks, Elton,” I say when we’re back in his BMW. I give a little shiver when my legs hit the cool leather. 
 
    “My pleasure. I’ve been wanting to talk to you anyway.” He turns toward me in his seat, pulling down an armrest and leaning his elbow against it. “You’re a hard girl to get alone.” 
 
    He probably wants to ask me about Harryet, and normally I’d want that, but I need to get back for Dad and to make the toast before people start leaving. “Right, well, you know how it is when you’re hosting a party.” Or maybe he doesn’t. "Anyway, I’m here now, so let’s talk while you drive.” 
 
    But Elton makes no move to start the car. His eyes roam over my body, lingering in several places until they reach my face. “You look hot tonight. Was the bride jealous, or is she used to you outshining her?” 
 
    Ugh. I don’t have time for Elton’s…Eltonness. I turn to face the front. “We should get back.” 
 
    “No rush.” He flicks up the armrest and reaches out to run a hand down my bare arm. “The truth is you always look hot. But I guess you know that.” He pauses. “We’ve known each other a long time, haven’t we?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I try to shift away from him, but the car is tight, and there’s nowhere for me to go. “You’re a good friend. And Harryet—” 
 
    “Friend.” He smiles that confident smile that he knows is sexy. “I’m more than a friend, aren’t I? Come on, Emily. I know you feel it too.” 
 
    A sick feeling starts puddling in my stomach. “Are you drunk? You said—”  
 
    “I told you I’d stay sober, and I am. I’m yours to command, Emily.” He edges closer and slips an arm around my shoulders. “I know you’ve been waiting for this. But if you want to act surprised, I’ll let you. You can have whatever you want with me.”  
 
    I fumble for the handle and push my door open, practically falling of the car. “You’re weirding me out here, Elton. I’m not Harryet. You say you’re not drunk—are you stoned?” He doesn’t look stoned. I rub my hands up and down my arms against the touch of a cold breeze. 
 
    Elton gets out of the car and walks around to my side. “I told you I’m sober. Why are we talking about Harryet? She’s a nobody. Look, I get it—you’re doing the modest routine, but you can drop it now. This is me, Em. You don’t have to act like you didn’t see this coming, like you don’t want this too.” He takes my wrist and pulls me towards him, and I’m too stunned to stop him. His citrusy cologne stings my eyes, and one of my arms is crushed against his shirt buttons. He bends his head toward mine, like he might actually kiss me, but he stops with his face inches from mine. “I know you’ve been thinking the same thing—that you and me, we look good together. We’ll be that couple. When we walk down the halls together, we’ll feel the envy dripping off of everyone.” He moves his face so that he’s whispering near my ear. “And I’m pretty sure you’ll find that being with me has other perks too.” 
 
    I push him away and step back, stumbling a little in my heels. “Harryet’s a nobody?” 
 
    Several emotions flash across his face. “That’s what you got out of that speech?  
 
    This isn’t happening. “What are you—why are you—with me! After you’ve been flirting with her?” 
 
    “Flirting with Harryet? You don’t think that I would…Me? And Harryet?” 
 
    My mind is flashing through every interaction he’s had with her—every time he made her think he was into her. “You put her picture on your wall! You’ve been flirting with her for weeks!” 
 
    Something like disgust reshapes his features. “I put the picture you drew on my wall. I’ve been flirting with you for weeks—and you’ve been flirting back.” He runs his eyes over me, but in a different way this time. “I can’t believe that you really think I’d go for Harryet. Me. With Harryet.” He gives a dramatic shudder, as if he hadn’t already made his point. 
 
    “I knew you were vain, but I didn’t know you were such a jerk.” 
 
    “I knew you were naïve, but I didn’t think you were stupid.” His eyes get a hard edge to them, his jaw line somehow sharpening. “Look at you, wanting to act all surprised. Like you haven’t been leading me on. Like you haven’t been waiting for this moment, begging me for this.”  
 
    He’s so delusional. “Harryet’s been—" 
 
    “Harryet.” He spits out the name. “As if someone like me could ever be interested in some loser who spends her time making stupid crap out of duct tape and hanging out with that robot nerd. If she weren’t your friend, no one would have even noticed her. It’s just because you started talking to her that she's anybody at all.” He stops, his face untensing, his eyes softening. “I know you think I’m hot, Emily. I’ve seen you looking at me. Is this because of Blake? Because that guy is never going to make a move.” 
 
    “Blake?” It’s like every time Elton opens his mouth, more crazy pops out. “Of course not. Blake and I are friends. He gets that.”  
 
    “Ah, the friend zone. F.Z.” His smile somehow shifts into from inviting to cruel. “So now you’re putting me there too? I think I get it now. Nobody’s good enough for Emily Holzhaus. You just want to toss your little pom poms and flick your sexy legs up so that everyone wants you and no one gets you.” 
 
    As if that’s why I toss my pom poms. “I do cheerleading for myself, because I like it. Not so that you and everyone else can ogle me.” 
 
    His laugh is hard and twisted. “Keep telling yourself that. You do it so you can keep up this image that you’re untouchable, above everyone. When really you’re just a tease.”  
 
    So now because I’m not interested in Elton, I’m a tease who thinks I’m above everyone. As if a girl can’t just say no to a guy because she’s not interested.  
 
    “No one’s good enough for perfect little Emily, are they?” he asks. 
 
    “I’m not sure about no one. But definitely not you.” 
 
    Shock flits over his face before his features harden into anger again. “Ooh, that’s a good one. Did you think of that line ahead of time? Like, here’s how I’m going to shoot Elton down after I spend weeks leading him on.” He yanks his car door open and slides inside. “I’m over these games.”  
 
    He fires up the engine, and I stumble backwards to get out of the way before he peels out of the parking lot like the rebel he thinks he is. 
 
    I watch his taillights fade and shiver as another breeze hits my bare arms. Part of me is floored to realize that Elton’s a total jerk. And another part isn’t surprised at all. 
 
    As I lower myself onto the curb, the cold of the cement seeping through my thin dress, I’m struck by three things. One: What am I going to tell Harryet? Two: I hope Blake never finds out about this. But, mostly, three:  Elton was my ride, and he has my champagne. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I wake up, I have those few blissful moments when I haven’t yet remembered, but then it all comes crashing back. Elton calling Harryet a nobody and leaving me stranded. All those ugly things he said—when I thought we were friends. Buying champagne again and calling my dad to come get me. Smiling and giving the toast and pretending that I wasn’t feeling all cut up inside. 
 
    I can’t believe Elton seriously thought that I wanted him. Elton—and me. Ugh. As if there’s a universe where that’s ever going to happen. 
 
    And I can’t believe he thinks he’s better than Harryet, who’s ten times the person he is.  
 
    What am I going to do about Harryet? I encouraged her to like him—she might not even have thought of him if I hadn’t kept telling her that he was into her and that they’d be perfect together. That yucky feeling that began puddling and sticking in my stomach when Elton first started coming onto me is still there. How could I have been so wrong? I’ll never matchmake again. Seriously, never.  
 
    I pick up my phone to text Harryet but just stare at it. She’ll be crushed—I can’t stand the thought of causing her pain. Unless! She’d be a good match with James Chen—maybe…Oh, right. I don’t do that anymore. 
 
    I sigh and fire off a text to Harryet. Maybe she’s still sick, and I can put off telling her. 
 
      
 
    Emily: Hey! How are you feeling? 
 
    Harryet: Miserable. Bored. How was the rest of the party? Want to come over? 
 
      
 
    My finger’s hovering over the screen. Maybe it’s better to go over and tell her now, when she can be miserable about everything all at once. Plus, if she’s sick, she has an excuse to stay home and won’t have to see Elton again right away.  
 
      
 
    Emily: Sure. What can I bring? 
 
    Harryet: Just yourself. And details on the rest of the party! Did Elton ask about me? 
 
      
 
    I grab my purse and slide my phone inside. I’d better get this over with. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “It makes sense, that he wants you.” Harryet lies back on her pillow, one of her curls resting on her pale forehead. “I mean, I never thought someone like Elton would ever—" 
 
    “Harryet, stop.” I fall back onto the mattress beside her and stare at the glow in the dark stars on her ceiling. “You are so much kinder than Elton—you’re better than him in every way.”  
 
    Her eyes say she’s trying to believe me, but her lip quivers. “If that were true, wouldn’t he want to be with me?” 
 
    “No.” My head makes a gentle swishing sound against the pillow as I shake it. “Because Elton doesn’t realize how amazing you are and how much he sucks. Most people who suck don’t realize it and instead go around thinking they’re great. It’s, like, evolution. It probably kept all of the sucky monkeys from offing themselves.” 
 
    She gives a weak smile. “You’re a good friend.” 
 
    I’m a terrible friend. I knew telling Harryet would be bad, but I didn’t know it’d be this bad. Her nose was already red and drippy from her cold, but now her eyes are puffy, and her cheeks are wet with tears. She’s blamed herself a hundred different ways, but never Elton or me—the two people who are actually to blame. 
 
    I play with a loose string on my faded gymnastics shirt that was from a competition from three years ago. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I was wrong about Elton. He used to be different, sweeter.” But when I think back to that awkward, shy middle school Elton, I remember that even then he used to talk about being like he is now—confident, flirty, king of the school. Maybe this is the person he’s always wanted to be, and I just wasn’t listening. Maybe Elton and I outgrew each other a long time ago, and I didn’t realize it, because when I looked at him, I still saw that person he used to be.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be apologizing,” Harryet says. “How is any of this your fault? Or even his? I can’t make him like me, and neither can you.” 
 
    Harryet is so nice, and Elton’s so stupid. “You are the most likeable person ever. What can we do to cheer you up?” Please say work on wedding stuff. I have some new ideas for how to decorate the gift table. 
 
    Harryet falls back onto her pillow again, as if nothing can help, but then she says, “Pizza. And chocolate. And Netflix and nail polish.” 
 
    I smile. The gift table can wait. “Done.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The pizza, chocolate, Netflix, and nail polish do not work. Harryet recovers from her illness and comes back to school, but she’s still totally heartbroken. Elton, thank goodness, has been out this week—I’m not sure where he is, and it’s so obviously a jab that he didn’t tell me since he tells me everything. But even with him gone, Harryet gets this sad look and stares off into space when she thinks no one’s looking, and at lunch, her eyes often drift to his spot. I hate it that she misses him—that it’s my fault that she misses him—when he’s so clearly not worth it. 
 
    Today is day four of Elton’s mysterious absence. What will I do when he comes back? Will Harryet and I still sit with him at lunch? If we don’t, I’ll be making a statement—that I’m pissed at him, that we’re not friends anymore—and I’m not sure if I want to make an enemy of Elton. He’s not kind to people he’s done with. I can handle that, but could Harryet? On the other hand, Elton’s snobby enough that he won’t want to end our friendship completely. He’ll want to stay latched onto my social circle, so the decision of what to do when he returns is mine.  
 
    I wonder if anyone else in our group knows where he is. But I can’t ask—I can’t bring him up in front of Harryet—and I can’t admit I don’t know because then everyone will know something’s up with us. How did I get to a point where I have to hide things even from the people I sit with at lunch? If I can’t tell anyone my secrets, does it mean I don’t have any real friends? 
 
    Some of the tension leaves my shoulders when I spot Ricardo sitting alone at our lunch table. He just got back from West Point, and I’ve missed him. He’s easy and real in a way that other people just aren’t.  
 
    “Hey!” I slide onto the bench across from him. “How was West Point? Congratulations, by the way.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He smiles at me and peels a banana. “It was…I don’t know. It’s a good school.” 
 
    His words are careful, too careful. I know that feeling. “Are you not interested?” 
 
    He studies his banana. “My parents say I should be.” 
 
    Wow. Who knew Ricardo and I were struggling with the same thing? “I get that. Do you think you’ll go there, to please them?” 
 
    The corners of his lips droop, like his banana peel. “I didn’t think I would. But I didn’t think I’d fly out and do a tour. So.” 
 
    “My dad wants me to go to St. Elizabeth’s. Like my sister.”  
 
    He meets my eyes, and something like understanding sparks there. “Where do you want to go?” 
 
    “UCLA. But I haven’t told anyone. You?” 
 
    “Julliard.” 
 
    “I can see you there.” 
 
    “Music isn’t a stable career choice,” he says in what I guess is an imitation of his father’s voice. 
 
    I’m already nodding. “UCLA is too far away. Sarah’s already leaving, and Dad’s sad about that. And she went to St. Elizabeth’s and lived at home to help us. And it’s a good school.” 
 
    He gives a false laugh. “And lots of other things to rationalize going somewhere you don’t want to go.” 
 
    “YES.” I take out my sandwich. “But is it bad to choose a college that will make our families happy? I mean, it’s not like I couldn’t make St. Elizabeth’s work.”  
 
    “Not bad, no. But I don’t think it’s good, either.” 
 
    “Yeah.” That’s pretty much the same thought I always circle back to. 
 
    We lapse into silence then, and my eyes fall to his phone, which is sitting beside him. It’s upside down, but I still can read the text from Jane. I shouldn’t read it, but her words are jumping out at me, and I’ve already finished before I have a chance to think about what I’m doing. 
 
      
 
    Jane: Tell him I miss him and that he HAS to come to Cali SOON!!! 
 
      
 
    The phone blips to its lock screen, and I check to see if Ricardo caught me, but no. He’s fingering the peel on his banana, probably still thinking about our conversation, like I should be. But, whoa. Serious whoa. There was a lip kissing emoji at the end of the text.  
 
    Who does Jane miss and want to kiss? Does she have a secret boyfriend? One that doesn’t live in California? But how would she have met him? Not online—that doesn’t seem like her. Maybe at that leadership camp in D.C. that she and Ricardo went to—maybe that’s why she’s so weird about giving any details about that camp. And maybe Ricardo saw him when he went back East to West Point! YES. That totally explains why Jane’s asking Ricardo to tell this guy she misses him. But why would she keep this boyfriend a secret? Probably because he doesn’t have a thousand-point GPA like she does, so she has to hide her relationship from her parents. On the other hand, when does Jane ever tell anything about her life? She’s probably just being her weird secretive self. Wow. Perfect Jane sending kissing emojis about a long-distance secret boyfriend. She just got about a million times more interesting. 
 
    Shelly drops her tray onto the table beside me, and I jump as if I’ve been doing something wrong. Which, I guess I have, if “wrong” means doing what any normal, curious person would do.  
 
    “Are you so excited Elton’s coming back on Monday?” Shelly smooths a hand over her tight ponytail, checking for stray hairs, as if Elton’s actually here to appreciate her hairdo. “I wish we didn’t have to wait so long! Today’s only Thursday.” 
 
    Monday feels way too soon, if you ask me. At least Harryet’s not here yet, so she’ll miss this conversation. 
 
    Jane slides in beside Ricardo, dropping her blue and white polka dotted lunch bag onto the table. “He said he had a surprise too.” She looks at me. “Not that it’ll be a surprise for you.” 
 
    “Oooh, tell us what it is,” Shelly says. “I promise to act like I don’t know.” 
 
    They’re all watching me, waiting, and I just know this is exactly the moment Elton wanted to create. “I don’t know either,” I say. I try to drop the words casually, but of course Jane jumps on them. 
 
    “He didn’t even tell you?” she asks. “But he tells you everything. What’s he told you about his trip, then? He’s sent almost no texts while he’s been gone. Is he having fun?” 
 
    I consider lying. All it would take is a simple “yeah.” But Blake and Sarah say I’m a terrible liar, and what would I do if Jane and Shelly ask for details? So instead I say, “I don’t really know what’s up with him,” and take a bite of my sandwich. 
 
    Jane’s face gets that sharp look that means she’s going in for the kill. “You mean he hasn’t texted you anything?” She sits back, studying me, her hair swishing with the movement. “You at least know where he’s been, don’t you?” 
 
    As if not knowing everything about Elton’s life is supposed to make me feel less than. “I’m not his mom.” 
 
    “But you are his best friend. He’s not your best friend, but you’re his.” She lets a pause hang between us before adding, “You’re acting like this is normal, but it’s not. It’s weird that he didn’t tell you.” 
 
    It’s calculated is what it is. He told everyone but me so that I’d find out this way and feel stupid. 
 
    “Oh, no.” Shelly touches my arm like she’s concerned instead of hungry for gossip. “Are you guys fighting?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I say in that same forced casual tone I can’t seem to stop using. If we were fighting, time would pass, and we’d make up. But I don’t think Elton and I will ever be able to put our friendship back together again.  
 
    “I don’t know why you think there’s drama here.” Ricardo sets his empty banana peel on his napkin. “Elton just wants to get everyone excited for some announcement so that, big surprise, he’ll be the center of attention. Again.” Ricardo looks at me. “He’s visiting his cousin who had a baby. It’s not some big secret or anything.”  
 
    That makes sense. Elton has a bunch of family in Woodlands Ranch, about an hour from Highbury. His royalty cousins, he calls them, because one of them traced the family genealogy to King George, and now they’re all obsessed with the connection. That means Elton’s related to King George too, but he always used to laugh about how his cousins could work old George into any conversation: “Speaking of cars, that reminds me of King George—since, you know, he didn’t have one. Did I mention we’re related? Yes! On our father’s side!” Elton hasn’t talked about them that way for a while, though, I realize. Maybe that’s another thing that changed about him when I wasn’t looking. 
 
    “You must be excited he’s coming back,” Jane says. But she’s looking at me like she knows I’m hiding something, like if she just keeps poking, I’ll crack and spill everything. 
 
    But Jane’s not the only one who can keep secrets. I plaster a smile on my face. “Totally,” I say. “I absolutely cannot wait.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thursdays are long days—school, then cheer and then gymnastics—so I pick up a pizza for Dad and me on the way home, since Sarah’s going to be at John’s again. Blake’s at the house when I get there, doing who knows what for Dad. 
 
    “Pizza! Good idea.” Dad takes out a couple of twenties to pay me back. “What kind did you get?”  
 
    I take one of the twenties and return the other before setting the box on the table and flipping open the lid. 
 
    Dad takes an exaggerated whiff. “Pineapple and olive. Perfect. Thanks, sweetie.”  
 
    I grab a stack of three plates out of the cupboard and hand one to Dad and one to Blake.  
 
    Dad puts a couple of slices on his plate but doesn’t sit. “I have maybe 45 minutes of work left, and then I’m free for the evening. Can Blake keep you company for now?” 
 
    “Sure,” I say. “I have homework anyway.” And I’ve got to redo the place settings for the wedding. Harryet cannot sit at Elton’s table. If only I could uninvite him.  
 
    Dad drops his raised slice back onto his plate without biting it. “I was hoping for some time together. Will it take you all evening?” 
 
    It will. But, “No,” I say. “Come out when you’re done with your work, and we’ll hang out.” 
 
    He smiles. “Looking forward to it. Thanks for getting the toilet unclogged, Blake.” 
 
    Oh, gross. “I’m sorry,” I say to Blake after Dad’s back in his office. “You really don’t have to do things like that.” I pass him the twenty Dad gave me, but he pushes it back to me. 
 
    “It’s fine. You’re paying me in pizza.” He washes his hands at the kitchen sink and then sits at the table and grabs a slice.  
 
    “I wish you’d take money more often.” I could Venmo it to him, and then he’d have to take it. 
 
    “Don’t Venmo it,” Blake says, as if reading my mind. “I wouldn’t feel right about it. It’s your dad, and I’m helping him.” 
 
    “I know, but he asks you for too much.” Like, way too much. I fill some water glasses for both of us before joining him at the table. I grab a slice and inhale the cheesy-pineappley scent, and, yum. It really does smell amazing. “So did you have fun at John and Sarah’s party?” Besides texts, we haven’t talked since he took Harryet home. 
 
    He makes a face. “Parties. You know.” 
 
    I do. He’s like my dad about them. And me, if I’m honest with myself, which I don’t always like to be. But something about his words makes me deflate a little, like even if he doesn’t like parties, he could at least like my parties. But maybe that’s silly. 
 
    My face must give me away because he smiles and says, “But you threw a good one. You always do. I’m sure Sarah loved it, and John liked it because Sarah did.” He takes a bite of pizza and chews. “It must have bugged you that Frank didn’t come.” He says it like he wants it to bug me. 
 
    And it did. So why do I feel like I don’t want to admit that? “I get it,” I say. “He would have come if he could have.” 
 
    He gives me his standard Frank-is-such-a-flake look. “He could have given everyone a little more notice about his change of plans.” 
 
    “He must have thought he could make it. Maybe his grandparents said yes and then said no.” 
 
    “But you’d think he could have texted earlier instead of waiting until fifteen minutes before the party started. He really didn’t notice he wasn’t on a plane to California?” 
 
    “He was probably embarrassed.” I have no idea why I’m defending Frank. Didn’t I say the exact same things when Sarah was making excuses for him? But there’s something about the way Blake is always so against Frank that makes me want to defend him. 
 
    Blake puts both elbows on the table and rests his chin on his knuckles over his empty plate. “Being embarrassed doesn’t mean he gets to be rude to his dad and his dad’s fiancée. And to you. There’s no excuse for missing that party. It’s a big deal when your dad finds someone to marry. That’s something a son makes sure he’s there for.” 
 
    I slide another piece onto both of our plates. “Well, it was the engagement party, not the wedding. And it’s not like gets to decide. He’s living under his grandparents’ roof, so he has to do what they say.” 
 
    Blake shakes his head. “He’s seventeen, not seven.” 
 
    “Does age matter? It’s more about independence, and right now, he doesn’t have any. Plus, sometimes you do what the people who raised you want because you want to make them happy.” I think about my conversation today with Ricardo, and how, despite what he said, I’ll probably end up at St. Elizabeth’s, for Dad. It’ll be my good deed for the year. For the next four years. 
 
    “Well, at some point you have to stop doing that and start living for yourself.” Blake shoves a large bite of pizza in his mouth. 
 
    It’s not like he’s talking about me and St. Elizabeth’s, but I feel the words like a slap anyway. 
 
    “What?” he asks around his pizza. 
 
    “Nothing.” I try to smooth away whatever expression was on my face. “I just don’t get what you have against Frank.” 
 
    “I don’t have anything against him.” He lets his slice drop onto his plate, and several olives fall off. “I’m just tired of him letting my brother down. That’s all.” 
 
    That’s definitely not all, but it’s all Blake’s saying.  
 
    “John doesn’t seem to blame him,” I say. “Neither does Sarah.” Which is crazy, really. How do they forgive him so easily? And why won’t I let that thought slip past my lips when it’s exactly what Blake wants to hear?  
 
    “No,” Blake says quietly. “No one ever does.”  
 
    This conversation feels complicated, and I don’t know why. “Are we watching Clueless this Friday?” I ask at the same time Blake says, “I have a compliment for you.”  
 
    It’s like we both knew it was time to change the subject.  
 
    Blake raises an eyebrow at me. “You ready for it?” 
 
    “It’s my turn.” The words come out too quickly.  
 
    But we both know it’s not. I just texted him yesterday that I like how he’s always so ready to help someone out, like how he took Harryet home from the party. 
 
    Blake holds my gaze, his expression unreadable. “You hate this game.” 
 
    I crinkle the edges of my napkin. “I don’t hate it. It’s just weird. I’m used to you fighting with me and thinking you’re right about everything. Even that game about who’s the most annoying felt normal. But this new thing of you telling me what you like about me? It’s just…not what we do.” 
 
    “Maybe I wanted to change the rules. Maybe it should be what we do.” He pauses, his eyes searching my face. “I sort of have this deal going with Martín. Like, he took a risk with Harryet, and now it’s my turn, but I haven’t gone through with it yet.” 
 
    My thoughts are tripping over everything that happened with Elton and how he shut me out on purpose to hurt me. Five years of friendship, gone, because what? I didn’t want to date him? And there’s Ricardo and his feelings about West Point, and my feelings about St. Elizabeth’s. And Harryet and her misery and heartache that’s all my fault. Then there’s Jane’s secret boyfriend—and how very unlike Jane that is—or, at least, the Jane I thought I knew. Everything feels so secretive and complicated when I think problems used to be simpler. “Do you ever think things are changing too fast? Sorry—what were you saying?”  
 
    “Nothing.” Blake says the word slowly. “You go first. What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s just, you know. Priya and Leilani left. Sarah’s moving out and marrying John. I’ll graduate in two years—less than two years. You’ll come out of your weird rebel phase and go back to college eventually. And I know it’s all normal, but it’s a lot too, you know? Things will never be the same after all those changes. They might be similar—we might all still hang out—but they’ll never again be like this moment, here, with you, now.” And that wasn’t even half the things I was thinking about. 
 
    “Yeah. I feel that. All the time.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    He lets out a breath. “Of course.” 
 
    “Sometimes it feels like everyone’s taking it in stride, and I’m the only one who’s struggling with it.” 
 
    “No one ever thinks you struggle, Emily. When Elton says you’re perfect—and I know that annoys you—that’s what he means.” 
 
    It does annoy me when Elton says that. Has Elton always annoyed me? Are all my relationships so complicated?  
 
    But Blake’s eyes are burning with something I can’t place. “Are you saying that’s why you don’t like me complimenting you?” he asks. “Because it’s changing our relationship, and you want everything to stay the same between us?” 
 
    “It sounds ridiculous when you say it like that.” Plus, it’s more than that. It’s realizing there’s so much we don’t tell each other—Why did he drop out of college? Why can’t I talk to him about not wanting to go to St. Elizabeth’s? Even what happened with Elton has to be buried because I can’t admit I messed everything up so completely. But I don’t know how to end all that layered silence, so all I say is, “It’s stupid. I just think things used to be simpler, and I miss that.” 
 
    He holds my gaze, his brown eyes still too serious. “That’s not stupid.” 
 
    “Maybe not. But we’re having a complicated conversation about how I wish things were simpler. That’s kind of stupid.” I smile at him, but it doesn’t fill my face the way I want it to. “Let’s switch to your thing. What were you going to tell me? Something about a risk you’re taking? Are you going back to school?” 
 
    “What? No way. I don’t even remember what I was talking about. Oh—but I was going to tell you about this weird guy that came into the store today. Do you want another piece?” 
 
    He’s lying, burying another secret. But when he puts a slice on my plate and starts his story, I nod at him to continue.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Harryet rolls onto her back on my bed, her eyes straying to the rain splattered window. “Rainy days remind me of Elton.” 
 
    Ugh. I shouldn’t be annoyed, but it feels like everything reminds her of Elton. I know I should feel bad for her—and I do, but her constant sadness just adds to my guilt, since it’s my fault she’s sad. That’s ridiculous because I should be mad at myself, not her, but even now I can’t help but wonder—How could rain possibly remind her of Elton? But I tuck my annoyance away and ask, “Why?” 
 
    Harryet sighs and hugs a pillow to her chest. “You remember. That one Friday, a few weeks ago, Elton said we should all go to the beach on Saturday because the weather was so great. But then Ricardo said, ‘It’s supposed to rain this weekend.’ And Elton said, ‘No way. It’s like 80 degrees out.' Then he pointed to Ricardo and said, ‘And people say this guy’s a genius.' And Ricardo said, ‘It’s nice now, but there’s a storm coming in over the Pacific. Should be here by tonight.’ And Elton was like, ‘Really. How do you know this? Are you an 80-year-old man who’s left toe hurts when it’s about to rain?’ And Ricardo said, ‘Um, no. I checked the weather app on my phone.’” 
 
    That sounds like an obnoxious Elton conversation. “I don’t remember this beach trip.” 
 
    “We didn’t go. It rained.” Tears balance in Harryet’s eyes, waiting to trek down her cheeks. “Just like it’s raining now.” 
 
    That’s why rain reminds her of Elton? “The only thing that story should remind you of is that Elton’s a fool and Ricardo’s really cool for putting up with him.” 
 
    She tilts her head at me, her tears momentarily halted. “Do you have a thing for Ricardo? I’ve wondered. You always defend him.” 
 
    “I defend him because he’s a nice guy.” Still, I think about her question. Ricardo is pretty awesome, but, “No. But if I could control who I had a thing for, I’d pick Ricardo.” 
 
    “Huh.” She looks at me as if I’ve said something deep. “I guess we can’t control our hearts.”  
 
    If only she knew how completely not worth it Elton is. If she knew the things he said about her...but I can’t tell her that. I’ve caused her enough misery. I watch her now, her eyes turned back to the raindrops snaking their way down the window, tears balancing in her eyes again. 
 
    I was planning to work on a few last-minute wedding details because the wedding is next week, but one look at Harryet tells me that can wait. “Let’s get out of here,” I say. 
 
    Her head swivels back to me. “But it’s raining.” 
 
    “I know. Let’s just—let’s visit Miss Bates. I don’t do that enough, and Jane and Ricardo aren’t home, so she’s probably lonely.” It’s a sad, sad day when I think visiting Miss Bates is my best option. 
 
    One corner of Harryet’s mouth lifts. “How do you know Jane and Ricardo are gone?” 
 
    “Their car’s not there. And there shouldn’t be any texts from Jane, since she’s living with her aunt now. I think we should be safe for a visit.” 
 
    “Why do we care if Jane texts her aunt?” 
 
    I’m too embarrassed to answer, so I pretend not to hear her and grab my jacket, slipping my arms through the sleeves. 
 
    Harryet rolls onto her stomach. “You know what I think is interesting?” 
 
    “What?” I snatch my keys and purse from where I left them on my desk. 
 
    “That you noticed Ricardo’s car was gone.” 
 
    I laugh. “Even if I liked Ricardo, he’d never go for me. I’m too…”  Something yucky passes through me when I realize the word I’m looking for. “Shallow.” 
 
    This gets Harryet to jump off the bed and follow me out the door. “That’s not true! How can you say that?” 
 
    I don’t know if it’s true or not, but we’ve stumbled onto a role reversal that gets Harryet to forget her sadness, and she compliments me the whole way to Miss Bates’. Harryet’s so alive for the first time that I wish it was a longer walk, but we’re on Miss Bates’ doorstep way too soon. I push out a breath before raising my hand to knock on the door. 
 
    “What?” Harryet asks, studying me. “Did you not want to come? But Miss Bates is so nice! She’ll probably give us cookies.” 
 
    Oh, Harryet. How are you so endlessly kind?  
 
    The door swings open, and Miss Bates stands inside, wearing a red and white checkered dress that makes her look like she just stepped out of the 1950’s. “Oh! You came to see me in this weather. Aren’t you both so sweet? So very, very sweet. Here, give me your coats, and I’ll hang them in the closet down the hall. Oh! You took off your shoes, too, to save my floors from getting wet and dirty. Thank you. How polite you both are. So very, very polite. And now please take a seat on the couch. Watch that end table where I keep my magazines—oh, good. You both went around it. Now if you’ll wait just a minute, I’ll bring out some lemonade and cookies.” 
 
    She continues talking about the lemonade and cookies, her voice fading as she disappears into the kitchen. Harryet smiles at the mention of cookies, and then her eyes travel around the room. Miss Bates collects ceramic animals in a glass display case, but her collection has expanded beyond on the case, so there are little ceramic ducks and kittens and puppies in various places around the house.  
 
    Miss Bates’ voice gradually returns as she comes back with two glasses of lemonade. “Juana and Ricardo are out, tutoring the children, bless them.” She sets the glasses on the coffee table in front of us and keeps talking as she heads back to the kitchen, probably for the cookies. 
 
    Tutoring kids. Why do I think that’s sweet of Ricardo and annoying of Jane, like he’s doing it to be kind, and she just wants to put it on her college app? But then there’s me, who’s tutoring nobody, so where do I get off being all judgy about it? 
 
    “…making such a difference in those children’s lives!” Miss Bates says as she returns with two plates of cookies and some napkins.  
 
    Harryet and I dig in immediately. They’re peanut butter, and the molasses really pops from the first bite. Miss Bates is a baking genius.  
 
    “These are so good!” Harryet says. 
 
    “Oh, you’re sweet. So very, very sweet.” Miss Bates settles herself into her yellow chair today, adjusting the pillow behind her, and I wonder how she decides if it’s a rocking chair or yellow chair day. “I do like to bake,” Miss Bates says. “Those peanut butter ones are Juana’s favorite. Oh! That reminds me! She texted me yesterday, and here we are so lucky that I have my phone right beside me. Here. I’ll read you what she said.”  
 
    No. Not even for all the peanut butter cookies in the world. “Oh! She still texts you!” I say. “Even though you live together now?” 
 
    “Yes! Sometimes we still chat, while she’s out at her activities—so many activities those twins have! And I hate to be apart from the twins, you know, even for a little bit of time. But I understand teenagers need their space. I’m so glad you two came to keep me company in this horrid storm.” Her eyes drift behind Harryet and me, where the rain’s spattering against the window. “But I guess we need the rain. We should be thankful for it, shouldn’t we? We’d hate to have another drought like we did two years ago. My flowers all dried up, the poor things. Everybody’s did. And bathing! That was the end of long showers. Not that I ever take long showers, mind you. We have to conserve, even when it’s not a drought. That’s what they say, don’t they? Now! Where was I? Oh, yes! You were asking to hear Jane’s texts!” 
 
    “I like the rain,” I jump in. I don’t, really. It’s cold and wet, but right now I love it, since talking about it is the only thing saving me from Jane’s texts. “It smells good after a rain, like the air is cleaner, like the whole world just took a bath.”  
 
    My gosh. I do not know if I have ever in my life said something stupider than what I just said. 
 
    “Oh, isn’t that pretty?” Miss Bates reaches for her reading glasses on the table beside her. “Like the whole world just took a bath. You kids. You’re such poets.” 
 
    “Harryet’s a poet!” I throw out desperately. 
 
    “Is she now?” Miss Bates’ hand stops just before putting on her glasses. I may have saved us. 
 
    “I am.” The corners of Harryet’s mouth lift. “But I haven’t been writing lately. I’ve been sort of down.” The smile slides off her face. 
 
    And with that one statement, Harryet lets the water pour into our already sinking ship. 
 
    “This weather will make anyone down,” Miss Bates says. “Here. Let me cheer you up. Jane’s texts always do that for me.” Now the reading glasses are on her face and the phone in her hand because, yes, this is really happening. “Let’s see. Where to start? Ah, here we go. I said, ‘Hi, Jane! It’s your aunty,’ and then she said, ‘Hi Aunty.' Then I said, ‘What are you up to?' I don’t like to pry, you know, but I like to know where they are—Jane and Ricardo. I try not to ask too much, though. Teenagers need their space. Anyway, where was I? Oh, yes. I said, ‘Hi, Jane! It’s your aunty.’” 
 
    If I die right now, these texts will be the last thing I hear. “You read us that already. You can skip ahead a bit.” Or a lot.  
 
    Harryet shoots me a smile, like maybe she’s catching on to the torture that is the reading of Jane’s texts. But I guess I should be happy she’s smiling instead of crying. 
 
    “Did I?” Miss Bates adjusts her glasses. “Strange that I don’t remember. Oh, that’s right. I was here. I said, ‘What are you up to?’ and Jane said, ‘Researching colleges at the library.' Isn’t she such a good and studious girl? So very, very studious. Then I said, ‘Maybe you should go to school on the East coast! You liked that leadership camp in D.C. You made such great friends! Who was that friend you and Ricardo liked so much? I think you called him D.C.!’” She looks up from her phone. “That was their nickname for their favorite friend at the camp. D.C.--because the camp was in D.C. Isn’t that cute?” 
 
    Whoa. Did I ever just hit the jackpot. This must be the boy that Jane misses so much that he HAS to come to Cali soon!!! Even Miss Bates said Jane liked him so much, that he was their favorite friend—and Jane must have liked him a lot, if she talked about him enough for her aunt to bring him up again and tell Jane to go to school near him. Wow. Never have Miss Bates’ texts been so juicy. 
 
    “Oh, you finished your lemonade.” Miss Bates looks at Harryet’s empty glass. “Let me get you some more, dear.” 
 
    “No!” I say. “I mean, I’m not that thirsty, and I hate to waste. Here, Harryet, have some of mine.” I push my glass closer to Harryet. “That way you don’t have to get up, Miss Bates, and you can go back to reading us more of Jane’s texts.” Words I never thought I’d say. 
 
    “Oh! It’s no trouble,” Miss Bates says. “But if you’re sure?” 
 
    “She’s sure! Aren’t you sure, Harryet?” I practically shove the glass on her lap. 
 
    Harryet takes it and gives me a strange look. “Um, I’m fine. You can keep reading.” 
 
    “Yes!” I want to grab the phone and put it back in Miss Bates’ hand. “You were asking Jane about a friend she met at their leadership camp.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Well, okay. But you’ll let me know if you want more, then?” Miss Bates slowly lowers herself back into her chair, slowly reaches for her phone, and then slowly scrolls through the texts. “Oh, here I was. I said, ‘Hi, Jane! It’s your aunty.' And then she said—” 
 
    “The leadership camp!” My voice comes out too loud. “You were at the part about the leadership camp.” 
 
    “Was I?” Miss Bates looks up at me, then back at her phone. “So sorry. Yes, I see—you’re right. I said, ‘Who was that friend you and Ricardo liked so much? I think you called him D.C.!’ and Jane said, ‘I did like that camp. We made some good friends there—some good contacts for our future.’” 
 
    Oh my gosh. Leave it to Jane to refer to her secret boyfriend as a good contact. 
 
    Miss Bates keeps reading. “And then I said, ‘Absolutely! This D.C. you like so much—what's his real name? You’ve probably told me before, and I’ve forgotten! I remember you said you’d keep in touch with him for a long, long time.’ You’ve finished your cookies!” Miss Bates looks at Harryet’s empty plate. “So glad you liked them! It was my mother’s recipe, you know. She didn’t like to tell people her recipes, but I don’t mind telling you. Good food should be shared, I always say. It’s 1 cup flour, ¼ cup milk, and let’s see. Was it ½ teaspoon baking soda? I’ll check. I’ll write the whole thing down for you, and you can take it home.” She rises from her chair, and the reading glasses are off her face again! My gosh. Could Harryet stop wolfing down her food for one minute so we can get some answers here? 
 
    “You can get her the recipe later!” I say. “Is later okay, Harryet?” I give Harryet a look to tell her that later is definitely okay. 
 
    “You know what? I’m not much of a baker anyway.” Harryet picks up a last crumb and eats it. “But they were delicious.” 
 
    “I’ll get you some more then,” Miss Bates says. 
 
    No! “Do you want more, Harryet? I don’t think she wants more.” 
 
    “No, no.” Harryet shakes her head. “I couldn’t. But thank you.” 
 
    “Just—if you could read us the next text,” I say. “The one that tells who this wonderful person is that Jane and Ricardo met at their camp.” The name. I just want to know her secret boyfriend’s name. 
 
    “Oh, of course. You are so sweet to be so interested!” Then the ritual starts again: Miss Bates sits, slowly. She fumbles for her reading glasses, slowly. She reaches for her phone, so, so slowly. “Hm. Oh, here it is. I said—”  
 
    “You said that Jane’s probably told you D.C.’s name before, but you’ve forgotten.” I’ll die if we have to go back to the “Hi, Jane!” part. 
 
    “Oh.” Miss Bates frowns and scrolls down. “Yes, here it is. Ah, I said, ‘This D.C. you like so much—what's his real name? You’ve probably told me before, and I’ve forgotten! I remember you said you’d keep in touch with him for a long, long time.’ Then Jane said, ‘Yes. There were so many people who we were glad we met and that we’ll keep in touch with.' Then I said, ‘Oh! Yes! Absolutely! Such a wonderful camp!' And then she said, ‘I should be home in about an hour, Aunty.' And then I said, ‘I’ll have dinner ready.' And then she said, ‘Thank you.' And then I said, ‘You’re welcome.’” 
 
    I want to cry when she puts her phone down and takes off her reading glasses. I feel like I’ve been tricked—like Jane personally plotted this to annoy me. Because I just listened to Miss Bates read a whole text conversation—some of the messages multiple times, even—and I learned nothing. 
 
    But maybe that’s not true. I learned Jane has a friend—a male friend—from leadership camp that she liked so much that she’ll keep in touch with for a long, long time. Hello! Could that be anything else besides a secret boyfriend? In Jane speak, calling him a good contact probably means she’s desperately in love with him.  
 
    I know what Blake would say. “Just leave it alone, Emily. This is none of your business.” 
 
    But oh my gosh. Jane—perfect, I-only-do-things-I-can-put-on-my-college-apps-Jane—has a secret boyfriend. Like there’s anyone in the world who could just leave this alone. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On Monday, Elton’s there, sitting at our lunch table, like he never left. He sees me across the cafeteria but pretends not to, bending towards Jane and whispering something that makes her laugh. Harryet said we should sit with Elton like normal because he didn’t do anything wrong, and why punish him for not being interested in her? But she doesn’t know what a snob he was, how he thinks he’s so above the world.  
 
    I’ve had this internal debate a hundred times: Should I take my lunch and move to another table—any other table—and never look back? But then why should I be the one to leave? Why should he get sole custody of our friends when he’s the jerk? I go back and forth, always returning to the same thought. If I snub Elton, he’ll snap his whip of vindictive rumors at Harryet to hurt me, and I’m not ready to start a war with Elton, not ready to see Harryet suffer as my shield. It feels like surrender, like I’m admitting I lost this battle, when I go to my usual table and drop onto the bench beside Ricardo, across from Jane, Elton, and Shelly. At least Harryet’s not here yet. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” I say, and then, because it’d be weird not to say something, I add, “Hey Elton.” 
 
    He gives me the slightest chin lift but doesn’t turn away from Jane. But I didn’t miss the way his shoulders relaxed when I sat at his table. He hates me, but he doesn’t want a war either. Guess we still have something in common. 
 
    Jane is all smiles to have Elton’s attention, but still her gaze strays to mine, and I know she’s intrigued and thrilled by how Elton barely acknowledged me. 
 
    “So!” Shelly puts a hand on Elton’s arm. “Tell us about this new girlfriend. Is it, like, serious?”  
 
    “Girlfriend?” The word drops out of my mouth before I can stop it. Has Elton been telling people I’m his girlfriend? He wouldn’t. 
 
    Jane is like a shark who smells blood. “You didn’t know? She’s his cousin’s friend. He met her on his trip.”  
 
    His cousin’s friend. The Elton I used to know would have died before dating a girl who’s friends with his royalty cousins. How long has that Elton been gone? 
 
    Jane’s perfectly made-up lips drop into an “o” that looks practiced, fake. “You really didn’t tell her, Elton?” 
 
    He shrugs, as if it’s nothing, but his eyes are cold, calculating.  
 
    I hate this game—this power play where he tells everyone except me so that I’ll feel left out. “Oh, right,” I say. “I missed your call. Sorry I didn’t get back to you.” 
 
    Elton presses his lips together. He won’t call me out on my lie. “No problem.” 
 
    “I do not even get how you were able to wait,” Shelly says. “I called him back right away.” 
 
    Elton smiles at her. “That’s what’s so sweet about you.”  
 
    I love how he can twist everything he says into a jab against me. 
 
    “So!” Shelly slaps his arm gently, her hand pausing on his bicep again. “Tell us about her!”  
 
    I see it then in a way I haven’t before—how much Shelly wishes it were her, that she was the girl Elton chose. I always knew she had a little thing for him, but I thought it was just that—little. I wonder why she never told me it was more. And I wonder if Elton passed on Shelly because he thinks he’s too good for her, too. 
 
    Elton lifts his pizza and smiles like a movie star, and I wonder I’m the only one who can see how fake it looks.  
 
    “She’s amazing,” he says.  
 
    “Beautiful?” Shelly rests her face on one hand, leaning into her role as adoring fan. 
 
    “Stunning. Legs that go on for miles.” He glances at me, then, like I’m supposed to be jealous of her legs. It doesn’t help that there’s a game today, so I’m wearing that cheerleading uniform that Elton claims I put on specifically to tease every guy at our school. 
 
    “Smart?” Jane asks. 
 
    “Not as smart as you and boy genius over there.” He gestures to Ricardo. “But we don’t spend all our time talking.” He raises his eyebrows. “If you know what I mean.”  
 
    I let out a groan before I realize I’m doing it, and Ricardo laughs in a way that lets me know he agrees with me. 
 
    But Elton’s gaze swings to mine. “And here I thought you’d be happy for me. Your friend.” He gives the word a hard emphasis. 
 
    I don’t want to fight with Elton, but I’m not backing down, either. “I’m glad you found someone who’s good enough for you. Since most people aren’t.” 
 
    Elton smiles, but not his usual, flirty smile. This one is like barbed wire. “Oh, she’s too good for me. But, lucky me. She doesn’t need to rub that in.” 
 
    I didn’t say I was too good for you, I want to shout, but I’m halted by the thought that I am too good for Elton. I guess I didn’t need to say it for him to hear it.  
 
    Jane’s watching our exchange, and it’s like I can see the lightbulb going off above her head, the one that says she thinks she’s figured us out. 
 
    I spot Harryet across the cafeteria and wave to her, but, ugh. Could this day get any worse? She’s talking to Martín. Is he moving in because he can feel she’s emotionally vulnerable right now? Do guys have some kind of a radar for that? Knowing Martín, he invented one last night. 
 
    Maybe I’m wrong and Martín’s a good match for Harryet. Blake’s friendship with him certainly makes me like him more. But I don’t know. I still say being a nice guy isn’t enough. At least, not when you’re a nice guy who flosses with fishing line.  
 
    “Uh, no,” Elton says when he sees Harryet and Martín walking to our table. “I did this once. I don’t have to do it again. Not anymore.” He gives me a look that says I somehow made him hang out with Martín before, but now that spell won’t work anymore.  
 
    Like he’s breaking my heart if he leaves. 
 
    “You haven’t finished telling us about your trip,” Jane says. And I wonder if Jane would trade her mysterious D.C. boyfriend for Elton if he showed interest. 
 
    “Stay!” Shelly says. “It’s hilarious when you make fun of him.” 
 
    Ricardo’s face says he doesn’t agree. “Let him go if he has to go.”  
 
    “That’s right.” Elton’s lips curl into a nasty smile. “You and Robot Boy are best friends now.”  
 
    Ricardo lets out a breath of disgust. “Was that a dig? Yeah. I’m friends with him.” 
 
    It strikes me then that Ricardo is so confident, so accepting, so everything that Elton is not. I should have matched Harryet and Ricardo, but Ricardo will never move in now because he’s friends with Martín, and Ricardo doesn’t seem like the type to violate the guy code. I mean, not that it matters, since I’m not matchmaking anymore. 
 
    Elton stands and slides his backpack onto his shoulders. “This, Emily, is your mess,” he says. Then he turns and walks out, leaving his tray on the table, as if this is a restaurant with bussers.  
 
    Shelly stares at his leftover pizza crust. “What did that mean?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “That he’ll be back tomorrow.” Unfortunately. 
 
    “I really don’t get why you hang out with that guy,” Ricardo says. He’s looking at Jane, but I feel the words splash over me like liquid shame. And I don’t say what I’m thinking, that I don’t get it either.  
 
    Jane responds by handing Ricardo her phone. “My phone’s acting weird. Can you fix it?” 
 
    He takes it from her. “What’s wrong with it?” 
 
    “I can’t get into my texts again.” 
 
    Martín and Harryet come over, and I move Elton’s tray so Harryet can sit in his empty spot. Martín stays standing, as if he’s not sure if he’s allowed to stay, and he ducks his head and concentrates on fiddling with the wires of whatever contraption he’s holding. 
 
    Harryet slides slowly onto the bench and takes out her lunch. “Elton left?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, “he had to take off.” 
 
    The smallest of breaths escapes her, like she’s relieved. “So you won’t believe this,” she says. “Martín built and programmed that drone and he’s going to fly it at the next game to take pictures for the yearbook. Mrs. Patel asked him to. Isn’t that amazing?” 
 
    I look again and see that the mixture of bolts and metal and wiring that Martín’s working on is a drone, with four rotors above and a camera below. “Wow, Martín. Yeah, that’s pretty incredible.” 
 
    Martín smiles, a shy smile that makes me like him more. “It’s not just mine. The whole robotics team worked on it together. Ricardo did most of the coding, actually.” 
 
    “Did you?” I bump his shoulder but then immediately feel weird because Ricardo and I aren’t shoulder-bumping friends. 
 
    Harryet’s eyes fly to mine, like she’s looking for clues that I’m into Ricardo. And I did just find an excuse to touch him. My gosh. Am I into Ricardo? Wouldn’t I know if I was? 
 
    Ricardo looks up from fiddling with Jane’s phone. “Oh, yeah. I mean, we all worked on it.” 
 
    “Have you guys seen Harryet’s purse?” I don’t know why I say it. I’m not matchmaking Harryet and Martín, but I want him to see that girls can make cool things too. 
 
    Martín’s whole body lights up like one of his robots. “No. What purse?” 
 
    “Oh.” Now it’s Harryet’s turn to smile shyly. “It’s nothing, really. I just haven’t felt much like writing poetry lately, so I thought I’d work on a duct tape project, something a little bigger than what I’ve done before.” She bends to open her backpack and pulls out red and purple striped duct tape purse that’s totally amazing. 
 
    “Oh, wow.” Martín takes the purse, examining it from all sides.  “This is a work of art, functional art. The strap is the perfect thickness—and there are pockets inside! Is this a matching wallet?” He pulls out the wallet and examines it. “And there’s a place to put a license. You should sell these. Everyone would want one.” 
 
    He says it with such conviction that it makes me question myself. Why am I so against Harryet and Martín again? 
 
    Jane reaches out to brush her fingers against the purse. “That’s, um, that must have taken a long time.” 
 
    Harryet shrugs. “A few days.” 
 
    Shelly gives her a sad smile. “It must be hard, moving somewhere new and not having any friends.”  
 
    “Can I keep this for a couple of days?” Martín asks. “I promise to give it back, but I have to show the team. They’ll love it.” 
 
    “It’s yours,” Harryet says.  
 
    “No. I couldn’t.” But he’s looking at it like he could. 
 
    Ricardo looks up briefly. “You could use it to hold the done.” 
 
    “I love that idea.” Harryet pushes the purse gently towards Martín when he tries to return it. “Please take it. I can always make another one, and it’s not like I need all this stuff I make out of duct tape anyway.” 
 
    “You’re really sure?” he asks. “Wow. I just—thank you.” He’s looking at Harryet like she dove to the bottom of the sea, opened a clam shell and brought back a pearl just for him. He really does appreciate her, way more than Elton ever did.  
 
    “I’ll pay you for it,” he says, but when Harryet shakes her head, he says, “A trade, then. Here.” 
 
    I want to stop him when he puts the drone carefully in the purse and then bends down to rummage in his overstuffed backpack—because I’m starting to like him and Harryet together, and I don’t want him to ruin this moment. And I have a worse reason, too. Jane’s sharp wit will tear Martín to shreds, and Shelly will join in too, using everything she’s learned from Elton. Then they’ll turn on me for letting him hang out with us. But Martín can hold his own, and so can I. And I shouldn’t care what they think, anyway. Why would I care? But I do. 
 
    “Take this.” Martín emerges from plundering his backpack, handing Harryet what looks like a hairbrush draped in tangles of seaweed. “I thought of you when I made it anyway.”  
 
    Harryet takes it with a smile and asks the question that we’re all wondering. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s a brush,” he says, “but it’s clean. I remembered what your boyfriend said, about—” 
 
    “Her boyfriend?” Shelly breaks into a laugh that’s way too loud. “Do you mean Elton? He’s not her boyfriend.”  
 
    Jane’s eyes get that detective glint again. “What made you think he was?” 
 
    Martín rubs the toe of his sneaker against the scuffed cafeteria floor. “They hang out a lot.” 
 
    “Interesting that you were observing them so closely,” Jane says. 
 
    I watch Harryet to see how this Elton talk affects her. She’s studying the brush with too much concentration, turning it over and over again, but at least her eyes are dry. 
 
    “I wasn’t watching them.” Martín moves the toe of his sneaker in small circles. “Not really. I just—” 
 
    “Why does that brush look like you got it from the swamp monster?” Shelly asks, and I know she didn’t mean to save Martín, but it worked. 
 
    Martín’s face dances with that same spark he got when he first saw Harryet’s purse. “Well, I think I did something original here. It’s a seaweed brush—because seaweed coats your hair with vitamins and minerals that bring out its natural shine. But the seaweed has to stay wet or else it’ll get dry and crack, so keep that brush wet.” His eyes move to Harryet’s and then down to the floor again. “I mean, I know you don’t need it, since your hair is already so shiny, but I just thought maybe your friends could use it or something…” 
 
    “Wait.” Shelly grabs a lock of her hair and looks at the ends. “You’re not talking about me, right? Because I was just saying that I have all these split ends, but you said no one could tell, Emily!” 
 
    “You’re fine, Shelly,” I say. “I don’t think that’s what he meant.” 
 
    But Martín looks at Shelly and tilts his head, as if considering. “It couldn’t hurt.” 
 
    I’ve got to hand it to Martín. I didn’t think he could sell this brush, but Shelly’s one word away from being a customer. 
 
    But Jane is staring at Martín like she just bit into a raisin cookie that she thought was chocolate chip. “You’re supposed to eat the seaweed and vitamins. Not put them on your hair. You’re not suggesting anyone eat this, are you?” 
 
    Martín’s grin widens. “That’s what’s so revolutionary about this. Everyone’s eating the seaweed, but no one’s brushing their hair with it! I think this might be the next big thing. And I thought, well.” His fiddles with the strap of Harryet’s purse, which is still strung over his shoulder. “I thought you could be an early adopter.” 
 
    “Thanks Martín.” Harryet smiles at the brush. “This is a really interesting idea.” 
 
    “So, like, you’re supposed to put those dead and slimy plants on your hair?” Shelly asks, still fingering her supposed split ends. “Like, really just brush your hair with it, like it’s a normal brush?”  
 
    “It is a normal brush,” Martín says. “Look.” He takes the brush back and runs it through his hair, temporarily flattening his cowlick before it pops back up again. A small bit of seaweed clings to his ear. 
 
    For a moment none of us say anything. We just stare at the seaweed covered Martín.  
 
    But then I reach out and pluck the plant out of his hair and hand it to him. “You, um, have some seaweed.” 
 
    “Oh! Thank you.” He drapes it carefully across the bristles before handing the brush back to Harryet. “You wouldn’t want to lose that!”  
 
    I want it to be enough that he’s a nice guy. But I can’t let this happen. “I have to go to my locker. Do you want to come with me, Harryet?” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah, okay.” She starts to repack her lunchbox. 
 
    “Are you going to wear that purse all day?” Shelly asks Martín. 
 
    He smooths a hand over it. “Yeah, I like it as a drone bag.” 
 
    “But you’re a guy,” Shelly says slowly, as if she wants to make sure Martín understands this, “and you’re wearing a purple purse.” 
 
    Martín looks at Shelly like he wishes he could take her apart like one of his robots to find out how she works. “I don’t put myself in a gender box.” 
 
    “Right,” Jane says. “I don’t think you put yourself in any box.” It could be a compliment, but in Jane’s mouth, it’s not. 
 
    But Martín’s still studying Shelly. “You shouldn’t either. This whole cheerleading get up—you shouldn’t feel comfortable that your whole sport is cheering for a male team.” 
 
    “It isn’t,” I say. Sorry, but this is a pet peeve. “We have competitions too. The football games are just a small part of it.” Plus, if you’re into dance and gymnastics like I am, then cheerleading is the best complement. 
 
    Martín shakes his head and lowers himself onto the bench between Harryet and me. “The football games are a huge part of it—you’re cheering for an all male team in front of the whole school, as if your sport only exists to support theirs. It’s sexist, and you shouldn’t buy into that. And those uniforms…”  He looks under the table at my legs sticking out of the short skirt, but he doesn’t do it in a creepy way like Elton did. More like in a sad way—a how-could-I-disrespect-myself-like-this way. 
 
    It’s not that I haven’t heard this argument before—it’s more that I don’t think it’s fair that I should take the blame for it. “Look.” I swivel on the bench to face him. “I love dance and gymnastics, and cheerleading combines those. And I love the competitions, probably the same way you love your robotics competitions. I don’t get to choose the uniforms or whether we cheer at the games, but I have to be cool with all that because I like the other stuff.” 
 
    He holds my gaze for a moment. “You shouldn’t have to be cool with those things.” He uses air quotes around cool. “But you’re right. That’s not your fault.” 
 
    Something warm flickers inside me. Like I’m proud that I won this point against a genius like Martín. 
 
    Shelly giggles. “I love cheering at the games. We have front row seats to see the hot guys, and the only girls who don’t like the uniforms are the ones with ugly legs.” 
 
    And just like that we lose the point. 
 
    My eyes stray to Ricardo, who’s been silent and working on Jane’s phone for a while now. He has it working again, and he’s scrolling through one of Jane’s text conversations. I never pegged him for a snoop, but maybe it’s allowed when it’s your twin sister. Oooh, but when I start reading the messages, I see why Ricardo’s snooping. Shelly’s talking about the game this weekend now, and Harryet’s asking Martín about his drone. I pretend to be following their conversation, but my eyes keep sliding to Jane’s phone. It’s just those little text bubbles, but the top of the phone says it’s a conversation with D.C., so I mentally fill in the blanks of who’s talking. 
 
      
 
    Jane: So?? You’re coming for sure? 
 
    D.C.: I couldn’t stay away longer if I wanted to. 
 
      
 
    Oh my gosh—it’s the D.C., Jane’s secret boyfriend. I nod at whatever Harryet just said and then let my eyes drift to the phone again. 
 
      
 
    D.C.: But no one knows, right? 
 
    Jane: How would they? 
 
    D.C.: Good. And you’ll help to make sure no one finds out? 
 
    Jane: If that’s the way you want it. 
 
    D.C.: It’s not the way I want it. But it’s the way it has to be.  
 
      
 
    “It’s fixed.” Ricardo hands the phone back to Jane, and I snap my eyes away.  
 
    My heart is pounding. But it doesn’t look like anyone caught me staring. 
 
    “Yes!” Jane takes her phone and starts scrolling through her texts. “Thanks.” 
 
    Ricardo nods and looks at me. “No one should ever make you apologize for what you like.” He looks meaningfully at Martín and then to the brush Harryet’s still holding.  
 
    And I realize Ricardo’s talking about the cheerleading conversation—or is he? My mind flits further back to how I reacted to Martín’s brush. And I wonder if Ricardo’s not defending me but reprimanding me—because haven’t I been judging Martín this whole time for what he likes? I didn’t even know Ricardo was listening, yet he heard more than I was saying. 
 
    But Martín’s looking at me with something like guilt in his eyes, as if he thinks the reprimand was for him. “I was doing that, wasn’t I?” Martín says, “even though I hate when people do that to me. I’m sorry, Emily.” 
 
    I can feel the shame inching up my neck. I want to apologize but can’t because he doesn’t know I’m guilty of the same thing. So all I do is mumble, “You don’t need to apologize,” and then concentrate on straightening an imaginary wrinkle in my perfectly pleated skirt. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I pull another dark curl out of my messy bun but then twist it back in and force myself to step away from the mirror. I’ve got to stop obsessing over my appearance and calm down. This weekend is huge because the wedding is finally here, but, more than that, so is Frank! He’s on his way to my place right now. Sarah wanted me to show him around and keep him occupied for the afternoon while she gets ready for the rehearsal dinner tonight. And I’m more nervous about meeting Frank than I am about the wedding tomorrow. Everything for that feels under control, but this—this feels like a meeting I’ve been waiting for for practically my whole life. What if I don’t like him as much as I hoped I would? What if he doesn’t like me?  
 
    I hear the knock at the door and check myself in the mirror one last time, smoothing down my white sundress and pulling the lock out of my hair again. But as soon as I do, I want to twist it back in. Frank knocks again, and I force myself to stop obsessing and step away from the mirror.  
 
    As I’m walking down the stairs, my phone buzzes, and I check it to see a text from Sarah. 
 
      
 
    Sarah: So?? Do you like him? Did he say anything about me? Do you think he likes me? 
 
    Me: He just got here. I’ll tell you everything later. 
 
      
 
    I pull the door open and…wow. Looking at photos is not the same. Frank has dark hair that he’s highlighted with lighter brown streaks running playfully through it. Thick lips that look like they’re hiding something. Brown eyes that seem to be laughing even when his mouth isn’t. And those shoulders. Whoa. Pull it together, Emily.  
 
    A smile that’s both practiced and sexy crawls across his face. “Emily.” He reaches for my hand, and I reflexively slip my fingers into his. “The rumors were wrong.” He rubs his thumb gently over my knuckles. “You’re not beautiful. You’re breathtaking.” 
 
    I bite my lower lip to stop my smile. “You must be Frank. Wait here while I get Emily.” 
 
    The practiced smile slowly falls off his face. “I’m sorry. I thought—” 
 
    I laugh. “I’m messing with you. I’m Emily. But if I’d come back with another girl and said she was Emily, would you have used that same line?” 
 
    “Depends.” He leans around me to peek inside. “Do you have a whole house of breathtaking women in there?” 
 
    “Loads.” I step out of the house and lock the door. “But that’s Highbury for you. You’ve been missing out.” 
 
    “Better make up for lost time then.” He catches my hand again and holds it lightly while we walk to the car, and it feels nice, natural.  
 
    “So where are you taking me on this grand tour of Highbury?” he asks. 
 
    “Well, you wanted the grand tour.” 
 
    “Nothing less could satisfy me.” 
 
    “So that should take about five minutes.” 
 
    He laughs, a soft sound that tickles my insides. “Well, then we’ll have to find another way to pass the time, won’t we?” 
 
    I giggle—and I am not the kind of girl who giggles—but Frank is charming and funny and just the right balance of flirty and cheesy. And hot. Who could forget hot? Am I really falling for him this quickly? But maybe I fell for him before I even met him.  
 
    We climb into Sarah’s Civic, and I start the engine. Another negative of Sarah moving out after this weekend is that I’ll only have Dad’s work truck to borrow.  
 
    I steal another peek at Frank as I back out. “I thought we could drive down Main Street and get this new dessert that just came to Highbury,” I say. “It’s called ice cream. I think it'll be all the rage soon.”  
 
    He wrinkles his brow. “Never heard of it. But we’re not trendsetters in Boston. Not like you fast paced Highbury people.” 
 
    “We’re totally cutting edge,” I say, but the truth is that my stomach is a squishy mess of nerves. Highbury’s tiny—how am I going to keep Frank from getting bored after ten minutes? It doesn’t help that I know he’s avoided visiting for years—and I’m beginning to believe Blake’s theory that that was intentional. 
 
    But my dad always says it’s a waste of time to dress up a penguin. Highbury’s simple, but I like it, and I’m not going to shove it into a tuxedo for Frank. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    I can’t believe I was ever worried because Frank loves Highbury. Once I pulled onto Main Street, he pointed at every store window and kept telling me to slow down until I finally pulled over and parked so he could explore it on foot. We’ve been inside just about every shop, and he’s talked to all of the employees and customers, asking questions and making small talk with everyone he meets. 
 
    “This town!” He smiles at me as we leave a little clothing boutique and walk into the ice cream store next door. “I’ve seen stuff like this in movies, but I didn’t know small towns like this were real.” He leans over the ice cream case and studies it like he’s fascinated by the small selection. “So what do you recommend? What’s the Emily Holzhaus special?” 
 
    “Caramel swirl,” I say. “Everything else is a waste of time and calories.” 
 
    “Two caramel swirls then. I never waste time.” He smiles at me to make the comment flirty before walking over to place our order.  
 
    Frank chats with the owner’s son, who’s scooping our cones, but I hand a ten to the cashier before Frank can pay.  
 
    Frank points at me. “Do not tell John I let you do that.” He takes his cone. “But I am a 21st century man who is comfortable with a woman taking care of me.” 
 
    “You’re the guest,” I say. Plus, it’ll be my good deed for the day.  
 
    We choose a booth with cushiony red seats that’s next to a window overlooking Main Street. Frank immediately turns to the window and exclaims over a woman walking her dog—why did I ever think he’d be hard to please? I’ve just taken my first lick of gooey caramel when I feel my phone buzzing in my purse. Sarah again. 
 
      
 
    Sarah: Emily. I’m dying here. 
 
      
 
    I smile at Frank. “Sarah wants to know if you like her.” 
 
    He rips his eyes away from the window, and suddenly he’s laser focused on me. “I love her. Who wouldn’t? Here, give me your phone.” 
 
    He reaches across the table to take it, but I pull it out of his reach. “We just met.” 
 
    “But look at this face.” He gestures to his too perfect face, with his mischievous brown eyes framed in those lush, dark lashes. “This is a face you can trust,” his beautiful lips say.  
 
    This time, when he reaches for my phone, I let him take it because he gave me permission to stare at him, and I’m taking full advantage. He types something and then hands my phone back for me to read what he wrote. 
 
      
 
    Miss you already Mom. Be home soon. Xoxo 
 
      
 
    “Oh my gosh. You did not write that. She’ll know I let you read her messages!”  
 
    Sarah’s shocked and embarrassed response comes through immediately.  
 
    “Excuse me while I do damage control.” I type a quick message. “There. You just responded with something much more appropriate.” 
 
    “Wow. I’m fast.” He reaches for my phone again, but I’m not stupid enough to make the same mistake twice.  
 
    His lips twist into playful smile. “At least tell me what I said.”  
 
    “That you think she’s one of the kindest people you’ve ever met and that you see how happy she makes your father. And that you’re sorry for being a nosy jerk and taking my phone.” 
 
    “That’s very thoughtful of me. I should hire you to do all my texts.” 
 
    I pretend to consider this but then shake my head. “You couldn’t afford me.” 
 
    He raises one eyebrow. “I’m sure we could work something out.” 
 
    “I almost forgot! You know my neighbors.” I did not forget. I have been dying to ask him about his connection to Jane and Ricardo since he came to my door. 
 
    He pauses mid-lick. “Blake?” 
 
    “Oh! Well, yeah. That’s not who I meant, but…” Now I’m torn—because that’s another mystery I’m dying to solve. Why is Blake so prickly about Frank, and does Frank feel the same way about him? 
 
    Frank grabs a napkin from the dispenser to wipe some caramel off his lips. “Don’t leave me hanging here. Are you telling me I know a whole street full of people in Highbury?” 
 
    OK, I’ll save the Blake mystery for another time. “Jane and Ricardo Santiago. They’re twins? You met them at some kind of D.C. leadership camp?” He’s giving me a blank look, and it’s making it so everything I say ends as a question. 
 
    “Oh, right.” He draws the words out slowly. “They did say they were from California. They live here, in Highbury, on your street? Small world.” 
 
    “Totally. I think you’re still in touch with them?” Because you were such good friends over the summer. 
 
    He shrugs one shoulder. “For sure. That camp was all about making contacts.” 
 
    I groan. “You sound like Jane.”  
 
    He switches to his flirty, practiced smile. “I forgot who I was talking to. I promise you no one thinks of Emily Holzhaus as just a contact.” 
 
    "Ha. I shouldn’t have given you ice cream. You’re already a sweet talker.” 
 
    “Oooh!” he says, so loudly that the older couple in the corner turns to look at us. Frank clutches his chest, gagging and gasping for breath. “She wounded me! Direct hit.”  
 
    My eyes sweep the room, but I can’t help from laughing. “Keep it down. You’re leaving in a few days, but I live here.” 
 
    He releases his chest and sits up straight. “Sorry. Only Emily approved jokes from now on.” 
 
    “I like that rule.” I pause. I should just drop it, but I can’t. “So, how’d you meet the twins? I wouldn’t have put you together as friends, and it was a big camp, right? But Jane said—”  I stop. 
 
    “What did Jane say?” 
 
    “Well, I guess it was more her aunt. She reads me Jane’s texts, which sounds weird, but it’s like you can’t stop her once she starts, and…” I’m not sure why I started talking about Jane’s texts. 
 
    “Creepsville.” He smiles. “I like this side of you. But the twins must have already told you how we met.” 
 
    “As if Jane would ever answer a personal question.” 
 
    He nods. “Jane’s cool,” he says, as if he thinks that’s what I meant. “Alright, it’s a fun story. I’ll tell you if they haven’t. Jane and Ricardo used to disappear during free time at camp, and it became this thing with me to figure out where they were going. I found them one day, under a tree way far away from everything—I don’t even know if they were technically still in the camp—and Ricardo was playing guitar and singing, and Jane was singing with him. Have you heard them?” 
 
    “I’ve heard Jane play piano.” On Miss Bates’ phone. “She’s very good.” Why did it feel like I had to force those words out? 
 
    “Yeah, I bet she is. And that voice!” He pauses, as if remembering her voice. “Anyway, they let me sit and listen, and then I just sort of kept coming back after that.”  
 
    Jane drew him in with her song? She’s like a real-life siren. “That’s really—wow. That’s a huge compliment.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t think anyone could hear that voice and stay away.” 
 
    I don’t know what I feel then—not jealousy, but, awe, maybe. I wonder what it’s like to have such a huge talent that a man will hear and then not be able to stay away. It’s not like Frank would have happened upon me doing roundoffs and been so mesmerized that he couldn’t leave. But whatever. I have my thing, and Jane has hers. Why am I comparing?  
 
    “Jane’s really good,” I say. “But Ricardo’s also a pretty amazing musician. They must sound really good together.”  
 
    Frank’s voice is quiet. “They do.” 
 
    I’m surprised, suddenly, that, aside from a recording on Miss Bates’ phone, I’ve never actually heard the twins play or sing when I’ve known them almost all my life. Meanwhile, Frank was with them for only a summer and has heard them multiple times. It’s weird how I can sit with the twins and talk to them every day and still know so little about this important piece of them. But I guess they know I love gymnastics and have never seen me compete. Does that mean we don’t really know each other? Or that we don’t really care enough to know each other? Blake says I never try with Jane, and maybe he’s right. The next time I see her, I’m going to show her I’m interested in her and ask her to sing or play. 
 
    In fact, I’m going to take an interest in Jane’s life right now. “So tell me about the boys at this camp.”  
 
    Frank raises his eyebrows. “Why? Are the boys here not doing it for you?” 
 
    I laugh. "Definitely not, but that’s not why I’m asking. I just—look, I know about Jane’s secret D.C. boyfriend.” 
 
    His eyes light up with that spark that means he’s just as interested in news as I am. “Do you? Then tell me everything because I do not.” 
 
    “What? You must have seen them together.” 
 
    “You said it yourself. Jane’s good at keeping secrets.” He pushes the napkin dispenser to against the wall so there’s nothing in between us. “But not good enough, apparently. Come on, now. Tell everything to Frankie.” 
 
    Oh my gosh. How could I have missed it? The text said that D.C. is coming, and now Frank’s here. Something heavy and uncomfortable settles in my stomach. “It’s you. You’re her D.C. boyfriend.” 
 
    He laughs, but stops when he catches my serious gaze. “Wait. You’re not kidding? You can’t really think that. Jane’s cool and all. But there is no world in which I would ever, ever go for Jane.”  
 
    His dark eyes hold an intensity that seems sincere, but he used one too many “evers,” which makes me feel like he has something to hide. I take a slow lick of my ice cream. “She’s pretty. Super smart. You won’t find someone more driven. And you said yourself she’s a talented musician. The way you told it, little birds and chipmunks gathered around as soon as she started singing.” 
 
    “Yeah, rodents and bird poop were everywhere. Who could want that?”  
 
    I don’t say anything. Just wait for his confession. 
 
    “You really don’t believe me.” The expression lines in his face smooth away, giving him a more serious look. “Jane’s great, for sure, but she’s not my type. She’s a little intense, you know?” 
 
    YES. 
 
    He gives me a half smile. “I like someone who’s a little easier to talk to.” His eyes seem to trace the outline of my face. “Have I told you you’re breathtaking?” 
 
    I tilt my head, as if considering this. “It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Emily, you’re breathtaking.” 
 
    I point at him. “And you’re a subject changer!” 
 
    He laughs. “Anything to get us back to this juicy gossip you have!” I must still have doubt all over my face because he says, “Look, if I were secretly dating Jane and trying to hide it from you, I wouldn’t have told you I used to sit and listen to her sing with her brother. I definitely would have buried that story.” 
 
    That’s true. Plus, Jane and Frank don’t really fit. He’s fun and she’s, you know, Jane. And if they were together, why would he be getting ice cream with me? Wouldn’t he want to spend all his free time with her? No, it just doesn’t make sense.  
 
    “OK,” I say. “I believe you.” 
 
    He lets out an exaggerated breath and wipes a hand across his forehead. “Finally. Now spill.” 
 
    My eyes stray to the window, where two kids are scootering by. “I shouldn’t have said anything.” Why did I? But Frank makes me feel comfortable—like I have known him for five minutes and five years at the same time. Also, I sort of thought the information would be flowing in the other direction. 
 
    “Oh, you definitely should have,” he says. “I know a fellow gossip lover when I see one. Now come on.” He puts out a hand to reach for mine. “Tell me everything.” 
 
    “I do not love gossip!” I pull away from him. “I love news. I love knowing things. Doesn’t everyone? Or do other people like being stupid?” 
 
    He chuckles. “Absolutely, babe. Loved the speech. Now out with it already.” 
 
    Should I? I shouldn’t, but it’d be really nice to have someone to talk to about this, and Blake just…won’t. I look around as if Jane could have somehow slipped in when I wasn’t looking. “OK, I just know she texts someone from that camp—a boy she calls D.C., and she’s all secretive with him.” 
 
    “Really?” He sists back, as if digesting this. “I’m thinking through all the guys at the camp right now. There’s one that she did seem to like—Antonio.” His eyes dance with excitement. “I’ll ask her about him.” 
 
    “You can’t do that! Jane has a sixth sense about this type of thing. She’ll know I put you up to it.” 
 
    “Emily. Do you really think you’re the only undercover agent around here? Trust me.” 
 
    I give him a look. “The way I trusted you with my phone?” 
 
    His brown eyes take on a cocky gleam. “You said yourself that you can’t get her to talk, but I have my ways. I’d say you need me.” He crumples his empty ice cream wrapper. “Now show me more of the town. If the rest of it is as good as this new ‘ice cream’ thing, I’m hooked.” 
 
    Like he can get away with changing the subject on me now. “Back up. What are these ways you have of getting Jane to talk? Waterboarding?” And, more importantly, are you going to make it obvious that I’m behind all this? 
 
    He offers me a hand, and I let him pull me out of the booth.  
 
    “What I use is a different kind of torture.” He let his fingers linger around mine. “But don’t take that the wrong way. I was serious when I said you have no reason to be jealous of Jane.” 
 
    The twinkle in his eyes says he’s teasing, but just him mentioning jealousy in connection to Jane floods me with a yucky feeling. Stupid Blake, giving me a complex about being jealous of Jane.  
 
    “I don’t know if I have much more of Highbury to show you,” I say as we walk out of the shop. “Maybe the high school. Or the pier by the marina.” I hope I didn’t get his hopes up there. It’s a little pier, usually just populated by local fisherman.  
 
    But his eyes are already bright and huge. “A pier? Yes, definitely, and the high school. Then maybe I’ll stop by the twins’ place and surprise them. I’ll get our little research project going.” He winks at me. 
 
    “If Jane finds out that I put you up to this—”  
 
    He holds up both hands. “She won’t find out. A little faith, please.” He cocks his head at me. “I knew I’d like you. I thought I would, but there’s just something nice about being right.” 
 
    I laugh and start walking toward the pier. “Is that why you visited so much before?” 
 
    “Oh, well.” His eyes slide away from mine. “Didn’t John tell you? My grandparents…” 
 
    “Locked you in a basement your whole childhood so you could never get out? I hate it when that happens.” 
 
    “It was a cupboard under the stairs, actually. Very cramped in there.” His arm brushes mine as we walk. “But now that I know you’re here, I’ll break out more often.” 
 
    I look away to hide my smile. I knew I’d like Frank too, and, yeah. It’s nice to be right. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I just can’t think of anything more inconsiderate and stupid.” Blake pulls to the curb and shuts off his truck. “Three hours late? To get a haircut? Did his hair even look that good?” 
 
    I think back to when Frank joined us at the restaurant for Sarah and John’s rehearsal dinner. He’d missed the rehearsal at our house and most of the meal at the restaurant, but he came with flowers and an apology for Sarah. Then he made fun of himself and gave a sweet and funny speech about John, and he had everyone laughing and lifting their glasses by the end. And his hair, well. “It did look good.” 
 
    Blake cuts his eyes to me. 
 
    “Oh, don’t get all jealous,” I say. “Your ten dollar haircut from Doug’s Cuts looks great too.” I reach out to muss Blake’s hair, but he ducks out of my reach. 
 
    Blake almost smiles, but then he gets out of his truck and slams his door too hard. “I just feel like all the world forgives him for whatever he does. He’s cancelling again and we all have to fly to him on Christmas Eve? That’s cool. He bails on the engagement party? Poor Frank, living with his strict grandparents. And now!” He throws a hand in the air and almost hits me. “He’s three hours late to his dad’s rehearsal dinner when he’s actually in town and that town is like three miles long. And instead of being mad, everyone just laughs and says, ‘That Frank, getting a haircut instead of coming to one of the most important events in his father’s life! Isn’t he a funny guy!’” 
 
    I speed up to keep pace with Blake, who’s practically sprinting. I’m still in the flowy knee length dress I wore to the rehearsal, but I’m glad I swapped my heels for some lower wedge sandals. “OK, it was weird, eccentric for sure. But you must see it was funny. And if Sarah and John didn’t care, why should you?”  
 
    We stop at the door where I can already hear tonight’s party raging inside. A couple of people are passed out on the lawn, and three others are passing a bottle around without even trying to hide it. 
 
    I turn to face Blake. “Do you think you’re, like, competing with him for John’s love? Because John loves you.” 
 
    “I do not think that,” he says, but there’s still that edge of anger in his words. 
 
    “OK.” I put a hand on his cheek. “Because we all love your crappy haircuts.” 
 
    He pushes my hand away, but he’s smiling now. “I should have known you wouldn’t be serious about this.” 
 
    “Come on.” I grab his hand. “Our brother and sister are getting married tomorrow. This is a happy time. Don’t let this ruin it.”  
 
    “Yeah, okay. You’re right.”  
 
    I start to drop his hand, but he surprises me by holding on.  
 
    When he looks at me again, his eyes are lighter, more relaxed. “I’m surprised you wanted to go out tonight. I thought you’d be running around going nuts the day before the wedding.” 
 
    I’m getting up super early tomorrow to run around and go nuts, and I didn’t want to come tonight, but Frank begged me. He said he wanted to see some of the Highbury social scene during the few days he’s here, and I couldn’t say no because, well, I’d like to spend more time with Frank too. He’s meeting us here.  
 
    But Blake’s so touchy about Frank that I can’t tell him any of that, so instead I say, “Blake, I’m a master wedding planner. I’ve got everything totally together. Now come on. It’s the last night before you’re officially my brother.” 
 
    “Emily, if you make that joke again, I’m ditching you at this party.” 
 
    But I open the door and tug him inside. And immediately I’m wondering why I came. Music is pumping through the house so loud that the ceiling fan is shaking. There are red cups everywhere—on the floor, across the counter, in everyone’s hands, tipped over and dripping off the bookshelf. It’s not a bad party, but I’ve lived this scene a hundred times; what am I doing here the night before the wedding? 
 
    “Hey Blake!” some guy in a Chico State sweatshirt calls out, crossing the room to meet us. “How’s college? Are you back for the weekend?” 
 
    Blake’s back and shoulders stiffen. “Yeah, something like that. How’s Chico?” 
 
    “Awesome.” The guy takes a drink from his red cup. “You’re at Davis, yeah?” 
 
    “I was.” Blake shrugs. “But it wasn’t working for me, so I moved back.” 
 
    The guy pauses, like his alcohol saturated brain cannot absorb this. “Like, to Highbury?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m working at the hardware store now.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, that’s cool.” But he says it in a way that means it’s totally uncool. 
 
    “Yeah, I like it,” Blake says as if he doesn’t notice. But I know he does. 
 
    Chico lifts his red cup. “Hey, well, good to see you, man. And good luck with that, uh, hardware store thing.” 
 
    Blake’s already leading us away. “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    Blake stops us near the bookcase with beer dripping down the shelves. “Well. Nothing kills a conversation like telling everyone you’re a college drop out.” 
 
    “Stop. You’re not a college drop out. You’re just on a gap year.” I think. “Are you on a gap year?” 
 
    He stares at the bookshelf, watching the drops slide from one shelf to the next until eventually they join the puddle on the carpet. “I hate these parties. Why do I let you convince me to come? You hate these parties. Why do you come?” 
 
    Of course he didn’t answer my question about college. I will never solve that mystery. “I don’t know.” I wave my hand in the air. “I’m supposed to see and be seen or something. It’s bad if I skip too many of them, and I’ve watched movies with you the last three Fridays.” 
 
    Blake lets out a humorless laugh. “That sounds like something Elton would say. Why do you believe the stupid things he tells you?” 
 
    Oh my gosh. Why am I still listening to the Elton voice in my head? And why is there an Elton voice in my head? 
 
    Blake pulls his phone out of his pocket, his eyes moving across the screen before finding mine. “Um, speaking of Elton, I think I have something to tell you.” 
 
    “Really?” I tried to hide the hesitancy in my voice. I love news, but I’m not sure I’ll like any news about Elton. 
 
    “Yeah. Did you know he’s bringing—”  
 
    “OhmygoshEmily.” Shelly appears beside me and grabs my arm. “Did you hear? About Elton tomorrow? I’m so excited!”  
 
    “You look cute,” I tell Shelly, partly because I’m not sure if I want to know what she’s about to say, and partly because it’s true. She’s wearing a red tube top that pops against her dark skin. “That’s a good color on you.”  
 
    “Really?” She looks down at herself as if deciding if this is true.  
 
    “Are you talking about the Elton thing?” Jane asks, as she and Ricardo join our group. I wish Harryet was coming, but she said she wasn’t feeling like a party scene tonight. She’s never feeling like a party scene lately, which tears at me since it’s my fault. 
 
    “Emily probably already knew.” Jane turns to me. “Since you and Elton are so close and all.” There’s something about the way she says it that feels like an accusation. I swear Jane thinks she’s the prosecuting attorney trying to pry a confession out of me.  
 
    But this isn’t hard to piece together. Elton clearly texted everyone something. Everyone but me.  
 
    “I’m trying to stay out of the gossip loop,” I say. “You know, as part of my good deed project.” 
 
    This gets a laugh from Blake.  
 
    Honestly. As if I couldn’t do that. 
 
    “Hm,” Jane says, in a way that means it’s a loaded “hm.” 
 
    “Do you really not know?” Shelly grabs my arm again. “Elton’s bringing his new girlfriend to your sister’s wedding tomorrow! So we’ll all get to meet her! Isn’t that the best? What do you think she’s like? Hot, right? She must be, for Elton to choose her.” 
 
    A spark of panic ignites in my stomach and spirals outward. “Elton doesn’t get a date with his invitation.” Sarah let me invite three friends—Shelly, Harryet, and Elton—since Blake, Jane, and Ricardo were already on her list. But none of those three friend invites included a plus one, especially since Harryet was supposed to be Elton’s date. “He can’t just spring an extra guest on me last minute like this. What is he thinking?” 
 
    “Isn’t the wedding at your house?” Jane asks. “Can’t you just pull an extra chair up to a table?” 
 
    As if party planning is that simple. “No. Each of the tables has eight guests, and I have to group people who know each other at tables together. Elton’s sitting with you guys.” I gesture to Shelly and the twins. “But that table’s full, so now I’ll have to redo everything to fit in his girlfriend.” I already had to reorganize the seating chart to move Harryet away from Elton’s table, and now I’ll have to do it again. I’m desperate to leave right now to fix this. Was Elton even going to ask me if he could bring this girl? I’d tell him no, but then he’d think I was being petty. 
 
    “That’s messed up not to tell you,” Blake says, and I can tell by the way he’s looking at me that he’s starting to figure out things I don’t want him to figure out. “And not like him. Are you sure he didn’t text you?” 
 
    “He probably did.” I don’t pull out my phone. I can’t lie to Blake’s face. “But does it matter? It’s still totally last minute.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Blake says. “I can take you home.” 
 
    “Maybe you should.” Jane nods at Blake. “I mean, this is a party planning disaster.” 
 
    “I know!” I say, surprised that Jane gets it, before I catch her smirk and realize she’s making fun of me. 
 
    “It’s a lot of social groups to figure out,” Ricardo says, his eyes resting on Jane. “Emily would be good at that, but you’ve got to admit, it’s not really our thing.” 
 
    “No,” Jane says. “It’s not my…thing.” She puts just the right inflection on the word to turn Ricardo’s compliment into an insult. 
 
    “So let’s guess her hair color.” Shelly tucks a strand of her own brown hair behind her ear. “Raise your hand if you think she’s a blond.”    
 
    “I’ll always raise my hand for a blond.” Frank appears beside me, dropping an arm around my shoulder. He smells expensive, floral maybe, with a little bit of lavender. He’s still wearing the blue button-down shirt he wore to the dinner, but he’s undone several of the buttons. My insides flutter a little at his touch.  
 
    He winks at me. “But brunettes are way more my style.”  
 
    If I ever doubted him about dating Jane, I believe him now. Why would he wink at me right in front of her unless they were just friends?  
 
    That really is a killer haircut he got, and his smell…I hate Elton for ruining tonight. “Hey, I have to go, actually.” I look around for Blake, but he’s not with us anymore. When did he leave? 
 
    “Already?” Frank squeezes my shoulders. “I just got here. You have to stay.”  
 
    “Oh my gosh!” Shelly adjusts her top. “Are you Frank? I’m Shelly. I’ve been dying to meet you.” 
 
    “Have you?” Frank’s grin grows wider and cheesier. “Well, then I’ve been dying to meet you.” 
 
    Shelly giggles. Sometimes I love it that her feelings are so obvious, but other times I wish she’d play harder to get. 
 
    “Hey, Jane, you’ll never guess who I started thinking about yesterday,” Frank says in his easy way. “Antonio Lopez. Remember him? Ricardo and Jane and I met him at our leadership camp last summer.” Frank says this last part to me, as if I need to be filled in.  
 
    OK. Maybe I can stay five minutes, since this is like a partner project we’re doing, and I’m not the kind to let my partner do all the work. 
 
    “I love the name Antonio,” Shelly says. “It’s so manly.” 
 
    “Antonio’s manly.” Frank wiggles his eyebrows at Shelly. “You remember him, don’t you, Juana?”  
 
    Why is he being so obvious? Didn’t he tell me he was good at this, and there was no way she’d figure out what we’re doing? I feel like all of Highbury knows what we’re doing now. 
 
    “Of course.” Jane’s voice is flat—because she’s hiding something or because she really doesn’t care? “What made you think of him?” 
 
    Frank pulls out his full smile, and I can tell he thinks it will loosen Jane up. “Because he was hilarious. Don’t pretend you didn’t think so too. Remember that time he snuck out and brought us all back donuts?” 
 
    Jane’s lips lift in the smallest whisper of a smile. 
 
    Whoa. So there is something between Jane and Antonio. 
 
    “That guy was a riot,” Ricardo says. “He might be on the East coast with you soon, Frank. He’s hoping to get into Columbia.” 
 
    Frank pauses. “You’re in touch with him?” 
 
    Ricardo hesitates too. “Sure. He was cool.” 
 
    “Of course Ricardo’s in touch with him,” Jane says. “That camp was about making contacts, and Antonio is the kind of guy you’d want to keep in touch with.” But she doesn’t say it the way she’d say it to me, like, “Duh, Emily.” Instead her tone is softer, gentler.  
 
    If Antonio softens Jane’s hard edges, I want to meet him too. “So does this guy live close by?” I ask Jane. Or, more to the point, when is he coming to visit? Because I seem to remember that he couldn’t stay away longer if he wanted to. 
 
    “Why?” Jane snaps the word. “Do you want his number? Because it seems like you’re already pretty busy flirting with Frank.” 
 
    For a moment I can’t respond. Jane’s shots usually come from the side, but this one feels right in my face. 
 
    “Pull your claws in, Juana,” Frank says. “Emily’s not a flirt.”  
 
    Was Jane jealous? Is there something between her and Frank? 
 
    Frank turns to me. “You’re supposed to show me around Highbury. How about showing me that dance floor?” 
 
    My eyes stray to the tangle of sweaty bodies in the dance area and then back to Frank. Maybe Jane has a thing for him, but from the way he’s looking at me now, I think he was telling the truth when he told me he’s not into her.  
 
    “I want to,” I say. And I really do. So much. “But I can’t. I should go home and get everything ready for tomorrow.” I have not stopped reorganizing the seating chart in my head since I heard about Elton’s girlfriend. 
 
    “I get that.” He turns to everyone else and points a thumb at me. “Can you believe this girl’s throwing a wedding? The rest of us are sitting around doing math homework, and she’s doing something real in the world.” 
 
    Is throwing a wedding more real than doing math homework? I’ve never thought of it that way before.  
 
    “There’s nothing more real than numbers,” Jane says. 
 
    It’s like she’s standing guard, ready to attack any compliment that comes near me. 
 
    “Good luck.” Ricardo gives me one of his gentle smiles. “I’m sure it’ll be beautiful.”  
 
    Frank squeezes his arm around my shoulders again, this time prolonging it so I’m crushed closer to his chest. “Rain check on the dance?” 
 
    “Definitely.” I try to smell him one last time without him noticing.  
 
    I wave good-bye to everyone, and I want to say a special goodbye to Frank, but I don’t know how, at least not in front of the group. So I just say I’ll see him tomorrow and step away from the warmth of his arm. 
 
    And I have another theory about why Jane jumped down my throat. What if it wasn’t about Frank—what if it was because I asked about Antonio? Maybe she went all snarky on me because she was desperate for a subject change, and I have to admit, it worked. 
 
    I pull out my phone to text Elton while I search for Blake. 
 
      
 
    Emily: Were you even going to tell me you were bringing your gf? 
 
    Elton: Emily, I’m bringing my gf. 
 
    Emily: I already did the seating chart. She has nowhere to sit. 
 
    E: How about my lap? 
 
      
 
    Ugh. I’m about to ignore him, but then I text, “LOL!” and blow up his phone with 27 clapping and smiling emojis.  
 
    I finally spot Blake loitering by the door. He looks totally out of place, talking to no one, drinking nothing, eyes shifting around the room. Why did he leave our group to be awkward and alone? 
 
    “Ready go to?” I ask when I’m right behind him. 
 
    He startles but smiles when he turns and sees it’s me. “So ready. Are you done talking to Frank?” 
 
    Not this Frank thing again. “I had to rip myself away from that haircut of his.” 
 
    I pull open the door and we step outside, and the cool air feels good after the hot smells of beer and sweat from the party.  
 
    “Not that I’m complaining,” Blake says as we walk. “But why are we leaving so early?” 
 
    As if he doesn’t know. “I’m stressing about the wedding.”  
 
    Blake presses his fob to unlock his car. “Exactly as I predicted. I knew I should have saved you from your bad decision making. New game: From now on, we always do what I want.”  
 
    “Until we die of boredom,” I say, and he laughs as we slide into his car. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ceremony was beautiful—no, more than beautiful. Sarah and John stood underneath an arch I’d made with white and purple ribbons and flowers, our sunflower garden in the background. Sarah looked gorgeous in her lacey gown that hugged her hips and trailed to the floor, her hair pinned up with white and purple flowers. And, oh! The look on John’s face when he first saw her! I cried when they read their vows; so did Dad. 
 
    Everyone’s sitting and eating now, chatting with their groups that I carefully planned for maximum wedding enjoyment for all. Sarah and John are weaving through the tables, talking to their guests, and Blake and Dad and I are supposed to be doing the same, trailing a table behind them. Except that Dad never left the table where his work crew’s sitting. He probably thinks talking shop counts as mingling. But he looks happy, and that’s what today’s about.  
 
    Blake looks good in his tux with its white cummerbund and suspenders and with his clean shave. I thought I liked his stubble, but the shave brings out the dimple on his chin.  
 
    I brush some lint off Blake’s sleeve. “This is a good look on you,” I say. “You should wear this to the hardware store for your shifts. I guarantee you’d get more sales.” 
 
    His eyes trip over me before he quickly shifts his gaze away. “You look alright too.” 
 
    Honestly. “I did not spend three hours getting ready to look ‘alright.’”  
 
    A smile flits across Blake’s face, and his eyes rest on me again, longer this time, but then he jerks his gaze away. What is up with him? 
 
    The getting ready process was intense but fun. Sarah chose my long, sleeveless purple dress that has a V in the back that goes all the way to my waist and a smaller V in the front that dips to my breasts. It’s classy, though, not too revealing. Sarah has good taste. Sarah, her best friend Annika, and I got our hair and makeup done together, so my hair is swept up and secured with bobby pins in a style identical to Annika’s. It’s a little windy out, but judging by how much hairspray the stylist used, I don’t think anything’s moving.  
 
    “Why are we stopping?” Blake asks me.  
 
    And I guess we have been standing a few feet from Elton’s table for a while. Low grade dread swishes around my insides, but I know I should just get it over with. “No reason,” I say, keeping my tone light. “I was just admiring everything I’ve done here.” 
 
    I have done a good job. I hired lots of help, obviously, but I made the decorations myself whenever I could. The centerpieces with pictures of Sarah and John came out really nice. They’re sitting on top of white tablecloths, and the chairs are draped in white coverings with silver and purple bows tied around the backs. The DJ set up a dance floor in the middle of our lawn, and the catering company has their buffet set up on the side of our yard. Sarah and John wanted the food to represent their mix of cultures, so guests enjoyed Chinese pork buns as an appetizer. The servers are dishing plates of Filipino chicken adobo and pancit now, and the wedding cake is German chocolate. Oh, and I was right about the rose garden being the perfect picture spot. Some guests are there now, passing around phones and taking pictures of themselves. 
 
    “It does look great,” Blake says. “And I know you want to spend the whole wedding admiring it, but can we get this saying hi to people thing over with? Or maybe we can do it the way your dad does it.” 
 
    I glance back at Dad, who’s pulled over a chair and is sitting and laughing with his crew. That is the way to do it—stop at the table you like best and enjoy yourself.  
 
    But it’s not like the party planner can violate every etiquette book out there. So I grab Blake’s hand and drag him to Elton’s table, where we both lower ourselves into empty seats near Elton and his girlfriend.  
 
    “Hi. Thanks for coming,” I say, even though I’d rather he hadn’t. 
 
    Elton’s girlfriend is almost pretty, with her pert nose that’s just a little too pointy and her strawberry blond hair that she’s styled in curls that are just a little too tight. She’s wearing a pink dress with a heart shaped bodice that could be cute, but it’s a little too short and pink. She’s just a little...too. 
 
    “Hey,” Elton throws over his shoulder. He’s turned away from me and his girlfriend, talking to one of John’s friends. Some Prince Charming. He can’t even be bothered to pause his conversation and introduce his girlfriend to his friends. 
 
    Blake smiles at Elton’s girlfriend. “Hi. I’m Blake, the groom’s brother.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Elton glances back at us but still doesn’t turn around. “Patrice, this is Emily and Blake. Emily is Sarah’s sister.” 
 
    “Oh!” Patrice’s face stretches in a smile, revealing teeth that are a little too big. “This is such a cute little party you’ve thrown, Emily! Elton told me you’re the little party planner of the group. I love that.” She picks up one of the favors I made, a purple net bag of Lindt chocolates tied with silver ribbons looped through small, decorative hearts. “This is so cute. You made it yourself, right? I can tell. That was really nice of your sister to let you do all this instead of hiring, you know, a professional.” 
 
    I told myself I’d try to like this girl. But now my good deed of the day will be not slapping her. 
 
    “Sarah begged Emily to do her wedding,” Blake says. “She knows Emily’s amazing at all this.” 
 
    I shoot Blake a smile, and when he smiles back at me, I think again about how good he looks with that chin dimple.  
 
    “Oh!” Patrice lays a hand on the dip of the heart on her dress. “Did she really beg you? What a cute little family you have! So! I know everyone says the bride’s your sister? But not really, right? Because, you know…” 
 
    I hate it when people do this, and Elton knows that. For a minute I wonder if he put her up to it, but no. Patrice doesn’t need coaching to be obnoxious. 
 
    I do my usual routine of scrunching my forehead as if I don’t know what she’s talking about. “What?” 
 
    “You know…” Patrice laughs a little. “Your sister’s, like, Asian, and your skin is dark, so you must be, I don’t know. Something else. And your dad over there is white.” 
 
    Most people get embarrassed and drop it when I do that act of pretending to be confused. Not this girl. 
 
    “So, Patrice,” Blake cuts in. “How did you and Elton meet?” 
 
    She waves a finger in front of Blake’s face. “No, no! We’re talking about Emily right now!” She gives me an exasperated eye roll. “Sometimes boys can be so selfish!”  
 
    Elton finishes his conversation and turns around to drape his arm around Patrice, his hand dangling near her breast.   
 
    “Isn’t my boyfriend so sexy?” Patrice snuggles into him. “Doesn’t he look like King George from the side? They’re related, you know. They totally have the same nose.” 
 
    “Totally.” I nod. “I almost never look at Elton’s nose without thinking of King George.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do.” Elton’s face is impassive. “A princess recognizes royalty.”  
 
    Of course he falls back on that Emily’s a princess dig. Ten different comebacks flit through my mind, but I hold them in. It's my sister’s wedding, and he’s not worth it. 
 
    “So! Elty,” Patrice says. “We were talking about Emily’s family. Isn’t it crazy how they all look so different?” 
 
    So crazy. Like an unsolvable problem. Can she really not figure this one out on her own? 
 
    “Ah, that.” Elton looks at me and then leans in to whisper too loudly into Patrice’s ear, like he’s sharing some kind of dirty secret. “Sarah and Emily are adopted. Both of them.” 
 
    “Oh!” The smile slips off Patrice’s face. “That is so sad. You must miss your real parents so much.” 
 
    “My father is my real parent,” I say. 
 
    She reaches out to pat my hand. “Yes. Yes of course he is.” But she says it like she doesn’t believe me.  
 
    “Don’t worry about Emily.” Elton reaches to pull something out of his pocket. “She’s recovered from it all just fine. No self-esteem problems with her, are there?” He lifts something to his lips that I see is a vape pen. 
 
    I reach over and pluck it out of his mouth. “It’s the craziest thing, but my sister doesn’t want drugs at her wedding.” 
 
    “No?” He raises one eyebrow. “I thought she was more fun than that. But then I guess sisters are alike that way.” When he smiles, I realize he only took out the vape pen to annoy me.  
 
    “Elton, don’t be a dick,” Blake says. 
 
    Elton smirks. “I’d rather be what I am than whatever you are.”  
 
    What does that mean? It sounds like something a five-year-old would say, but less coherent. 
 
    But Elton gives Blake a look as if he’s having some kind of private conversation with him, and Blake rolls his eyes and looks away. 
 
    Elton reaches over to take his vape pen out of my hand and slip it back into his pocket. “I’ll save it for the after party, then. We wouldn’t want to break any of Emily’s rules. That okay, Patrice?” 
 
    She giggles as if any of this was funny. “Whatever you want, Elty.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “Remember when I said you were the most annoying person ever?” I ask Blake.  
 
    “Yeah. I never got my trophy.” 
 
    “Bad news. Patrice just beat you out for first place.” Although it’s a close call with Elton in the race. I walk with Blake to the next table but stop before we get close enough for any guests to hear me. “Seriously, does a more obnoxious person exist? First she pretends throwing this whole wedding was my cute little hobby, and then she starts in on my family. And that whole ‘Elty’ thing—I had to stop myself from barfing all over my beautiful centerpieces.” 
 
    “What’s up with you and Elton?” Blake asks, his expression too serious. “He usually worships you.” 
 
    “What? I—no, he’s never worshipped me. I mean, nothing’s up.” I force a laugh, and it comes out weak. “I thought you were going to trash talk Patrice with me.” 
 
    Blake studies me, as if waiting for me to say more. “He was different with you. I don’t know what I expected—maybe for Elton to still be throwing himself at you even with his girlfriend right there. But I didn’t expect...whatever happened back there.” His gaze travels back to the table we just left, where Patrice is feeding Elton a bite of chicken. Gag me.  
 
    I open my mouth to say, “Elton does not throw himself at me,” but the words die on my tongue. Elton sure thought he was being obvious enough; he even thought I was flirting back. Did Blake know what Elton wanted the whole time? Lately I feel like everyone has a world of secret thoughts that aren’t actually secret, and I’m the only one who doesn’t know them.  
 
    Blake runs a hand through his hair, ruining the perfect styling job, but when he pulls his hand away, he looks more like himself. “It’s fine,” he says. “You don’t have to tell me.” But his voice has a forced lightness to it that says he wishes I would.  
 
    And I want to. But when I think about how much I messed up, and how I wouldn’t have if I’d listened to Blake, I just can’t. “You called him a dick. That was different too.” 
 
    The corners of his lips lift and then drop again. “I’ve always thought he was a dick. I just never said anything because you were friends with him. But today I saw you finally agreed with me and that I didn’t have to pretend to like him anymore.” 
 
    Wait—is that true? I knew Elton kind of grated on Blake sometimes, but I didn’t realize—and was it really so obvious in that one conversation that I’m done with Elton? How much else have I missed? “What was up with that weird, cryptic thing Elton said to you at the end? Something about how he’d rather be whatever he is than whatever you are?” 
 
    “As if anyone ever knows what Elton’s talking about,” Blake says, and we’re back to Blake having his secrets too. “But I get the feeling he’s mad at you, and you know why.” 
 
    I fiddle with a bobby pin in my hair that didn’t need adjusting and barely moves anyway. “Maybe we should talk about this later.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He drops the word in a low, resigned tone. Like he knows there’s not going to be a later.  
 
    I gesture to the next table. “I’m going to say hi to Miss Bates and Jane and Ricardo.” And Harryet. She’s the bright spot at that table.  
 
    “I’ll catch up to you. I’m going to grab another plate of food. I need a break from this greeting the guests thing.” 
 
    I laugh, and some of the tension flies away. “You did two tables.” 
 
    He makes a show of straightening his jacket. “I know. I’m impressed with myself too.” 
 
    That’s the thing about me and Blake. We can always shove our problems under the rug and get back to this place where we’re comfortable, easy.  
 
    Blake heads toward the buffet, and I navigate our lawn carefully in my lavender heels until I get to Harryet. She slides over to make room for me on her chair. 
 
    “You look pretty,” I say as I give her a sideways hug and squish in beside her. 
 
    She really does. She’s wearing a brown dress with white polka dots, and she’s paired it with a white, wide brimmed hat and bright red lipstick. She looks like she’s stepped out of an old movie. She also has a matching brown and white polka dot duct tape purse. Only Harryet could pull off a look like this.  
 
    “You look beautiful,” Harryet says. “And everything at the wedding is perfect. We’ve all just been talking about how perfect it all is.” 
 
    I would bet money that Jane was not talking about that, but, “We absolutely have!” Miss Bates says. “It’s all we’ve been talking about! You could charge oodles for this! Isn’t your sister lucky to have you? So very, very lucky. This tablecloth! And these bows on the chairs! And the food—wasn’t the food delicious?” 
 
    “It was,” Ricardo says. He looks older in his gray suit and blue and gray striped tie, but older in a good way—more mature, as if Ricardo could be more mature. “I loved this noodle dish,” he says.  
 
    “Thanks,” I say and then feel stupid. I mean, it’s not like I made the pancit. “You look nice,” I tell him, but when I feel Harryet’s eyes on me, I rush to add, “You all do.” 
 
    “Oh, aren’t you sweet?” Miss Bates takes a bite of bread roll, leaving lipstick smudges on its edges. “Juana’s dress is lovely, isn’t it?” 
 
    I force a nod. Jane’s wearing a light pink dress with a sheer layer over the top. It’s a good color on her, and the braided straps are pretty, but I can’t get the compliment to move past my lips. 
 
    “You all look so beautiful.” Miss Bates puts down her roll and smiles at us all, as if she really is proud of us.  
 
    She’s such a sweet woman. Why do I always avoid her? Never again. Starting now, I am going to sit here and enjoy this kind woman. 
 
    “Did you know Juana had a recital last week?” Miss Bates asks. “I have it here, on my phone! Should we all listen? I don’t think anything could make this a nicer day than listening to Juana play. It was a short piece, too, only about twenty minutes.” 
 
    OK, well, I think I’ve enjoyed her long enough. 
 
    “Oh, you are all in for such a treat!” Miss Bates looks lovingly at her niece. “Juana has the perfect touch. Why, I was crying by the end of it, and I didn’t even know it. Can you believe that? Tears streaming down my cheeks, while I sat there, transfixed. Transfixed! That’s just the word for how I feel when you play, Juanita. Then two other people played after her, and they were good, but I wasn’t transfixed, you know. Interested, but not transfixed. And then there was champagne afterwards, but Ricardo and Jane didn’t have any, of course, and there was a little spread with cheeses and crackers, but it wasn’t like what you have here, Emily. I said to myself, ‘If Emily were hosting this, there’d be caviar.' Half the events I go to, I think of you, Emily, and I wish you were hosting. Your sister’s dress is so beautiful. When she came down the aisle, I was crying already. Such a vision! And their vows! I love it when couples write their own vows. Oh, here it is! Jane’s recital! Are we all ready?” 
 
    I watch her finger hovering over the play button, and my hands are pushing me out of the chair, my lips already forming an excuse. 
 
    But Jane lays her hand gently over the phone. “Oh, no, Aunty. Another time. We don’t want to steal the show from the bride and groom.” 
 
    I lower myself back into my chair and hope no one noticed, but of course Harryet, who’s sharing her chair with me, gives me a sly smile to tell me she did. How does everyone know I don’t like Jane? Plus, Blake knew right away about Elton. Note to self: lean how to secretly dislike people. It’s more considerate. 
 
    Miss Bates slips her phone back into her purse. “You’re right, Juana. You are so thoughtful. Isn’t she so thoughtful? When I think of these two—” she gestures to Jane and Ricardo—"I think of how thoughtful they are. They have such thoughtful friends, too! Did Juana tell you what was sitting on our doorstep last night?” 
 
    Jane starts shaking her head too vigorously, but her aunt carries on, oblivious. 
 
    “I went outside to get the mail, and what do you suppose was there? A package, lying right on the step. ‘That’s strange,’ I thought. ‘I don’t remember ordering anything.' So I picked it up and brought it inside, and I saw it had Jane’s name on it. So I said, ‘Jane, you have a package. What could be inside, I wonder?' But Jane said, ‘A package? I’m not expecting anything.' And I said, ‘I’m not either.' Isn’t that the most curious thing? That’s just what I said to her! ‘Now isn’t that the most curious thing,’ I said.” 
 
    I can’t tell if this is a juicy story or if they’re going to open it and remember they ordered new socks. “What was inside?” I ask. 
 
    “We shouldn’t keep Emily.” Jane smiles at me, a closed lipped smile. “I’m sure you have a lot of guests to greet.” 
 
    It’s not socks, then. No way I’m leaving now. “No, please. Finish your story. I would never leave in the middle of one of your aunt’s stories.” I sort of wish I hadn’t pushed that one so close to blatantly lying, but the words are already out. 
 
    “Oh, you are so kind,” Miss Bates says. “Of course you are busy. Silly me, taking all your time at this beautiful wedding. I just love these table decorations. Don’t you love this picture of Sarah and John in Monterey?”  
 
    “That is such a sweet shot.” Harryet leans in to look at it. “I’m going to walk around to all the tables later to see all the different photos.” 
 
    “That sounds fun.” Jane pops out of her seat quickly—too quickly. “I’ll join you.” 
 
    “Oh, I love that idea!” Miss Bates says, but she doesn’t stand up. “Let’s go after I’ve finished my bread roll. These bread rolls are so soft and fluffy. Don’t you just love them, Ricky?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Ricardo laughs. “But then I love all bread.” 
 
    “Oh! Me too!” Miss Bates says. “Isn’t bread just divine? But when it’s really fluffy and light like this, it’s such a treat. But a good, dense sourdough is also something, isn’t it? Or a sweet bread, like chocolate bread. Or sandwich bread, now that’s really delicious. All the different choices for the different sandwich types, and it’s like you have a different sandwich by just changing the bread!” 
 
    Jane slowly lowers herself back to her seat and picks at her bread roll, as if less enamored with it, while Miss Bates prattles on. I need to turn this conversation back to the package without being too obvious, but how?  
 
    “So what was in the package?” Harryet asks. 
 
    I love that girl. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Miss Bates’s head moves up and down, her white sunhat tipping up and down with it. “The package! Can you guess?”  
 
    For one horrifying moment I think she’s serious, and we’re going to be stuck playing Twenty Questions.  
 
    But then she takes a bite of bread and shakes her head, the hat brim following her movements. “No, you’ll never guess. It was a guitar! An electric guitar! A very pretty one, black and white and very elegant. Wasn’t it elegant? I believe that’s just the word Jane used. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘It’s so elegant.' Didn’t you, Jane, dear? Jane says she’s been wanting to learn. I didn’t even know. Can you imagine, not knowing my own niece wanted to learn electric guitar? I always thought Ricardo was the guitar player. But of course Jane loves all kinds of music. She’s such a beautiful piano player. I have one of her recitals here if you’d like to hear it. Oh, no, I forgot. Another time. You’ll come by another time to hear it, won’t you, Emily? And you’ll come too, of course, Harryet. I can make more of those cookies you liked so much!” 
 
    “I’d love that!” Harryet says, and she sounds like she actually would. Or maybe Harryet’s good at pretending to like things she doesn’t, and I’m the only one who’s not.  
 
    “Someone left a guitar on your doorstep?” I ask because there is no way I’m letting this conversation slip away. “Was there a note? Who was it from?” It had to have been from D.C.—Antonio. Frank’s going to love this story.  
 
    Miss Bates gently slaps the table. “It was the most curious thing! There was a slip of paper that said, ‘Jane,’ and that was it. Can you imagine? So very, very curious! I absolutely adore these little bags of chocolates, Emily. Did you package them yourself? And Lindt chocolate is so good, not likes those cheap chocolates. You saw to every little detail. Don’t you just adore all these decorations and details, Ricardo? I just adore them.”  
 
    Ricardo smiles at me. “Everything looks beautiful, Emily. You did a great job.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say without meeting his eyes. There’s something about Ricardo complimenting my party planning that always makes me feel flattered and silly at the same time, especially when the compliment is forced, like this one was.  
 
    Dad comes up behind us and places his hands on the back of my chair. He’s in tux that matches Blake’s, and his graying hair is combed neatly to the side.  
 
    “Thanks for coming everyone,” he says. “I’ve come to steal Miss Bates away for a dance.” 
 
    Dad is so sweet, getting her out on the dance floor, when he hates dancing. She’s probably the only person he’ll dance with all night—oh, besides Sarah. And maybe me. 
 
    “Oh! Dancing at my age!” Miss Bates stands and places her hand in his. “Well, I do love this song. You’ll have to forgive me for stepping on your feet and tripping over myself, especially since…”   
 
    She’s still apologizing as he leads her away. 
 
    They’ve barely left when Frank plops himself into Miss Bates’ empty chair, and my insides feel like they’re floaty and filled with helium. Frank is beyond sexy tonight in his tux, and those freshly touched up brown highlights in his dark hair look so good, I wish I could run my hands through them. He drops an arm around my shoulders and leans to whisper too loudly in my ear. “You sure know how to throw a party, Em.” 
 
    I can feel the warmth rising up my neck. “I was just glad the groomsman made it on time. Lucky you didn’t have an appointment to get your nose hairs trimmed.” 
 
    “Oh man.” He lifts his head and puts his nose way too close to my face. “Do they need to be trimmed? You’d tell me, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    I laugh. Frank joined us at the perfect time; I can’t wait to hear what he thinks about Jane’s secret admirer. “Jane was just telling us about how someone left a guitar on her doorstep. Who do you think gave it to you, Jane?” If she thought this conversation was over, she does not know me at all. 
 
    “Whoa.” I can practically hear Frank’s gossip sensors going off. “A secret admirer, eh, Janie?” 
 
    But makes a scoffing noise. “Hardly. It’s probably from Abuelo.” Jane looks to Ricardo. “He’s generous like that, and he likes surprises.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ricardo says. “It does seem like something he’d do.” 
 
    Harryet sits back in her chair and smiles. “It is really romantic. Was it an expensive one? A cheap one wouldn’t be as romantic.” 
 
    Everyone laughs, except Jane, of course.  
 
    “Gross,” Jane says. “It was from my grandfather.” 
 
    Frank cocks his half smile. “But was it cheap? It’s an important question.” 
 
    Jane gives him a look that I can’t read. “I really don’t know anything about guitars,” she says. 
 
    We all look to Ricardo, then.  
 
    He shifts, as if uncomfortable with the sudden attention. “It wasn’t cheap. It was a Fender Stratocaster. They’re really cool, the kind Jimi Hendrix and Eric Clapton played.” 
 
    Frank smiles. “Impressive. This guy really went the extra mile.” He raises an eyebrow at Jane. “Gramps is a generous guy.” 
 
    I think Jane will snap at him, but she smiles a little and looks away. Smiles! Jane-In-Love is so much more interesting than What-Else-Can-I-Put-on-my-College-App-Jane. 
 
    “So where is it?” Frank looks around as if he thinks the guitar is hidden nearby. “Let’s hear it, see if it’s any good.” 
 
    “It’s back at our house,” Jane says. 
 
    Frank waves a hand. “But that’s just across the street. You could grab it and bring it here and play us something. We could have a little campfire singalong. It could be just like our leadership camp, but with hotter company.” He smiles at me and Harryet. 
 
    “I don’t even know how to play, Frank,” Jane says, but she doesn’t say it snappy like she usually does. The words are lighter, gentler.  
 
    Frank waves this off too. “But Ricardo does. He could play, and you could sing. You could both sing.” 
 
    I think about how much Frank loves hearing Jane sing, and now I’m wondering if there’s something between them all over again.  
 
    Ricardo shakes his head. “We wouldn’t want to take the attention away from the bride and groom.” 
 
    Frank sits back, as if thinking about this. “That’s true.”  
 
    “I’d love to hear it,” Harryet says. “We should plan to get together later to hear you play, Ricardo.” Harryet slides her eyes to me, and I know she thinks she’s matchmaking. “And you too, Jane,” she adds. 
 
    “That’s a great idea.” Frank is all enthusiasm again. “Let’s do it before I leave.” 
 
    “For sure!” Harryet turns to Jane again. “So have you played it yet? How’s it sound?” 
 
    Jane blows out a breath of annoyance. “Why? Are you some kind of guitar expert?” 
 
    “No,” Harryet says, and she’s smiling and patient and not at all annoyed at Jane. “But I know my rom coms. And it’s only half the gift to spend a lot. You also have to make sure it really is a good guitar with a good sound. I’m just trying to figure out how much your abuelo likes you.” She emphasizes “abuelo,” like it’s in air quotes. 
 
     It’s like I can see Jane mentally restraining herself from rolling her eyes. “Ricardo’s tried it,” she says. 
 
    “And?” Harryet moves closer to the literal edge of her seat. She’s such a rock star for being so nosy and up in Jane’s business so I don’t have to be. 
 
    “It sounded…”  Ricardo pauses, as if remembering, before smiling to himself. “The sound’s amazing. It’s a really good guitar.” 
 
    “Well, then.” Frank winks at Jane. “Sounds like Gramps is super into you, Janie.” 
 
    I think she’ll say something snarky, but she just laughs. 
 
    Frank rises and holds out a hand to me. “Let’s dance. You promised.” 
 
    “I’m supposed to greet the other tables...” But one dance couldn’t hurt. I slip my hand into his. “I never break a promise.” 
 
    “And then Ricardo should dance with you next,” Harryet says.  
 
    Frank’s gaze swings to Ricardo, and I see the shock in Jane and Ricardo’s eyes before they’re able to erase it. And it’s pure shock, as if they’ve just figured out Harryet’s matchmaking plans and are totally repulsed by them. And I get it. The Great Genius Ricardo could never be good enough for the lowly wedding planner. But even if I agree that Ricardo’s too good for me, something about the looks on their faces still makes me burn inside. 
 
    “Emily.” Ricardo snaps back to himself, and he gives me his kind smile, the one I used to think was sincere. “I’d love to dance with you, Emily.” He keeps emphasizing my name. Why? To erase the shock of it? 
 
    “Right.” Frank tugs me toward him. “You sure? I’m a hard act to follow.” 
 
    Ricardo laughs, and the weird moment passes like it never happened. 
 
    And I get it that everyone’s hiding something. I just didn’t think Ricardo was hiding snobbery. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sleep until 11 the next morning, only dragging myself out of bed because the cleaning crew arrives to wipe the wedding out of our house and yard. I throw on some clothes—an old gymnastics competition T-shirt and jeans shorts because I deserve a day of comfort. I wonder if Blake’s around for a Sunday movie, but, no. He’s probably at the hardware store. I guess I could do some homework before I have to be at the gym to coach the 7 and 8-year-olds. 
 
    I sit at my desk and pull out my math notebook but then lose myself in memories of the wedding, skipping over the bad ones tainted by Elton and Patrice and even Ricardo. That one still stings. But the first dance was so sweet, with Sarah looking blissful and in love. I get a little tingly when I think of dancing with Frank—and even of the moments when I was just sitting and talking with him. He’s a flirt, for sure, but he’s also funny and just, well, easy. 
 
    “Emily!” Dad calls up. “The door’s for you.” 
 
    I didn’t even hear the doorbell. I pop my head out of my room. “Is it the catering crew to collect their stuff?” 
 
    “They’re here already.” Dad comes out of his office, where he’s probably been working for hours while I slept. “That was a beautiful wedding you threw.”  
 
    I lean my head against the doorframe. “That was a beautiful speech you gave.” And it was. Mine was okay. I wanted it to be amazing, but in the end, it was just okay. But it was from the heart, at least. 
 
    “Thanks kiddo.” He tips his head towards the stairs. “That O’Donnell boy is downstairs for you.” 
 
    Blake? Why is dad pretending he doesn’t know Blake, and why is Blake knocking on the door? But when I get downstairs, my insides get all warm and fluttery because it's Frank. He’s casual like me in shorts and a black T-shirt, but he doesn’t look like he just woke up. 
 
    I touch my hair to reassure myself that I did brush it this morning. “Hey, you.” Did that come out giddy and nervous? Because that’s how I feel. 
 
    But if Frank notices my nerves, he doesn’t say anything. His face breaks into a wide grin, as if seeing me really does make his day brighter. “Hey! I’m glad you’re home. I had the most amazing idea. Where can we talk?” 
 
    The rooms are filled with the sounds of vacuum cleaners whirring and spray bottles spritzing, and I know our backyard is just as crowded with de-wedding crews.  
 
    I gesture to the front door. “Let’s sit outside on the step.” 
 
    There’s a light breeze that takes the edge off the sun, and I lean back on my hands. Frank sits next to me, his leg brushing mine. 
 
    “It’s perfect out here,” he says. “And you look beautiful. Why are you always so beautiful? So here’s my idea. Are you ready?” He moves a hand through the air in front of us, as if his next words are broadcast in lights. “A birthday party for Harryet.” 
 
    I laugh a little at his build up. “That sounds fun.” I was going to bring some cake and balloons to school tomorrow to give her a little party at lunch, and then we’d planned to go out to dinner after practice, but she might like this better. “How’d you know tomorrow was her birthday?” 
 
    “She told me at the wedding.” Frank is practically vibrating with energy. “I came straight to you when I thought of it—since you’re the party planner.”  
 
    I watch the catering crew load chairs into the back of their van. “Sure, we could do something here,” I say. “But maybe it could be a small thing.” I’d hate to overwhelm Dad with another big party, and small would keep the focus on Harryet. 
 
    “I totally agree. Just her closest friends. Who should we invite? Give me your phone.” His hand is already going to where it’s poking out of the front pocket of my shorts. 
 
    I scoot a little away from him. “Clever, but I already fell for that one.” 
 
    “I send one message without approval, and I’m banned for life.” But then his face breaks into a “come on” smile that would make any woman say yes. “Please? You have all the contacts. I promise to let you read it before I send it. Since you’re a control freak about that.” 
 
    “Yeah, right. More like a totally normal human being.” I see that Frank really wants to be in charge of this, so I slide my phone out of my pocket and hand it to him. “You promised not to send anything,” I remind him because, well, who isn’t a control freak about their phone?  
 
    But he’s adding contacts and not acknowledging my sacrifice at all. “I’ll put myself on it, and Harryet, of course. Then Jane and Ricardo. By the way, I asked Jane later if she thought the guitar was from Antonio, and she got all secretive. So we’re totally onto something there. I told you I was an undercover master.”  
 
    He seems proud of this, so I don’t say what I’m thinking, which is that Jane would get secretive about anyone. Still. “I want an exact retelling of that conversation.” 
 
    “Definitely, after this.” He winks at me then looks back at my phone. “Ricardo mentioned this guy, Martín, who sounds cool. I want to meet him. And we’ll need Sarah and John, for sure, and Blake, my bro. Well, practically my bro.” 
 
    He says “bro” like he means it, like there’s no animosity on his side. “My bro too now,” I say. 
 
    “Ha!” He smiles at me. “Don’t tell him that. No way he’ll think that’s funny.” 
 
    Blake does hate that joke, but how did Frank know that? Maybe he and Blake are closer than I realize. 
 
    Sarah and John will be happy we’re having a get together. They delayed their honeymoon for a few days because they wanted to be around while Frank’s in town.  
 
    Frank taps a finger against the side of my phone. “Did I miss anyone? Oh—what's her name?—Shelly.” He laughs softly to himself. “Don’t tell her I almost forgot her. Cool. Is that everyone?” 
 
    “Sure. Make it at my place tomorrow at 7. And don’t send it until you show it to me,” I say again because he totally wasn’t listening the first time. 
 
    “Too late. Already sent it.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    I leap at him for my phone, but he laughs and hands it back to me. “I was messing with you. Oh, and Sarah texted you that the wedding was beautiful.” 
 
    “That is so violating. Your privileges are revoked forever.” 
 
    Frank clutches his heart and does his wounded routine, while I read his party text. I should add Elton to the text. It’s not like he wants an invitation from me, but if he finds out I excluded him, he’ll be pissed. It’ll remind him of that time in fifth grade when Jason Wu had a huge birthday party and invited pretty much the whole fifth grade except Elton. That was back before Elton reinvented himself, right around the time when our classmates started figuring out that our differences didn’t make us unique; they made us targets. When I confronted Jason about the slight, he gave me a confused look and said, “Right, that guy. He’s your friend, right? Guess I drew a blank and just didn’t think of him.” 
 
    Elton’s never forgotten that response. He used to quote it all the time. He thought it was calculated, making it seem like the whole thing was unintentional, while broadcasting that he was forgettable, unimportant. As if his whole identity balanced on being “Emily’s friend.”  
 
    Considering the size of Elton’s ego now, it doesn’t seem like he remembers he was ever that person. But I know he does. And I know this slight will feel like I’m reenacting the event on purpose. 
 
    But after I read the text, I send it without adding Elton—maybe because I’m starting to see that sometimes life means you have to choose, and I choose Harryet. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    I’m hanging some streamers and balloons for Harryet’s party because, even though I said we’d keep it simple, a party’s not a party without decorations. I went online and printed some pictures of aliens to hang around the house, but what should I do to highlight her duct tape skills? Maybe I could look for images of things people have made with duct tape and hang those. Oooh, and some famous poems. I know she likes Maya Angelou and e.e. cummings. I could search some of their poems and put them up.  
 
    My phone buzzes, and I pull it out, hoping it’s Frank. He said he’d come early to help set up. But my excitement dies fast when I see it’s Elton. 
 
      
 
    Elton: So excited for your party. Oh wait. I’m not invited. 
 
      
 
    Ugh. Sometimes I wish Shelly could keep even one secret from Elton. But I guess that’s not fair. What happened between Elton and me shouldn’t affect her friendship with him. 
 
      
 
    Emily: It’s Harryet’s party. So. 
 
    Elton: Are you Jason Wuing me? 
 
      
 
    I want to be mad at Elton, to keep hating him. But something about him reminding me of the lost and uncertain kid he used to be pulls at me. 
 
      
 
    Emily:  Of course I’m not wooing you. 
 
    *wooing  
 
    *wooing 
 
    It keeps autocorrecting! 
 
      
 
    It’s mortifying but also funny, the irony of it. There was a time when Elton would have thought it was funny too. Even now I wonder if he does, but his text silence seems to suggest no.  
 
      
 
    Emily: I didn’t think you’d want to come. 
 
    Elton: Good that you decided for me then. 
 
      
 
    I hate it that he’s throwing me into this position where I’m the snobby, superior one, as if that’s what this was about. As if I wasn’t just trying to throw a nice party for Harryet. 
 
      
 
    Emily: Do you even want to come? 
 
    Elton: Yes  
 
      
 
    His honesty disarms me. Elton hasn’t shown vulnerability in a long time. It makes me wonder if I really did go too far, pulling a Jason Wu. Maybe this did feel like a betrayal. Still. 
 
      
 
    Emily: If you come, can you manage not to be a total jerk to Harryet? 
 
    Elton: Only if you can manage not to flirt with that poser Frank all night. 
 
      
 
    Seriously?  
 
      
 
    Emily: What do you care? You have a gf.  
 
    Elton: He’s like a wannabe me. Like you missed me so much you had to run out and find a cheap imitation. 
 
      
 
    I’m in the middle of typing a tirade text, when his next message comes through. 
 
      
 
    Elton: It’s a deal then. I’ll see you at seven. 
 
    Elton: Thanks. 
 
      
 
    I stare at his “thanks” for a while before deleting everything I was about to say. I can’t tell him not to come now, not after he said he’s coming and even thanked me as if we’re on a path to patching things up. I’d look like a jerk. 
 
    I feel like every interaction with Elton is a battlefield, and I can’t help but think he’s waving the white flag just to ambush me later. 

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We’re only about twenty minutes in, but the party’s going well so far. Mostly everyone’s arrived, chatting and sipping cider or soda, so when I hear the doorbell, I grab my purse because it’s probably the pizza guy. But when I swing open the door, it’s Martín, holding several pizza boxes, wearing…well. Something gray and fuzzy, sort of like a footie pajama, with a lighter gray circle that marks his stomach area. And he’s paired it with a headband with gray ears. So he’s maybe a rat? 
 
    I mentally go over Frank’s invitation text but can’t think of anything that even hinted at this being a costume party. Do I stop Martín before he comes in so he’s not embarrassed again? But then this is Martín. In seventh grade, he came to school dressed as a chimpanzee on Jane Goodall’s birthday. Maybe this is his typical weekend wear. 
 
    I make a quick decision to pretend it’s normal that he’s dressed as a rodent. “Hi Martín! Are those the pizzas?” I look past him for the delivery person. “You didn’t pay for them, did you?” 
 
    I step out of the way to let him in, and when he walks into the house, I see he has a bushy tail swishing behind him. So not a rat, then. 
 
    “I got here at the same time as the delivery guy,” he says. “But let this be my treat, as a thank you, for hosting me twice now.” 
 
    “No way.” I pull the money I’d stashed for the pizzas out of my pocket. “I can’t let you do that.”  
 
    “Please, I’d like to.” He puts out a hand to stop me. “You’ve turned out to be nicer than I expected. People said you were nice, but—” He glances around the room, his eyes lingering on Elton and Shelly—“I didn’t believe them until I met you.” 
 
    It’s a compliment, I guess, but his words slice into me all the same. “You don’t have to buy the pizzas because I’m nice to you,” I say. “People are supposed to be nice.” 
 
    “Wow. Just, wow.” Elton steps towards us as if he’s just spotted Martín, and Elton’s smile is too eager, as if he’s stepping into a boxing ring and Martín’s his target. “This is classic. This guy—” He turns to Patrice, who, ahem, he didn’t mention he was bringing—“This guy came in costume to an engagement party Emily threw and felt like a total dweeb when he realized it wasn’t a costume party. And now! He does it again! What are you supposed to be?” 
 
    Martín gives me a look, as if to make his point about how rare it is when people are nice to him—or maybe to emphasize why he was so surprised that I’m nice. Either way, I feel shamed by everything that comes out of Elton’s mouth, as if I’m responsible. 
 
    Patrice gives a fake gasp. “You did not!”  
 
    Seriously, is there anything that girl does that isn’t fake?  
 
    She covers her face with her hand like she’s embarrassed for Martín, but her smile gives her away. “You must be so, so embarrassed. Don’t worry! We won’t laugh.” But she’s laughing as she says it. 
 
    Martín studies Patrice as if she’s the odd one, and not for the first time, I’m struck my Martín’s confidence. “Who are you?” he asks her. 
 
    “I’m Patrice, Elty’s girlfriend.” She curls into Elton and lays her head on his shoulder—to what? Mark her claim? He’s all yours, Patrice. 
 
    Elton slips his arm around her waist. “Now it’s Patrice’s turn to ask who you are. But maybe she should ask what you are.” 
 
    Patrice giggles like this was hilarious. 
 
    “I’m a flying squirrel,” Martín says, with no trace of shame. “And I didn’t wear this by mistake. I decided the only way to fix coming in costume last time was to wear a costume every time I come to Emily’s house—like it’s my thing. Like I own it.” 
 
    Elton’s practically rubbing his hands together. “So your thing is to dress like vermin? Because last time your thing was to wear women’s underwear, so…” 
 
    “Oh, Elty, stop!” Patrice says, in a way that means, “Keep going!” 
 
    “That’s really cool, Martín.” I smile and take the pizza boxes from him. But it’s also sad. “You didn’t have to make it your thing, though. I mean, you made a mistake last time, and you’re allowed to make mistakes.” 
 
    He looks at me with something like sympathy, like I really just don’t get it. “You’re allowed to make mistakes, Emily. The rest of us aren’t.” He looks again at Elton, who’s whispering something to Patrice that makes her crack up. 
 
    The pizzas suddenly feel too heavy in my arms. “Thanks for these.”  
 
    I start walking them to the kitchen but pause when I get near Elton. I can fix this. “Elton,” I say, my voice low. “You know that promise not to be a jerk at my party?” I tilt my head to Martín to indicate that he’s off limits too. 
 
    Elton smiles at me, a conceited smile that I used to mistake for confident. “Nice try,” he says, “but you can’t change the terms after the deal’s sealed.”  
 
    He makes it sound like I have to contact his lawyer to include a clause about not harassing my other guests. I open my mouth to say more when he raises a hand to silence me.  
 
    “Don’t get your panties in a twist.” His eyes slide to Frank, who’s in the kitchen talking to Ricardo and Jane. “If you can manage to keep your end of the deal, then sure. I’ll throw rodent boy in for free. But you’ve got to admit that’s a big favor, considering…” 
 
    Considering what? That Martín’s so easy to make fun of? If Elton’s looking for a thank you, he’s not getting one. 
 
    I never agreed to stay away from Frank, but I don’t want to mention that now, not when it might set Elton off. 
 
    Instead I walk past him into the kitchen. “Pizzas are here!” I call out and move the chip and fruit bowls aside to make room.  
 
    “Oh. My. Gosh.” Frank’s already grabbed three slices, but he sets his plate back on the table when he sees Martín. “You’re Martín, yeah? I’m Frank. Ricardo told me he’s on the Robotics Team with you. I don’t know what you’re supposed to be, but I want to be one too.” 
 
    Martín beams and starts talking about his costume, and if Elton makes me feel ashamed, Frank makes me proud. He’s hot as always in another one of his simple black T-shirts, and his whole face is alive with interest as he asks Martín questions.  
 
    Elton waves a hand in front of my face to break the spell, and I realize I was staring.  
 
    So what if I was? Does Elton think he’s in charge of who I look at?  
 
    I paste on a fake smile and hand an empty plate to Elton. “Pizza? You can thank Martín for it. Oh wait. You’re too cool to be nice.” 
 
    Something dark settles over Elton’s face before he finally takes the plate from me.  
 
    “That pizza smells amazing,” Harryet says as she enters the kitchen. She’s cute tonight in a pink sundress, her hair styled in two short, curly pigtails that make her look sexy-sweet in a way that only Harryet can pull off.  
 
    Elton bends down to whisper in my ear. “Don’t forget I’m good at what I do.” 
 
    His breath is hot and smells like weed, and I step away from him, but he’s gone before I can respond. It was such an Elton thing to say—threatening and sexual, fraught with meaning and meaningless. 
 
    “Oh! Martín!” Harryet stumbles a little, and I’m not sure if it’s his presence that catches her off guard or his, you know, tail. “Are you a flying squirrel?” She puts a hand to her chest. “I love it. Turn around. Let me see the whole thing.” 
 
    “You knew what I was.” Something in his expressions softens, and he turns slowly around. 
 
    “Oh! That tail! And those ears!” She smiles at him, a nonjudgmental smile that says she’s happy for Martín to be totally and completely himself.  
 
    I want to look at Martín and smile like that. I want to look at the world and smile like that. But when my eyes snag Elton and then Patrice, it hits me that I can’t even look at the people in this room and smile like that. 
 
    Martín takes a step towards Harryet, his expression suddenly too serious. “I wore this for you—because flying squirrels are original and because they can do things nobody thinks they should be able to do. Like you.” 
 
    “Oh.” Harryet looks down, a small smile playing at the corners of her lips. “That’s really sweet, Martín.” 
 
    And it is. I get a sudden flash of Martín giving Harryet a bouquet of his family’s used toothbrushes, but I push it out of my head. We’re allowed to make mistakes. Tonight, I’m going to concentrate really hard on liking Harryet and Martín together. 
 
    Frank lightly flicks a hand against Martín’s shoulder. “This guy’s got game.” 
 
    Martín chokes out a laugh. 
 
    “Let’s all sit together,” Frank says. He starts pulling chairs away from the table and arranging them in a small circle—since the table is too crowded with pizza, appetizers, and drinks for us to eat off it. Martín helps, his bushy tail bumping people as he moves and turns. When they’re done, Frank, Ricardo, Harryet, Shelly, and Martín each take a seat, and Frank reaches over to pat to the empty chair beside him. “Sit with us, Emily,” he says.  
 
    His smile is so inviting that I want to.  
 
    But my gaze shifts to Elton. He’s leaning against the wall, pretending to listen to Patrice, but when he lifts his slice to his mouth, his eyes are on me. 
 
    What annoys me is that I was going to check on my other guests, but Elton’s going to think I’m avoiding Frank for him. So do I stay to prove that Elton doesn’t get to decide what I do? But then wouldn’t that be letting Elton decide what I do? And how did this all get so complicated?  
 
    I smile at Frank like I’m not overanalyzing his question. “I’ll come back. I want to make sure everyone got some food.” 
 
    Frank tilts his head at me. “You’re a really cool girl, Emily.” 
 
    A laugh escapes me before I can stop it. Oh gosh. I hope I didn’t sound like Patrice, giggling at everything a guy says. 
 
    I wander into the living room and see Blake and Jane, talking together by the fireplace, and, oh! Sarah’s here, sitting on the couch with John. She motions for me to join them.  
 
    “Hey, Mr. and Mrs. O’Donnell,” I say. “Let me grab you some pizza.” 
 
    John stands. “I’ll get it. You two catch up.” 
 
    I should probably insist on getting it for them, and I should get some for Blake and Jane, since I’m the host and all. But I’m thrilled to grab some alone time with Sarah. We give John our orders, and then I plop down beside Sarah, and she gives me a sideways hug. 
 
    She gestures at the walls. “I love these decorations. They’re so Harryet!” 
 
    “Thanks.” Patrice already told me that my “little printer decorations were so cute!” but whatever. At least Sarah’s being sincere, and Harryet liked them. 
 
    Sarah’s hair is pulled back into a messy bun, and she’s uncharacteristically casual in jeans and a tank top. 
 
    “Marriage looks good on you,” I say. 
 
    She laughs. “Because I can finally relax! Not that I ever should have stressed, with you throwing the wedding. But I can’t wait for the honeymoon. I mean, I’m excited for tomorrow too, of course.” 
 
    She and John are hanging out with Frank tomorrow for his last day in town, and then Frank’s flying home that evening. This will probably be the last night I see him, which makes me more pissed at Elton for trying to ruin it.  
 
    John comes back with loaded plates for Sarah and me. “I’ll be in the kitchen with Frank,” he says. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say, biting into my slice of olive and pineapple. I love it when the cheese is hot and gooey and pulls away from the slice in strings like this. 
 
    Sarah waits until John’s left before dropping her voice and leaning toward me. “So I’m not pretending I’m a matchmaker like you, but I’ve totally cracked this mystery guitar thing.”  
 
    Sarah doesn’t usually get into gossip like I do, but the guitar gift is juicy. “I’m listening,” I say. 
 
    “What if it’s from Blake? And what do you think about Blake and Jane?” 
 
    “Blake and Jane?” I say it so loud I have to look over to make sure they didn’t hear me. But I’m safe—he’s smiling at something she said, and she’s talking on, oblivious. I turn back to Sarah. “No way. I’m giving up the whole matchmaking thing because I’m awful at it, but you—you’re worse than awful. Like, Tinder just called. They swiped left on you for life.” 
 
    “So dramatic.” She swings her feet onto the couch, tucking them underneath her. “Hear me out on this. Maybe that’s why he dropped out of college—I mean, isn’t it a little mysterious that he goes for a whole year and then decides to drop out right when Jane’s moving to Highbury? He’s probably had a thing for her for years, but you know Blake. He’s too shy to ever make a move, and Jane can be intimidating.” 
 
    Can she ever. But—“They’re nothing alike.” 
 
    She gives me a sly smile. “Since when do people need to be alike to fall in love? 
 
    “In love? Sarah.” I hold my hand up to the level of my head. “Before, your crazy level was right here, and it was out there, but I was hanging on. But now you’re crazy is, like, through the roof.” 
 
    “And—” She leans closer like she wasn’t even listening. “What about this? He’s so shy and doesn’t know how to tell her he’s into her, but then he finds out she wants to learn guitar, and what does he do? He buys her a guitar! But he keeps it a secret—because Blake’s the kind of guy who doesn’t need credit when he does something sweet. You know how he does things for Dad all the time, and half the time Dad thinks it’s you or me. So he gives her the guitar because he just wants her to be happy. Isn’t that a Blake thing?” 
 
    It is. It’s totally a Blake thing. 
 
    She sits back into the cushions, as if my silence means she’s won this point. “I think he’d be a pretty romantic boyfriend,” she says, “especially if he’s anything like John.” 
 
    Blake? Romantic? “No. Now your crazy is somewhere off in space.” 
 
    “Look at them now.” She nods toward them. “Tell me I’m crazy for calling that something.” 
 
    Jane is talking, way more than she ever talks to me, and Blake’s leaning in to hear her, smiling, as if she’s actually saying something interesting. But no. No way. That’s just Blake being friendly. And he does like Jane. He just doesn’t like like Jane. I would know. He would tell me. 
 
    Except. There’s a lot we don’t tell each other, isn’t there? 
 
    But still. “A secret guitar gift just doesn’t sound like Blake,” I say. “He’d know it would embarrass her and be impossible to explain. He’s too considerate to make anyone uncomfortable like that.” 
 
    “Hm. Usually.” Sarah smiles that knowing smile again. “But people do weird things when they’re in love.” 
 
    In love. Why does she keep saying that? I look back at them again. He’s laughing now, and his eyes catch mine for just a moment before he turns back to Jane.  
 
    Sarah gives me a smug look before saying exactly what I’m thinking. “Jane’s not even funny,” she says. “Must be love.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    After Sarah and John leave, saying they want to give Frank some time with his new friends, I start collecting the dirty plates and napkins. I’ve mostly cleaned up the living room, so I move into the kitchen, where a small group is sitting in the chairs Frank set up earlier. When Ricardo sees me cleaning, he gathers everyone’s plates and tosses them in the trash. He’s so thoughtful. 
 
    People look ready for the next course, so I start combining the leftover pizza into one box to make room for the cake. 
 
    “A secret guitar?” Patrice is looking at Jane with something like wonder and fear. “Wow. Are you scared that this guy knows where you live so he could come and get you in the night and stuff?” 
 
    Jane gives Patrice a look like she’d like to come get her in the night. 
 
    But Ricardo just smiles. “Well, we weren’t.”  
 
    Shelly puts a hand against her chest. “I think it’s beyond romantic. You’re so lucky.” 
 
    “Totally.” Elton puts a hand to his chest too. “And then when he hacks you to pieces in the night, we’ll all be, like, so jealous.” 
 
    I don’t want to laugh, but I do. “But at least we’d have the guitar to play something fitting at the funeral. Like ‘The First Cut is the Deepest.’” 
 
    My stomach drops when Elton raises his hand for a high five. I don’t know why I’m tacking onto his awful jokes. But when Ricardo gives a snort of laughter, I feel a little better, like nothing Ricardo laughs at can be that bad. 
 
    But Jane looks at me like I’m one of the dirty napkins. “Gross, Emily. You are beyond disgusting.” 
 
    Of course she blames me. “Elton started it,” I say. 
 
    “But you finished it.” Elton winks at me, and for a moment I’m taken back to the Elton he used to be, before he became the Elton he is now. 
 
    “So why’d this psycho give you a guitar?” Patrice asks. “Do you like music or something?” 
 
    Honestly. Give the girl a Nobel.  
 
    “Ricardo and I both like music,” Jane says, but she says “like” as if this word is inadequate to describe their relationship to music. And I guess it is. I mean, she does play with distinction. And her voice mesmerizes Frank. 
 
    “Oh my gosh!” Patrice casts her too wide smile at all of us. “I just had the best idea! My dad knows a music professor at UCLA who runs a summer music program for high school students. I could get you both in, even if you’re not that good, because of my connections and all. I’ll do it for you.” She nods at them like it’s a done deal. 
 
    “That’s cool of you,” Elton says, and she burrows into his side, like she’s a permanent fixture there. 
 
    “Jane and Ricardo are super talented,” I say. “It’s cool of you, but they could get in by themselves.” 
 
    Patrice does a calculated hair flip. “If they want to take that chance.” 
 
    Jane and Ricardo exchange a look, like maybe they’re doing some kind of twin telepathy.  
 
    “That’s a nice offer,” Jane says. “But I don’t want to study music in college, and Ricardo applied to the summer program at Julliard. He’s hoping to go there for college, so—” 
 
    “Oh, this would be better.” Patrice waves her off. “I mean, Julliard is nice and all, but with my connections, I could get you some one-on-one time with the top music professors. Even if you don’t study music in college, that’ll look good on your apps. And don’t worry! I’m sure you’ll be able to pay me back some time. That’s how life works, right? I do something for you, and you do something for me.” 
 
    I watch Jane, who I know is rolling these words over in her head because that is how life works for her. But my gosh. Who wants to owe Patrice something? 
 
    “We’ll think about it,” Ricardo says, in that polite way of his that means he just wants to end the conversation. “Thanks for the offer.” 
 
    “Of course!” Patrice puts a hand on Ricardo’s shoulder. “Anything for Elty’s friends! And I mean, I get how hard it must be not to have connections. Not that I can totally understand what it must be like for people like you, obviously. But I can imagine.” 
 
    “Aw, you’re so super kind!” I say before I can stop myself. 
 
    Jane snorts, and Patrice gives me a look like she can’t decide if I’m sincere or not. 
 
    But Elton knows. I feel his angry gaze on me, and I know I destroyed whatever progress we were making. I’ve got to get better at quietly hating people. 
 
    I try to wash the moment away by saying, “Who wants cake? I’ll tell the others.” Then I jump up and rush out of the room. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, we’re gathered in the kitchen around Harryet’s purple alien head cake. I gave it orange slits for eyes and an orange half smile for a mouth because Harryet told me that aliens don’t have to be green with black eyes. I guess she’s right because look at E.T. –he’s a sensible, easy to camouflage brown. I arranged candles around the head and put three of them in the alien’s mouth, and I’m lighting them now for a fiery smile. 
 
    “This cake is perfect.” Harryet smiles. “I think the last alien birthday cake I had was when I was eleven.” 
 
    Martín locks eyes with her. “Mine was when I was ten.” 
 
    Harryet gives him a thoughtful look. “At some point, you feel like you’re not supposed to have alien cakes anymore. Why do we let the world tell us that?” 
 
    “We shouldn’t,” Martín says fiercely, as if this conversation is about much more than extraterrestrial baking. 
 
    Elton gives me a meaningful look and says nothing, like he wants me to know that was a sweet and juicy pitch right down the middle, but he didn’t swing.  
 
    Should I be happy he’s trying, or annoyed that he wants points for not being a jerk? Or ashamed that when Patrice threw one in the strike zone, I swung? 
 
    “The cake is pretty awesome,” Blake says.  
 
    “Thanks.” I snap a couple of photos of it with my phone because it does look good. I talked Sarah into taking a cake decorating class with me a couple of years ago, and even though my first tries were a disaster, I’ve gotten better. 
 
    “Wait. You made it?” Patrice gives the cake a long look. “That’s really cute that you find ways to do all this stuff yourself to save money.” 
 
    I sort of want to smash her face into the cake then because it’d be really cute! But I don’t. Am I no better than Elton since I want credit for that? No, I’m worse because the main reason I don’t do it is that it’d be a waste of cake. 
 
    I’m posing Harryet for a photo in front of the cake and wondering how I can get a group shot without Patrice when Frank stands up. 
 
    “We need the guitar to sing happy birthday. You brought it, right?” Frank looks at the twins. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jane says slowly, “but I can’t play.”  
 
    We all look to Ricardo, who says, “Sure, I’ll play if you want.” 
 
    “I definitely want!” Harryet says. 
 
    I step out to grab the guitar and amp out of the coat closet, where I carefully stashed it when the twins brought it. I feel almost nervous carrying it back to the kitchen, like it’s so precious and fraught with mystery that I’m terrified of dropping it. But Ricardo takes it easily, sliding it out of the case and slipping the strap over his shoulder, tucking the case into the corner near his chair.  
 
    Ricardo looks good wearing the guitar, relaxed and in his element. He runs his fingers over the strings a couple of times, and we’re all quiet while the sound echoes around the room, as if we’re waiting for the notes to share their secrets. But then he looks up at us and smiles. “Ready?” 
 
    He strums the happy birthday song, and we’re quiet for the first couple of notes while Ricardo sings because wow. He has this rich, deep singing voice that somehow doesn’t match with the Ricardo we usually hear. But then Jane’s voice joins his, and eventually the rest of us sing too.  
 
    I watch Frank’s hesitation before he finally sings too, and I realize that this isn’t what he expected. He wanted to hear just the twins—or maybe just Jane. And I get the uneasy thought that this moment is the whole reason he suggested this party. 
 
    “Ricardo,” I say when the song’s over. “You’re really good. Like, really, really good.” I feel stupid after I say it because, well, duh. Music is his thing. 
 
    But Ricardo releases a quiet laugh. “At the happy birthday song? I hope Julliard is as easy to impress.” 
 
    “I’ll tell the UCLA professors for you,” Patrice says, like they're her besties. 
 
    Blake turns to Jane. “You have a pretty voice too.” 
 
    Jane just smiles, as if to say, well, yeah. 
 
    My gosh. Is Sarah right about Blake liking Jane? Or is Jane like The Little Mermaid with her enchanting voice that captivates any guy near her? Hm, or more like the sea witch. 
 
    “They’re both incredible,” Frank says. “You’ll play something else? For Harryet?” 
 
    It should bother me that Frank’s so obsessed with Jane’s black magic voice, but I realize I want to hear the twins sing too—even if it means giving Jane the stage—because Ricardo’s voice was amazing. “Totally,” I say. “Play us something you wrote, Ricardo.”  
 
    Frank nods. “Yeah. The one where—” He stops abruptly, and when he speaks again, his words come out more contained, without the enthusiasm from before. “The one where Juana has the solo.” 
 
    Ricardo and Jane exchange a look, like maybe they’re doing their twin telepathy again. 
 
    “Dude.” Elton rolls his eyes. “We’re not here for kumbaya. There’s wax dripping on the cake.” 
 
    Of course Elton can’t handle the spotlight pointing anywhere but at him.  
 
    “Oh! OK.” Harryet quickly bends toward the cake, as if Elton’s criticism was aimed at her. “Let me just make a wish.” She closes her eyes and smiles, then opens her eyes and blows out the candles.  
 
    I notice Ricardo carefully returning the guitar to its case. I wonder if he prefers this, though, since he’s never been the type to want an audience. Frank watches the guitar disappear but says nothing. 
 
    I pull the cake toward me and cut a slice of the alien’s mouth, plating it and handing it to Harryet. Blake comes near me and distributes the rest of the pieces as I cut them.   
 
    Frank slips a bite into his mouth and groans. “Delicious, Em. Why are you so good at everything you do?” He holds my gaze in a way that makes the comment flirty. “This is a great night, isn’t it?” He points his fork at Harryet. “I like you, Harryet. Emily told me I would, and I do.” 
 
    Harryet’s cheeks turn pink as she shovels some cake into her mouth.  
 
    “I just had a stroke of genius.” Frank waves his fork in a circle. “Let’s all go around the room and say something we like about Harryet.” 
 
    “Genius,” Elton says, his voice flat. “Right up there with Einstein and Edison.” 
 
    “Einstein and Edison and Frank.” Frank points his fork at Elton this time. “I like that.” 
 
    I can see Elton physically biting back his reply, and I know it irks him that Frank pretended to miss his sarcasm. 
 
    “Oh my gosh, no!” Harryet shakes her head so hard her curly pigtails move with her. 
 
    “I like that idea,” Martín says, his voice serious. “Harryet deserves that.” 
 
    She really does. Maybe it will help undo some of the damage Elton did—some of the damage I did, by encouraging her to like him. “I love that idea,” I say. “I’ll start. Harryet’s the sweetest person I know. She sees the good in everybody, and she’s so kind. I wish I was more like her.” 
 
    “More like me?” Harryet says. “But you’re—” 
 
    “Uh uh.” I shake my head at her. “We’re all saying good things about you right now.” 
 
    Elton blows out a breath. “Well, that’s a relief. If we had to list all of Emily’s good qualities, we’d be here all night.” 
 
    “More like ‘til Christmas,” I say because the best way to handle Elton’s barbs is to roll with them. “Shelly, want to go next?”  
 
    “Oh!” Shelly looks up in surprise, as if she didn’t expect to have to participate. “Right. Harryet’s, um, well, Harryet’s really different. Like, she spells her name with a ‘y.' And then the alien thing. And the duct tape. And hanging out with, you know, costume people.” She flicks a hand toward Martín. 
 
    I’m not sure Shelly quite understands the point of this game, but I decide it’s best to move it along. “Your turn, Ricardo,” I say since he’s sitting next to Shelly. 
 
    Ricardo pauses for a moment in that thoughtful way of his before saying, “Harryet’s real. She doesn’t feel like she has to hide what she likes. That’s rare.” 
 
    Harryet gives a small smile. “Thanks, Ricardo.” 
 
    “That’s a hard thing to do, though,” Jane says. “I mean, some people aren’t as free to do what they want. They have rules to follow and…” Her voice trails off. 
 
    Ricardo gives her a long look. “And people to please?” 
 
    Whoa. Is Ricardo giving Jane some kind of secret message? Maybe about her D.C. boyfriend? 
 
    Jane holds his gaze before dropping her eyes to the cake. “I don’t know. I just think things can be complicated, and you shouldn’t give up on people too soon. Or even on yourself.” 
 
    Ricardo nods before turning his serious gaze to Frank. “Your move.” 
 
    “My move,” Frank says slowly, as if there’s some coded message to unlock there. But then he seems to shake off the moment, breaking into a full smile that he shines on Harryet. “Life has way too many rules, but tonight is all about fun, and Harryet, you bring the fun. Look at this awesome group of people you brought together.” 
 
    It’s more a group of people Frank brought together, and not all of them are awesome, but he barely knows Harryet, so I forgive him.  
 
    Frank stands like he has nervous energy and walks around the table to where I’m sitting, lightly putting his hands on the back of my chair. “Who’s next?” He winks at Elton. “It’s you, Elty.” 
 
    I laugh before I can stop myself, but Elton’s eyes harden to show me he didn’t think that was funny. 
 
    Frank pulls out my ponytail holder and gently finger combs my hair. “You have great hair. Can I braid it? I’ve been dying to braid it since I met you.”  
 
    It’s like Frank’s hyped up on something all of a sudden. Maybe he had too much alien head. 
 
    But his hands feel good in my hair, so I laugh a little and say, “I guess so.” 
 
    Elton’s eyes snap to mine, and I feel it like a rubber band against my skin. I hate it that I’m about to give in to him, but I don’t want him to ruin this moment for Harryet. I stand so quickly my chair scrapes against the floor, my hair slipping from Frank’s hands. “Actually, no,” I say. “I mean, maybe later. I mean…” 
 
    “Let’s just get back to the game,” Blake says, and why does he sound angry too? “Go, Elton,” he says. 
 
    “Right.” Elton’s voice is too quiet. “Just let me think for a minute.” 
 
    We all wait while Elton lets the time drag on. Harryet glances around the room uncomfortably, her eyes glassy, as if Elton’s opinion really matters to her, even after everything he’s done. Elton’s words float back to me. He’s good at what he does, and I’ve made this way too easy for him. 
 
    “Maybe—" I say. 
 
    But he holds up a hand to silence me. “Harryet’s Emily’s friend, and...” He shakes his head, as if at a loss. “Guess I’m drawing a blank and can’t think of anything else.” 
 
    His words, so perfectly echoing Jason Wu’s, make it clear that this is a shot against me, not Harryet. But Harryet doesn’t know that. 
 
    Elton stands. “Want to get some air, Patrice?” 
 
    “For sure!” She grabs his hand. “I mean, it’s not like I had anything to say either.” 
 
    The sounds of Elton and Patrice leaving are too loud in the silent room, Patrice’s purse strap sliding over her shoulder, their chairs sliding over the floor, and Elton’s parting, “Thanks so much for inviting us, Emily” that he times just perfectly so that there’s no chance for me to respond. 
 
    There’s a beat of silence after they leave before Frank says, “That guy sucks.” 
 
    I let out a surprised laugh, and even Harryet joins me. But then she stands with a jerky movement and starts gathering the plates and napkins. “It’s not really his fault, is it?” she asks. “I mean, if he couldn’t think of anything, then, you know, he shouldn’t have to say anything.” 
 
    “Harryet,” I say. “That was—Elton was—”  I don’t know how to explain he was taking a dig at me. It’s too long a story.  
 
    “I think the word you’re looking for is awkward,” Jane says.  
 
    Thanks so much, Jane, for labeling the situation for us. Should we dissect it and write a lab report on it too so we can turn it in for a grade? 
 
    “It’s my turn,” Blake says in an easy voice, and he smiles at Harryet, a genuine smile without any of Jane’s secrecy or Elton’s mockery or Patrice's self-importance.  
 
    I flash him a look of relief. Why can’t everyone smile like that? 
 
    “Oh, no more turns.” Harryet laughs, and it’s a shaky, high pitched sound. When she glances around the table, there’s a vulnerability in her eyes that wasn’t there before. “Thanks for what you all said. But let’s just, like, play a drinking game or something. Or, no. Sorry, Emily, that was stupid. Your dad’s upstairs. Maybe Ricardo could play something on the guitar, or—” 
 
    “Harryet’s funny.” Blake puts up a finger as if he’s counting the points. “She’s original. Talented. Creative. Accepting—that’s a big one, isn’t it? If only more people were as accepting as she is. Emily was right that Harryet sees the good in everyone. She makes people feel comfortable—she made me feel comfortable right away when I met her. And she’s kind. That one’s huge, isn’t it? And Elton’s a douche.” 
 
    Harryet looks down, but a small smile peeks out on her face.  
 
    I smile at Blake and mouth, “Thank you,” but he shakes his head, as if it was nothing.  
 
    Frank raises his glass of sparkling cider. “I’ll drink to that, bro.” 
 
    I watch Blake to see how he’ll react to Frank calling him bro, but Blake just smiles and raises his own glass, and the rest of us do the same. 
 
    “What’s next, Emily?” Harryet asks me, and I can tell she’s trying to escape this moment, but the color’s returned to her face. 
 
    I pour her more cider. “Let’s move into the living room and play some games. Leave the mess here,” I add when I see people gathering their empty plates. “I’ll get it.”  
 
    “Party in the living room!” Frank says loudly, as if there’s something stronger than cider in his glass, and everyone shuffles out until only Martín is left, playing with the hair on his bushy tail.  
 
    “I didn’t get a turn,” he says. 
 
    I pause in collecting the plates. “Oh, I’m sorry. You can still say something—in the living room, before the games.” 
 
    “No.” He says the word with finality. “I missed my chance.” 
 
    I get the uncomfortable feeling he’s talking about more than just tonight. “You didn’t,” I say. “You—” 
 
    “Tell her I said happy birthday,” he says before letting himself out the back door. 
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    “Thanks for saying what you did about Harryet.” I pause in loading the cups in the dishwasher to look over at Blake. “You really saved the day.” 
 
    “It’s easy to say nice things about Harryet,” Blake says as he brings the fruit and chip bowls to the counter.  
 
    After the cake disaster, we played some games, and then when I thought we were done, Frank said he didn’t want the night to end. Shelly loved that and suggested we all hit Jessica’s party to keep the night alive. I said I might join them after I clean up here, but now that it’s just me and Blake and a quiet house, I’m not sure. Elton will be at that party. Do I really want to see him again tonight? Not to mention we have school tomorrow. Who has parties on a Monday night? (I mean, besides me, but that was for Harryet’s birthday.)  And why did Elton even want to come to my place when he could have just gone to Jessica’s the whole time? 
 
    Blake dumps the fruit into a Tupperware. “Elton is seriously weird with you.” 
 
    I pretend to be very interested in cleaning the cake bits off the candles. “Well, Elton is seriously weird.” 
 
    “I know you don’t want to talk about it, but can I guess?” He doesn’t wait for an answer. “He made a move on you, and you rejected him and told him you’d been trying to set him up with Harryet. Then he got pissed because he thinks he’s so above her. That’s what happened, right?”  
 
    I expect to feel defensive, but all I feel is relieved. “Yeah.” 
 
    “He’s liked you a long time.” 
 
    What? “No. We were always friends.” Until he was suddenly interested in how I’d look on his arm. 
 
    Blake laughs, and I don’t know what that means. It’s probably his lead in to the “I told you so.” 
 
    But then his voice softens. “Well, everyone here tonight would have been happier if he’d listened to you, even Elton. Harryet’s a thousand times better than Patrice.” 
 
    She is. But it still feels good to hear Blake say it. “Thanks.” I set the candles on the counter to dry. “Does that mean I can pick for you? I have the perfect girl.” 
 
    He stops packaging the fruit to spin towards me. “You can’t be serious. You’re not still trying—" 
 
    I hold up a hand. “I was kidding.” 
 
    “Oh.” He laughs. “That was funny.” 
 
    I’m struck suddenly by how much I like this moment, cleaning up after the party with just Blake. Having one less secret from Blake. But Sarah’s theory about him liking Jane is niggling at me, and I have to ask. “So what are your theories on the secret guitar gift?”  
 
    “Oh, you first.” He’s giving me that smug half smile of his. “Since I know you think you’ve already cracked it.” 
 
    He doesn’t want to guess. Does that mean he sent it? I try a new tack. “Well, what I meant was—do you think it was romantic?” 
 
    “Romantic?” He tucks the packaged fruit in the fridge. “To make Jane totally uncomfortable and embarrassed? To make her feel like she has to explain what she obviously doesn’t want to explain—or maybe even can’t explain? No. I don’t think that’s romantic. I think it’s messed up. I don’t know much about this guy, but I know he’s immature and careless.” 
 
    So it’s not Blake then. Why do I feel like all the jittery tension and worry is skittering out of my body? It’s not like I seriously thought he and Jane could ever…   
 
    He pops a chip in his mouth. “It’s Frank.” 
 
    “What? No. He’s not into Jane.” 
 
    Blake watches me as he chews. “He doesn’t seem like it, no. But there’s something going on with those two. They look at each other a lot. Haven’t you noticed? I don’t know what it is, but it’s something. Probably the most obvious something.” 
 
    I take the chip bowl from him and start pouring them back into their original bag, which always makes me uncomfortable, because what if someone touched the chip bowl with dirty hands? But I hate to waste them. “Here.” I hand the bag to Blake. “You can have these, as thanks for helping me clean up.” 
 
    “As if I don’t know you’re only giving me these because you think someone touched them with dirty hands,” he says. But he takes the bag, so I think I can go ahead and count that as my good deed for the day. 
 
    “You’re saying Jane and Frank look at each other sometimes, so he secretly gave her a guitar?” I ask because there’s no way bacteria chips are going to distract me from this conversation. 
 
    Blake loads the empty fruit and chip bowls into the dishwasher. “He calls her Juana. Only her aunt calls her that.” 
 
    Blake sure has spent a lot of time watching Jane.  
 
    “He calls Ricardo Ricky sometimes,” I say. “Maybe he’s just close with the twins.” Except he said he didn’t even know they lived in Highbury. That’s weird, right?  
 
    Blake gives me a look that says I’m missing the point. “Then who do you think it is?” 
 
    I know Blake will laugh at my idea, but it was such a relief to have him figure out the Elton thing that I want to tell him more. “It was some guy she met at that leadership thing she went to last summer. She’s obviously really into him, but for some reason they can’t be together.” I think back to that cryptic conversation between her and Ricardo tonight, about how she’s too focused on pleasing other people. “Maybe he only has a 3.8 GPA, so Jane’s totally embarrassed about her love for him. But the heart wants what it wants.”  
 
    Blake lets out a dismissive laugh. “Are you writing a novel, or is that a real theory?” 
 
    “As if you’re Sherlock Holmes and your theories are so great. Why would Frank make the gift a secret when he could just hand it to her?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but at least my idea made sense. I’ve watched Frank and Jane acting weird around each other. You just invented a whole side story for Jane based on your love of juicy gossip.” 
 
    He would think that. “Maybe I have my reasons.” Not that I can share them. I can’t tell him I secretly read her text messages.  
 
    “What reason could Jane possibly have to keep her boyfriend a secret?” 
 
    “Who knows? Jane’s nothing but mystery! The only difference this time is that she has a real secret to hide.”  
 
    I watch Blake wipe the kitchen table with a rag, and I run a sponge over the kitchen counters. Why does it bother him so much that Jane might have a secret boyfriend? He told me he didn’t give her the guitar, but that doesn’t mean the rest of Sarah’s theory is wrong.  
 
    He stops wiping to give me his signature older brother look. “You’re not going to treat Jane like an unsolved mystery you have to crack, are you? Oh, Emily.” He’s in full older brother mode now. “You’ve already been doing that, haven’t you?” 
 
    “No.” I put the sponge back and wash my hands. “Define ‘doing that.’” 
 
    “Grilling Frank about guys she was interested in at that D.C. camp. Or asking Jane questions about it and making her totally uncomfortable.” 
 
    OK, well, I have been doing that. “Did you drop out of college because you missed telling me what to do all the time?” 
 
    “No, actually.” His eyes shift to the dish rag he’s holding. “I’d like to stop doing that.” 
 
    “What? Dropping out of college? Probably best. I hear it gets less dramatic each time.” 
 
    “True, and I live for drama.” He walks over and drops the dish rag by the sink. “Are we done here?”  
 
    Done fighting or cleaning? The kitchen looks good, and we already picked up the living room, so maybe we’re done with both. “Yeah. Thanks for staying.” 
 
    He nods like it was nothing and heads for the living room. I wonder for a minute if he’s going to leave, but then he flops on the couch, settling back into the cushions. I think briefly about Jessica’s party and how it’s Frank’s last night here, but the familiarity of the couch and Blake feel so much more inviting. 
 
    I sit next to him and throw the blanket over us, and it feels comfortable, natural, except… “So you’re not into Jane then?” I hate that I asked, but the question is tearing at me. 
 
    “Jane? Why would you think I was into Jane?” His eyebrows raise and then dip. “I thought you said you were joking about that whole matchmaking thing.” 
 
    “I was! I’m not setting you up with her.” I look away, but I can feel his eyes on me. “It was Sarah’s theory.” I stare at the blanket, rubbing my fingers over its soft edges. “I told her she was wrong. I knew she was wrong.” 
 
    “But you still asked me.” 
 
    “A good detective leaves no stone unturned.” 
 
    “If I did have a thing for her, would you be jealous?” 
 
    I laugh but stop when I see he’s still looking at me. “Wait. Was that a serious question?” 
 
    He shrugs. 
 
    One good thing about Blake seeing through me is that I don’t have to pretend to like Jane around him. Pretending to like people is so exhausting. “I wouldn’t be jealous, exactly. But I’d wish you’d chosen any other girl on the planet. Or guy. Or animal.”  
 
    He smiles a little. “You’d be more okay with bestiality than with me dating Jane Santiago? Like, I could go for a cow instead of Jane, and that’d be better?” 
 
    I tilt my head. “It’d be awkward, you and the cow. I wouldn’t want to hear all the details, but I’d support you.” 
 
    He’s smiling wider now. “That’s a lie—you love gossip. I’d tell you all the details about which base I got to with Bessie, and I’d expect you to double date with us.” 
 
    “Well, alright. As long as it’s not Jane Santiago.” I give a mock shudder. 
 
     “You’ve got to get over your jealousy of her one day. She doesn’t have anything you want, not really.” 
 
    This again. “I’m not jealous. She’s just not my type.” 
 
    “Not your type?” He laughs to himself. “Were you planning on asking her out to dinner and a movie? I’ll see if Bessie’s free.” 
 
    Honestly. “Then I would be jealous. Why do you get to go out with Bessie while I’m stuck with Jane?” 
 
    He laughs, and it’s loud and unencumbered, and there’s something about how real this moment is that makes me glad I decided to skip Jessica’s party. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My phone alarm goes off way too early the next morning. Even without going to Jessica’s party, Blake and I stayed up too late talking. I shut it off and then see a text from Frank.  
 
      
 
    Frank: Hey beautiful. Missed you last night. I wanted to say goodbye…and maybe talk about things. I’ll text later. Missing you already. 
 
      
 
    Talk about things. What does that mean? He called me beautiful and said he misses me, and we did get pretty close in the few days he was here. Is he going to tell me he likes me, and what? Talk about dating long distance? I should be happy about that—because I do like him. Who wouldn’t? He’s hot, funny, kind, and just one of those guys who fills a room. So why am I totally dreading this conversation? I fire off a quick response. 
 
      
 
    Emily: What kind of things? Miss you too! 
 
      
 
    I know he’s on a plane and won’t respond for a while, so I start getting ready for school. 
 
    Ugh. School means seeing Elton. There’s no way Harryet and I can sit at the same lunch table as him after this weekend. Maybe I’ll get lucky and he’ll be violently ill. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Ricardo’s the only one at our lunch table when I arrive. I drop onto the bench across from him with relief, but then my shoulders tense again as I immediately start scanning the room for Elton or Harryet. I hope Harryet gets here first—I've tried to text her but haven’t heard from her all day. But it’s okay. When Elton shows, my plan is to say I need to get Mr. Liu to approve our flyers for our canned food drive for Key Club, and I’ll ask Harryet to come with me. Jane’s been on me to take care of that anyway. That will give me one last good-bye lunch at this table with Ricardo because after that, Harryet and I are finding a new place to sit. All of my reasons for avoiding a clean break with Elton have faded into nothing in the face of his cruelty. I have other people I’m friendly with who’d be happy to let us sit with them, and Shelly and Jane will probably be glad to have Elton all to themselves. 
 
    “Hey. Thanks for coming last night,” I say to Ricardo. He’s wearing a plain black T-shirt today, which is way more Frank’s style than his. Frank’s like that, though. He rubs off on people. 
 
    “Of course. It was fun, well, after Elton left.” He pauses. “Have you talked to your dad about UCLA?” 
 
    The answer must show on my face because he immediately says, “Sorry. It’s not my business.” 
 
    “No, of course you can ask.” I force a smile that hurts a little. “But I decided not to. Talk to him, I mean. I’ll just go to St. Elizabeth’s.” Why does saying that make me feel like a coward? Ricardo is the last person I want to admit that to. Actually, no. Jane would be worse. And Elton. Or Patrice. OK, Ricardo’s like the fourth to last person I want to admit that to. “What about you and Julliard?” I ask. Do I want him to say he’s going for it, or do I want him to say he’s given up on it so I can feel less alone? I’m not sure. 
 
    Ricardo nods like he was waiting for me to ask. “I was going to apply for that summer music program at Julliard, and I thought that’d be a good warm up to talking to my parents about it again. But then Patrice told Aunt Muriel about knowing the professors at UCLA, and—” 
 
    “Patrice talked to your aunt about that?” When did that even happen?  
 
    Ricardo gives a dry laugh and opens his yogurt. “Yeah, when Jane and Frank and I were leaving for Jessica’s party. Aunt Muriel was walking us out, and Patrice and Elton just happened to get back from their walk right then.” 
 
    Walk. As if they weren’t leaving to smoke whatever Elton had packed. He loves to pretend it’s all just for fun, but the truth is he can’t stay anywhere for more than a couple of hours before mysteriously needing to go for a walk. That’s called addiction. 
 
    “So then we had to introduce them to Aunt Muriel,” Ricardo goes on, “because she likes to meet all of our friends. And then Patrice started talking about UCLA again and all of her contacts, and today I’m getting texts from my parents about ‘that wonderful girl who can help with my future.’”  He says the last part too brightly, like he’s imitating his parents. 
 
    Patrice is like a disease that infects everyone. “But isn’t a music program at Julliard better than one at UCLA? I mean, Julliard's the place to go for music, right?” 
 
    He taps a finger against the side of his yogurt cup. “Mom and Dad like how prestigious Julliard is, but they were never cool with the music thing. They think if I live at UCLA for the summer, I’ll suddenly get interested in their premed program or business school. I mean, they’d rather an Ivy League, but anything’s better than music.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He stirs the yogurt he’s barely touched. “I mean, it’s a better fit than West Point.” 
 
    I take a bite of my sandwich and chew slowly, thinking about how much Ricardo belongs at Julliard and how I want him to get what he wants even if I can’t have what I want. “What if you got a scholarship to Julliard? Then you wouldn’t need your parents’ help—because your voice, Ricardo. It was…”  My face heats, and I don’t know how to finish that sentence. “You belong at Julliard.”  
 
    He looks down and smiles. “Thanks. I’d take loans to go to Julliard. It’s not the money. It’s just hard to do something you know your parents don’t want you to do, you know?” 
 
    “Yes.” Do I ever. “I guess it’s kind of funny. You can tell me what the L.A. beaches are like, and I’ll tell you what it’s like at a small, private school.” I mean, not that St. Elizabeth’s is Julliard, but still. 
 
    Ricardo laughs, an empty, humorless sound that makes me ache for him. When his kind eyes meet mine, I think about how Harryet’s right, that Ricardo is a catch. But I like Frank, so why am I thinking about Ricardo? Harryet’s matchmaking is getting in my head.  
 
    Shelly slides in next to me, and I startle. I was so focused on my conversation with Ricardo that I forgot to watch for Harryet and Elton, but I scan the crowded tables and still don’t see either of them.  
 
    Jane joins us too, setting her lunch next to Ricardo’s and then sitting next to him. Harryet had better get here soon so I can take those flyers to Mr. Liu before Jane bugs me about them.  
 
    “You missed an amazing party last night.” Shelly’s wearing extra make up today, probably to hide how tired she is. However late I stayed up, she was probably up later. “Did you hear about Harryet?” she asks with that love of news that first brought us together. 
 
    “Hear what?” I ask.  
 
    Ricardo’s forehead creases and his eyebrows pull together. “I thought you knew. I would have told you.”  
 
    Why do I never know what’s going on at this school anymore? “Is she here today? I haven’t heard from her.” 
 
    Jane laughs, and it comes out like a witch’s cackle. “I’m not surprised. She was pretty wasted.” 
 
    “Wasted, like drunk?” Or worse? Worry starts to slowly crawl up my neck. “What happened to her? Is she okay?” 
 
    “Drunk,” Ricardo says quickly. “And she’s fine. Really.” 
 
    “She’s better than fine!” Shelly gives me that smile that says this story is particularly juicy. “You should have seen it. We were at Jessica’s, hanging out. And Harryet was sitting on this window seat, totally out of it, but lucky thing—Frank was sitting next to her. Then she starts telling a story about an alien sighting or something totally stupid that no one was listening to, and—” 
 
    “I was listening,” Ricardo says. 
 
    Shelly laughs like this was a joke. “Then she gets all excited and, like, throws her arms up.” Shelly almost hits me as she waves her arms around to illustrate. “Then you’ll never believe it. She almost falls backwards out the window—like, really, the screen fell off and dropped two stories to the ground, and half of Harryet’s body was dangling out the window. Like this.” Shelly dangles her body off the cafeteria bench so her dark hair brushes the floor. “Can you imagine? She would have died. But Frank was right there, hanging on to her and pulling her back inside with his big biceps and bulging shoulders, and she was clutching his shirt, and it was so romantic.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh.” I’m trying to figure out how much of that story was exaggeration. “Would she really have fallen?”  
 
    “Yes.” Jane’s voice is totally without emotion, as if she’s just relaying the facts. “If Frank hadn’t been there, she’d be a blob on the asphalt.” 
 
    I suddenly want to rush to Harryet’s house just to make sure she’s okay. “Geez, Jane. How can you even joke about that?” 
 
    Jane’s gaze cuts into me. “Oh, so it’s okay for you to make little jokes about me getting sliced up by a psycho in the night, but it’s off limits to laugh about Harryet drunkenly becoming a road pancake?” 
 
    Um, yeah. Because my joke was funny. 
 
    “It was scary,” Ricardo says. “It’s not safe to get that drunk.” He gives Jane a sideways look. “But Frank saved her. He was—he was really a hero.” 
 
    “Was he ever,” Shelly says. “I so wish it had been me. He’ll probably fall in love with her now, and she’ll definitely fall in love with him.” 
 
    Jane scoffs with just the perfect amount of condescension. “Are you saying you wish you’d gotten so sloppy drunk that you almost died because then, what? Hot guys would want you?”  
 
    I think Shelly will back down, but she surprises me by giving Jane a very serious nod. “Everyone knows that men love saving helpless women, and women love being helpless and getting saved.” She gives Jane a long look. “You might have a boyfriend if you didn’t act so above it all, like you never need anyone’s help.” 
 
    Jane looks like she’s about ready to rip that sexist speech to shreds, but then Ricardo briefly touches her arm, and she stills, then bites into her apple, swallowing her words with the fruit. How did he do that, and can he teach me? I’d love to know where Jane’s Just Let It Go button is. 
 
    “Did Elton see what happened?” I ask. It seems petty in the face of such a scary moment, but the less fodder Elton has for spreading rumors, the better. 
 
    Shelly shakes her head. “He was making out with Patrice all night. She’s so pretty, isn’t she?” 
 
    No, she’s not. Or maybe if I’d met her on her own she would be. Maybe being on Elton’s arm makes every girl uglier. 
 
    “Oh!” Shelly waves and smiles too big before adjusting her shirt so it sits a little lower on her chest. “There he is.” 
 
    I watch as Elton swaggers over, waving and chin lifting at people as he comes, like he’s some kind of celebrity greeting his adoring fans.  
 
    Elton sets down his tray and gives me one of his cruel smiles. “Heard your drunken friend almost died last night.” He winks. “You sure know how to pick ‘em.” 
 
    I stand. “I’m going to take those flyers to Mr. Liu.” 
 
    Jane drops her apple. “You haven’t done that yet? What is wrong with you?” 
 
    Yeah. I really do know how to pick ‘em. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Frank texted me when he got off his flight, but he didn’t talk about “things.” He didn’t talk about anything, really—just random stuff about the guy he sat next to on the plane. I waited for him to bring it up again, but it’s been days now, and all of his messages have been about school or friends or how he misses Highbury, so I just let it drop too.  
 
    Now that he’s gone and time has passed, everything feels more platonic. I mean, I look forward to his texts, and I miss him, but I don’t miss miss him. Maybe it was just a small crush. Or maybe all those years of dreaming about what it’d be like when we finally met put me in this bubble of expectations and excitement, and when he left, it just kind of popped. 
 
    I hear a knock at my door, so I close my math notebook and go downstairs to meet Harryet. She asked to come over and said it was important, so it’s not like I could get any math done with that mysterious tidbit dangling in front of me with no explanation. 
 
    “Hey!” I say when I open the door. “Ooh. What’s in the box?” 
 
    She’s holding a cardboard box, and she’s changed since school, so now she’s wearing black ripped jeans and a black shirt. It’s a very un-Harryet outfit.  
 
    “Emily,” she says, her voice serious. “Today we’re having a funeral.” 
 
    I think she’s joking, but with Harryet, it’s hard to tell. “Someone died?” 
 
    “Something. My crush on Elton.” 
 
    Yes! I throw my arms around her and then pull her inside. “Then we should have a party, not a funeral. Unless Elton’s in the box?” I try to peer inside. “Although that box isn’t even big enough for his ego.” 
 
    She laughs. “I actually get that joke now. When you said things like that before, I always thought you didn’t understand him like I did--like I could see the real him and that all his arrogance was covering a vulnerable man underneath.” She pauses. “I still think it’s covering that. But now I see his damaged self-esteem doesn’t mean he gets to make me feel small.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh, yes.” Sort of. Except that I think all that arrogance is covering arrogance. “But even now you’re nicer to him than I am.”  
 
    She studies me. “Maybe he didn’t hurt me as badly as he hurt you.” 
 
    Something uncomfortable snakes through me, slithering up my insides. But no. Elton hasn’t hurt me because I won’t let him. “So what’s in the box?” I ask.  
 
    “Everything I want to bury. Where can we do that?” 
 
    I haven’t even buried pets in our backyard—Swimmy was flushed, and Dad said our only cat ran away, although now I’m questioning that story—but maybe somewhere near our rose garden would work. I lead us through the house to the backyard shed to grab two small spades.  
 
    “This is a burial, right?” I hand her a little shovel. “Not a cremation?” 
 
    “I did want to burn everything. That would feel so good.” She smiles, as if thinking about how good it would feel. “But some of it’s toxic.” 
 
    “That’s sort of symbolic, isn’t it?” I walk to our rose garden and find a little patch that’s far enough away from the bushes that we shouldn’t hit any roots. I use my shovel to clear away some of the bark, revealing the dirt underneath. “We can dig here and then recover it with bark, and Dad will never know.” 
 
    “Perfect. Thanks.” She sets the box down and starts to open the lid.  
 
    “Wait,” I say. “We need music.” I search funeral songs on my phone and then click on the first one that comes up. Sad violins start to sing. 
 
    Harryet’s face takes on a solemn expression. “The first item.” She holds up what looks like a half-eaten Dorito. “This is from the first party I went to with you. Do you remember? Elton passed out in my lap on the couch, but way before that, he started eating this Dorito.” 
 
    “No. You saved it? How?” 
 
    “In my purse. That’s the beauty of a duct tape purse—it’s easy to clean.” She stares at the chip. “I thought it was romantic that his lips had touched it.” 
 
    Gross. Who knows what dirty places his lips have been? I scoop out several shovels of dirt, making a hole that’s about three inches deep. Hopefully these Elton artifacts will be small. “Here. Let that chip rest in peace at last.” 
 
    She drops it into the hole and watches it, as if it’s hard to say goodbye. “You must think I’m ridiculous.” She glances back at her box like she’s unsure if she should continue. 
 
    “No.” The chip is weird, but so is love. “I think it’s sweet that you care are about people so much. I’ve liked guys, but not like you.” Even in those moments when Frank made me giddy, I never would have saved his half-eaten chip. Maybe I’ll never like a guy the way Harryet does because I’m just not as good as she is. “Keep going. Please. I’m not judging—unless his snotty tissue is in there?” 
 
    She laughs. “No snotty tissue, but only because I never saw him use one.” 
 
    “True. Elton’s boogers know better than to show themselves in public. Hey.” I give her a soft smile. “I’m glad you’re sharing this with me. Show me what’s next.”  
 
    She chews her lower lip. “OK. Well, once Elton asked if I had any duct tape so he could try out making something. I usually keep a spare roll in my bag, so I gave him some, and he made this.” She hands the silver duct tape creation to me. 
 
    “What is this? It looks like…”  It looks like the male package. 
 
    “Yes. It’s what you’re thinking.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and toss it back to her. “Elton acts like he’s thirteen.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Harryet turns the duct tape sculpture slowly around. “At the time, I thought it showed he was funny and playful. But now it just seems dumb and immature. And a waste of good duct tape.” She drops it on the Dorito and watches it, as if giving it its farewell moment. Then she reaches into the box and pulls out a pencil. “This is the last thing.” 
 
    It’s a black mechanical pencil with a green eraser, the kind Elton always uses. He bought a bunch of them when we started high school, right around the time he reinvented himself, and I swear it was because he wanted to be known as The Guy Who Uses Black and Green Mechanical Pencils.  
 
    “Did he give you that?” I ask. Elton’s weird about those pencils. Once my pen ran out of ink, and I had to twist his arm to get him to lend me one of his pencils, and he asked for it back right away. I guess being the Guy Who Uses Black and Green Mechanical Pencils only works if no one else uses them. 
 
    Harryet’s cheeks turn pink. “Not exactly. Remember when we went to his house to play pool?” 
 
    I nod. Do I ever. That was back when I thought Elton was going to make his move any day.  
 
    “Well, a bunch of these were sitting on his desk, in his room.” Harryet turns the pencil over in her fingers. “He had so many, I didn’t think he’d miss one. So I took it.” 
 
    “You stole it?” I laugh. “You little klepto. I love it.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to use it at school or anything! I mean, I know these pencils are his thing. I just wanted it because, you know, it’s so Elton.” 
 
    It is so Elton. Huh. I guess he really did become known as The Guy Who Uses Black and Green Mechanical Pencils. Is there a category in the yearbook for that so Elton can win it? Knowing him, he’s already talked to the editor about creating it. 
 
    Harryet drops the pencil into the hole, gives it its moment of silence, and then starts shoveling dirt on top of the items, burying them forever. When she’s finished, I cover the spot with bark again, and there’s something about the action that feels final for me, too—like I’m also burying my relationship with Elton. And that’s fine. I mean, he’s been a jerk, so I’m not sad about that. Just relieved. Good riddance and all that.  
 
    Harryet stands and brushes herself off, like she’s brushing away any feelings she once had for Elton, and she makes it look so easy that I have to remind myself that she’s taken months to get to this place.  
 
    “I’m so glad that’s done!” she says. “I feel so stupid for ever keeping those things.” 
 
    “No! You should never feel stupid for having a big heart.” 
 
    Her gaze drifts to the patch we buried, and she puts out a foot to smooth the bark. “But I should feel stupid for picking the wrong guy. No, it’s okay,” she says when I start to protest. “You might have given me the idea, but it was me who liked him, me who was so twisted up and crazy about him for so long, and that was my fault, not yours. But now I’m finally past that because, Emily—” She stands a little straighter and pulls her shoulders back— “I like someone new.” 
 
    “Do you?” Oh my gosh. Why didn’t she tell me this first? “That’s great! Who is it?” Is it Martín? Do I want it to be Martín? 
 
    She pulls her headband off to release her curls but then immediately fixes it back into place. “I’m a little scared to tell you because I’m worried you might like him too.” She meets my eyes, and there’s truth and sincerity there. “But if you do, then I won’t get in your way. Your friendship is way more important to me.” 
 
    “Oh. I think I know who it is.” I examine my feelings for Frank to see if Harryet’s news bothers me, but no. In fact, the thought of them together gives me a warm, happy glow. They’re both such nice, caring people that I can’t believe I didn’t see the match before. I guess I was blinded by what I thought were my feeling for him.  
 
    “Let’s sit,” I say and lead Harryet to our deck. She lowers herself into one of the heavy, iron chairs. I turn mine to face her, and it thumps heavily as I shift it.  
 
    “I think you’d be perfect together,” I say. 
 
    Her mouth opens slightly and the corners of her eyes crinkle as if to show her hesitation, so I rush to add, “I did like him—or I thought I did, for a little while, but now I see that we’re better as friends. But you and him—you would be so sweet together! We just have to get the two of you alone so he can really get to know you!” I stop, some of my lightness and hope growing heavy. “Wait. This whole Elton thing got started because of me, telling you to like him and pushing that idea on you.” 
 
    Harryet shakes her head quickly back and forth. “No. I told you it was my fault. I wish you’d stop feeling guilty about that.” 
 
    I’ll never stop feeling guilty about that. “I told myself I wouldn’t matchmake anymore, and I won’t.” It’s a shame, though, since Sarah and John are so happy, which shows I am good at it. But Harryet was miserable for so long, and I can’t forget all those sad and tearful conversations. “I won’t interfere this time, and we won’t talk about him or even say his name. We’ll just quietly hope that your sweetness will win him over, which of course it will.” 
 
    She picks up her empty box and holds it in her lap. “Only you could think he could ever like me! He’s so above me! But the way he saved me when—oh, sorry. We’re not going to talk about it, I know. But, well. That’s when I first started liking him.” 
 
    “I think any girl would start liking him after that! He was a hero!” Oh my gosh. I sound like Shelly. But it’s different when I say it. Not as stupid. 
 
    Harryet smiles at me. “I didn’t think of it that way, but yeah. That was really heroic and brave. And, oh! He’s just so sweet and smart and sensitive and hot!” 
 
    I guess Frank’s sensitive. And I guess he’s smart, too. But Harryet would see those things in any guy she liked. “Elton sucked. But this is a good pick. Harryet, I give you my official approval.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She hugs the empty box closer to herself. “I could never go for anyone who didn’t have the Emily Holzhaus Seal of Approval.”  
 
    I think of Martín then, and the shame and regret suddenly feel physical, like they’re suffocating me. “I was kidding,” I say quickly. “You don’t need my approval.” 
 
    “Maybe not.” She gives me one of her soft smiles. “But it feels good to have it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My shoulders slump when I open the door. It’s Miss Bates. 
 
    “Hi Emily,” she says. She’s wearing a white dress with black polka dots that I imagine was in style, then out of style, and now is actually kind of retro chic.  
 
    “Hi Miss Bates.” I smile and pretend it’s not rude that I haven’t moved aside to let her in. “Wait here while I grab Dad for you.” 
 
    “No, stay a moment.” She reaches her hand toward me to reinforce her request. “Your father is wonderful—so very, very wonderful, but I was hoping to catch you, and I’m so glad I did. I made a raspberry cake—just this afternoon, just out of the blue, and I wanted to share it, and I thought, ‘Why not have a few of Juana and Ricky’s friends over?’ So of course I thought of you and came straight over. You’ll come, won’t you? It would mean so much to the twins.” 
 
    “Oh. Um, of course. That’s so nice of you.” I don’t want to go, and I’m pretty sure Jane doesn’t want me to come, but still I’m going. Sometimes being polite feels so pointless. 
 
    “The twins will be so glad to see you!” Miss Bates says as we walk across the street to her house. “I just had this idea and started inviting people over, without even telling them! Isn’t that sneaky of me? But I’m just so happy to have them living with me, and they must be so bored, living with a homebody like me, that I wanted to do something nice for them. So I said to myself, ‘Muriel, what nice thing can you do for Ricky and Juana?’ And I had that raspberry cake, see, so then I thought of this. I already asked Blake, and he came right away of course, since he’s such a sweet boy. So very, very sweet. And you’ll never guess!” She pauses at her front door and lowers her voice. “I borrowed one of the twin’s phones, went through their contacts, and found the number for that lovely Patrice. Have you met her? She told me she’s helping the twins get into a summer program at UCLA—because she has contacts there, you know. Isn’t that just the sweetest thing you’ve ever heard? The way you young people help each other! The twins are so lucky to have such nice friends. And she said she’d bring her boyfriend too! Oh! I just thought of your friend Harryet. How rude of me not to think of her earlier. What must you think of me? Of course you must invite her.” 
 
    I would never have agreed to come over if I’d known Elton and Patrice were invited. Didn’t Miss Bates say she had this idea and came straight to me? Right after Blake and Patrice and Elton, I now see.  
 
    I haven’t had to deal with Elton this past week because Harryet and I did it. We officially moved lunch tables and are now sitting with a group of people I’ve known forever but only hung out with now and then. They were totally cool about us eating with them, and, bonus: They don’t go around judging everyone they see. It’s refreshing. I get about a dozen hateful looks from Elton every lunch—and Shelly, too, because I assume he’s poisoned her against me—but whatever. I was always so afraid of making an enemy of Elton, but it turns out it doesn’t take up that much of my time. And Harryet’s so much happier. And I’m so much…lighter. 
 
    I’m not too thrilled about having to see Elton now, but I guess I can’t avoid him forever. I can at least save Harryet, though. “Harryet wouldn’t be able to make it,” I tell Miss Bates. “I’ll let her know you thought of her, though. She loves your baking.” 
 
    “Oh!” Miss Bates waves a hand, and I can tell from her smile she’s really pleased. “Come in; come in.”  
 
    I step inside to see Blake, Jane, and Ricardo chatting on the couch, each holding a plate with a slice of cake. OK, Miss Bates definitely didn’t come straight to me when she had this idea. 
 
    “Emily’s here!” Miss Bates smiles around the room. “Aren’t we so lucky she was free! You sit down, dear, and I’ll get your cake.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say. Everyone watches me in this weird silence as I walk to the couch. Why is it so quiet? Weren’t they talking before I came in? Or were they talking about me?  
 
    “Aunt Muriel’s right!” Jane says in a voice that is too gushy. “We’re so lucky you came over.” 
 
    I don’t know where she’s going with this, but I don’t like it. “Um, yeah. It was nice of your aunt to invite me.” 
 
    Ricardo rolls his eyes. “Juana, don’t.” 
 
    Don’t what? I knew I shouldn’t have come.  
 
    Blake’s gaze is moving between Jane and me, and I can just tell that even though Jane’s the one throwing shadows, he still blames me.  
 
    Jane huffs, and it’s like I can see the prickly burs coming out of her mouth. “Don’t what?” she says. “Call her out for totally ditching us? How’s your new table of friends, Emily?” 
 
    Oh my gosh. What a faker. When has Jane ever been interested in my friendship? She was just happy I set her up at the popular table. But of course I can’t say that because I have to be the bigger person. “I didn’t know you were upset about that,” I say, the words coming out carefully, lining themselves up like good little school children. “If you wanted to sit with me, why didn’t you just come do it? I’d have introduced you to everyone.”  
 
    “Um, I wasn’t invited? You just left?” 
 
    Should I have sent her an invitation embossed with gold? Maybe delivered by the Prince of England? Drama queen. 
 
    Ricardo cuts into his raspberry cake, his movements slow and deliberate. “She just wanted to get away from Elton, Juana. We all did.” 
 
    “Is that why you moved?” Suddenly Jane’s eyes are all squinty and suspicious, and I can’t help but notice that she shifted from being offended to gossip hungry pretty quickly.  
 
    The uncomfortable thought that I’m the same way about gossip snakes through me. But no. I’m not like Jane about it. I’d never be like her about it. 
 
    Jane’s still watching me like I’m a chest of secrets that she wants to hack into, so I make my voice sound light and say, “There was no big reason. I just wanted to say hi to some old friends.” 
 
    Blake leans towards me, his eyebrows drawn together in a way that means he’s confused or hurt. Maybe both. “You didn’t tell me any of this. Who are you sitting with?” 
 
    I throw my hands up. “It’s not a big thing. It’s not anything.” 
 
    Jane releases a laugh that’s not a laugh. “It’s just deciding that she’s too good for us. Oh, but not Harryet. Pretty and perfect Harryet’s always invited because she does and says whatever you want, like one of Ricardo’s robots. Isn’t that right, Emily?” 
 
    Where is she getting this? I’m not sure if I’m supposed to answer or not, but Ricardo saves me again by stepping in. 
 
    “Come sit with me and Martín and the robotics team if you want a new scene, Juana,” he says. 
 
    My eyes shift to Ricardo. I didn’t know he’d moved lunch groups too. It must have happened after Harryet and I left, but, well, good for him. 
 
    Jane releases a breath that sends her dark hair fluttering. “You all just talk about engineering and coding. I don’t know anything about that. Besides.” She flips a hand towards him. “That’s your scene. I…I know you need your space sometimes. I don’t want to be your shadow.” 
 
    But she wants to be mine?  
 
    “Whatever,” Jane says. “Emily just threw Elton out because he started thinking for himself and disagreeing with her sometimes.” She looks at me, her eyes hard. “Is that why you decided you were done with the rest of us too? Or were we so beneath your notice that you didn’t even realize you’d ditched us too?” 
 
    Give this girl a Golden Globe. I can’t believe she’s pulling this routine in front of Blake and Ricardo. “Are you for real right now?” I ask, feeling something fly open inside me. “As if you’re going to convince anyone you’re so interested in my friendship—All you care about is whether I can put you in the right circles. And, newsflash: You came to this school friendless, and I gave you a spot at the popular table. Would you have done that for me, if I’d moved to your school? Oh, wait.” I meet her eyes. “You couldn’t have. Because you don’t have friends.” 
 
    So I guess I tossed out that idea of being the bigger person. But whatever. Maybe Jane will lay off if she knows I actually fight back sometimes. 
 
    I’m braced for the comeback—because Jane always has a comeback—but she just stares at me with a look I can’t read before refocusing on her cake. Am I actually witnessing Jane speechless? Or is she pretending to be hurt? Because that will make me even more furious. I’m relieved when the doorbell rings, and Miss Bates comes fluttering in, black polka dots swishing, as she opens the door.  
 
    And it’s Elton and Patrice. Could this party get any better? 
 
    Elton’s sporting his typical J. Crew look in a light blue shirt with sleeves he’s pushed up to his elbows (because he’s enamored with his forearms). He’s undone the top buttons of his shirt (because he’s also in love with his chest). Patrice is attached to him like a second appendage, wearing a short black dress that’s actually really cute—or would be if it was on, like, anyone else in the world. 
 
    “Oh! So happy you both came!” Miss Bates is saying. “Aren’t we all happy they came?” She looks around the room at all of us, as if she expects happiness to start gushing out of us like a waterfall. “So very, very happy. What wonderful friends Ricky and Juana have! Now you’ll both have cake. Oh! Emily! I forgot your slice! How silly I am. But I’ll bring it right out to you.” 
 
    I stand quickly. “I’ll help you.” Anything to escape Patrice and Elton, who are like wolves ready to rip into me. And Jane, who’d probably throw herself on top of the pile. 
 
    I follow Miss Bates into the kitchen, feeling like I can release a full breath for the first time. I don’t miss the irony that it’s Miss Bates who I most want to hang out with right now.  
 
    She removes the glass cake cover and cuts into the white cake copped with smooth white glaze and raspberries, gently laying a slice on a plate. I watch her, trying to figure out how she does it without causing the slice to crumble or break, the way mine sometimes do.  
 
    “You are so very kind to help me!” she says, reaching for another plate. “Let’s see. Blake and the twins already have a piece. But we need one for you, one for Elton, one for that pretty Patrice. And—oh, you’re looking at the empty raspberry container.” She smiles, her cheeks pinking, as if I’ve discovered her secret. “I use fresh raspberries, you know. Frozen ones just aren’t the same. That’s the only way to get that tart, crisp taste. And would you like to know how I get the whipping cream nice and fluffy?” 
 
    I nod as she dabs the cream so it forms a cloud so perfect that the finished slice looks like it could be photographed for a cooking blog. But I’m only half listening—because I wasn’t looking at the empty raspberry container. There’s a cell phone sitting on the counter, just beside the raspberry remains, the screen unlocked and open to texts. How am I getting this lucky twice? The top of the phone is obscured by a plate that I can’t risk moving, and even though I can only see the little unlabeled text bubbles, I can tell it must be Jane talking to the mysterious D.C. Before I felt bad about looking, but this time, after the way she ripped into me out there, I’m guilt free. And, whoa, these texts are juicy.  
 
      
 
    D.C. (I think): It’ll be easier this summer, when we’re together. Just hang on until then. 
 
    Jane:  That’s just one summer. In the fall we’ll be back where we started. 
 
    Neither of us has the guts to do this. Let’s just end it now before it gets harder. 
 
    D.C.: Don’t say that. You’re just in a weird mood right now. I’ll call you tonight. 
 
    Jane: No. I’m serious. I’m just going to conform, do what everyone expects of me. It’s what I’m good at. 
 
    D.C.: Stop. I’ll call you tonight. 
 
    Jane: I won’t pick up. I’m sorry. I’ll miss you. This is where we would have ended up anyway. 
 
    D.C.: Things are just hard right now. That doesn’t mean we’re over. I’ll call tonight.  
 
      
 
    Oh my gosh. She’s breaking up with him. No wonder she was in a terrible mood, lashing out at me to cover her own pain. But D.C. is fighting for her! That’s so romantic. You’d think Jane would appreciate that, instead of just tossing him aside. Wait. Isn’t that what she accused me of doing—tossing people aside without looking back? Those are some deep psychological issues going on there, Janie.  
 
    “Oh! The phone!” Miss Bates’ hand comes down on it, and she slides it underneath the ribbon tied around the waist of her dress. It disappears into the fabric, and if I weren’t looking for the bump, I’d miss it completely. Well done, Miss Bates. 
 
    Meanwhile, my face is flaming. Did she see me snooping? 
 
    A small smile plays on her lips, one that means we’re in this together now. “No one knows I borrowed it,” she says, her voice quiet, eyes darting around the kitchen as if to check that we’re still alone. “I had to sneak it so I could get Patrice’s number! I didn’t want the twins to know I was asking all their friends to come over. They’d have told me not to bother, that it’s too much trouble and I shouldn’t make so much work for myself. They’re so humble that way. So considerate. But I’m their aunty, and I want the trouble! Well!” She picks up one of the plates with cake and motions for me to do the same. “Ready?” 
 
    I grab the remaining two plates. “What are you going to do with the phone? I mean, how are you going to give it back?” She didn’t ask me about reading the messages. Does that mean she didn’t notice or that she’s being polite? 
 
    “Oh.” She gives a high, nervous laugh. “I’m going to put it back just exactly the way I found it, on the end table, with the screen here just touching the corner of my Bake from Scratch magazine. I studied it very closely before I took it, you know. Wouldn’t I make a good criminal if I ever wanted to give up baking? But I was very lucky to see it there in the first place. Usually you kids never let go of your phones, not even for a minute, but today there it was, right on that table, snuggled against my magazine as if it was waiting for me! ‘Muriel,’ I told myself. ‘You have the raspberry cake, and now you have the phone. Someone out there wants you to throw this party. It’s absolutely meant to be.' So maybe I shouldn’t have taken it, but who am I to argue with fate?”  
 
    Never in my life have I agreed with Miss Bates more! It’s not my fault I read Jane’s messages twice, not if the universe put her phone right in front of me and begged me to read them. “Miss Bates,” I say. “You are an amazing aunt.” 
 
    “Oh.” She shakes her head and looks down, but she’s smiling. “I don’t know about that.”  
 
    I follow her out the door and watch her deliver Patrice’s slice and then realize with horror that I’m holding two plates, one for me and one for Elton. I contemplate pretending I want both slices, but then Miss Bates looks back at me, a “come on” look in her eyes.  
 
    And I’m not the type to hide. So I square my shoulders and bring Elton his cake. 
 
    Elton takes it from me, and I can tell from his face that he’s dying to sharpen his words into a dagger and throw them at me, but instead he forces a smile and says, “Thanks. Looks delicious.” 
 
    “Oh!” Miss Bates smiles. “You kids are so polite! I like to bake, you know, and I like to share my baking. ‘What’s a cake if you don’t share it?’ I always say. So here we are! Sharing cake! I’m just so glad you all could come. You’ll sit down, won’t you? See, here are the twins and Blake on the couch, and there’s room enough for everyone. But I shouldn’t stay, I suppose. You all want your privacy. Of course you do. And I’ll give it to you. You don’t need anything else? Let’s see, everyone has napkins and forks, and there’s a pitcher of lemonade with glasses on the coffee table. Don’t worry about coasters, of course. Coasters aren’t welcoming, are they? I always feel like a party with coasters is saying, ‘Now go ahead and relax, but not too much because we don’t want you messing up our house!' But that’s not what we’re saying here. You all relax as much as you like. I know your young lives are stressful, what with all that volunteering and sports and homework and planning for the future. Whew.” She shakes her head. “I just don’t know how you do it. It was different when I was younger, you know. There wasn’t so much we had to do. But there weren’t as many things we could do, either. So.” She stops, as if thinking for a moment about this deep thought she’s somehow stumbled onto. 
 
    “Thanks for the cake!” Patrice cuts in. “And the privacy!” 
 
    “Oh.” Miss Bates blinks. “Yes. Yes, of course. You’ll get them more cake when they finish, Ricky? And fill everyone’s drinks, Juanita? No empty plates or glasses, that’s what I always say. I always—” 
 
    “Great cake,” Elton says around a mouthful. “Thanks. Bye then.” 
 
    “Oh. Right, yes. Bye then. Well. Bye.” Miss Bates looks like she’s about to say more, but then Elton walks to the couch, Patrice following, and I get the uneasy feeling that Miss Bates is being dismissed. How many times have I thought about doing exactly what Patrice and Elton just did—how many times have I done what they just did? But I don’t do it like that, do I? No, I’m more polite about it; I know I am. But, then, does it matter, when the intention is the same?  
 
    “Thanks, Aunt Muriel, for all this,” Ricardo says. 
 
    “Oh! It was nothing!” Miss Bates says, but she’s smiling as she leaves. Ricardo’s good at that—at softening other people’s rudeness. 
 
    I slowly trudge to the couch, where the party’s centered, musing about how this is the first time I’ve ever been disappointed to see Miss Bates leave. 
 
    I sit next to Blake, thinking he’s my only ally here besides Ricardo, and Blake gives me the smallest nod, no smile. What’s that about? I take a bite of my cake, and wow. The tart raspberries pop against the sweet cream taste. She’s right that the fresh cream and raspberries make all the difference. I’d love to get this recipe. 
 
    Patrice is droning on about something to do with her own importance, blah, blah, blah, but I count myself lucky no one’s talking to me.  
 
    “Patrice,” Ricardo says, breaking her flow in a way that suggests he wasn’t listening. “You know that summer music program at UCLA you talked about before? Is there still room?” 
 
    Patrice’s face lights up with the glow of self-importance. “Absolutely!” she says. “I mean, for you there’s room, because of me. It’s totally packed for people without connections.” 
 
    Ricardo presses his lips together in what I think is a smile. “Lucky we know you then.” 
 
    “Wait, Ricardo.” Jane’s back is too straight. “What about Julliard?” 
 
    Exactly what I’m wondering. Why would he trade Julliard for being thankful to Patrice?  
 
    But Ricardo shrugs one shoulder, as if Julliard is nothing. “Mom and Dad were never into it.” 
 
    Jane gives him a sideways look. “Last I checked, Mom and Dad weren’t applying.” 
 
    Ricardo doesn’t look at her. “You know what I mean.”  
 
    “No,” she says slowly. “I don’t.” 
 
    “Look, it’s not like you ever want to go against them either, so save the lecture.” His tone isn’t sharp, not the way Jane’s can get, but there’s an edge to it I’ve never heard from him before. 
 
    Jane studies him, the skin around her eyes pinched. Then she turns to Patrice, and even I can see it pains her to force her next words out. “Tell us about the program, Patrice. Is there room for both of us?” 
 
    “For sure!” Patrice says. “You two are super talented, not that that matters since, I mean, you know me.” 
 
    Gag me. 
 
    Elton wraps an arm around her. “This girl’s your golden ticket.” He squeezes. “And she really uses her popularity to help people.” 
 
    I don’t know if I’m being paranoid, thinking that’s a jab against me, but when Elton’s eyes hit mine, I force myself to hold his gaze. My phone buzzes with a call, Frank’s name flashing across it, and I tip my phone to make sure Elton sees it. From the annoyed look that passes over Blake’s face, I know he sees it too. Even Blake’s getting on my nerves today—because when’s he going to get over this thing he has against Frank? 
 
    “So sorry.” I wave my phone as I rise from the couch. “I’ll be right back.”  
 
    “Take your time!” Jane says in that gushy voice she used earlier. “We’ll be here waiting for whenever someone more important isn’t available.” 
 
    There’s the snarky comeback I was waiting for. It probably is rude to duck out, but at this point, Voldemort could call, and I’d pick up. 
 
    I slip into the bathroom and pull the door closed behind me, then raise the phone to my ear. “Frank. I’m so glad you called. You saved me.” 
 
    “Saving damsels in distress is kinda my thing.” I can hear the smile in his voice. “But what’d I save you from this time?” 
 
    “Elton and Patrice.” I don’t add Jane because I’m not sure where his loyalties lie with her. “I’m at the twins’ house, and I totally wish you were here.” As soon as I say the words, I realize how much I mean them—because Frank is good at defusing people.  
 
    “Yeah? What’s everyone doing?”  
 
    Something about the way he asks makes me wonder if he already knew where I was. “Eating cake. Attacking me.” 
 
    He snorts. “Good luck to anyone who tries that.” 
 
    I sit on the edge of the bathtub, the sunny yellow shower curtain brushing my back. “We’ve all been saying we wish you were here. When are you coming back?” 
 
    “Really? Who’s been saying that?” 
 
    It’s not the answer I expect from Frank, who’s always oozing confidence. Also, I realize no one actually said that. But, “Everyone!” I say. “Are you fishing for compliments now?” 
 
    He pauses. “Yeah, something like that. What were you all talking about? Before I called, I mean. I…I miss you guys.” 
 
    “We miss you too.” Or, at least, I do. “Well, Patrice is selling that music program at UCLA to the twins again. But this time they’re actually listening, so she’s going into convulsions because someone in the world actually thinks she’s useful instead of the giant waste of space she is.” I maybe went a little far with that one. “Sorry. You caught me in a weird mood.” 
 
    “Wait. Why would they want to go to UCLA? What about Julliard? Are you sure? Who’s interested? Jane or Ricardo?” 
 
    I suddenly get the uneasy feeling I shared something I shouldn’t have. “Ricardo asked about it first, and then Jane wanted to know more about it too.”  
 
    “You can’t let them do that,” Frank’s voice fires down the line, a desperate edge to it. “You have to talk them out of it.” 
 
    Frank’s intensity surprises me. It gives me a flash of what Blake said once, that there’s something going on between Frank and Jane. “I don’t think they’d listen to advice from me.” 
 
    “Right. I see what you mean.” He says it like I’ve said something particularly deep. 
 
    Someone knocks on the door, and I jump. “Just a minute,” I call out. 
 
    “You have to go,” Frank says. “Good luck out there. And thanks. This—this really helped.” He clicks off before I can ask how in the world I helped. 
 
    There’s another knock, and I guess I can’t stall anymore. I push myself off the bathtub and open the door, feeling like I’m in a horror movie where some unknown evil is lurking on the other side, but then— “Oh.” My shoulders relax. “I’m so glad it’s you.” 
 
    Blake doesn’t smile as he steps into the bathroom with me, pulling the door closed behind him.  
 
    I laugh a little. “Did you need to come hide too? Glad I’m not the only one.” 
 
    “No, it’s just…” He comes to stand in front of me, and I can see our profiles reflected in the mirror. His features are hardened, locked into place, everything too tight. 
 
    “Look,” he says. “I hate acting like your older brother, and I want to just let this go, but, Emily, I can’t. How could you say that to Jane?” 
 
    Heat rises from my chest to my face like I’m a living volcano. “I can’t believe you! You saw it. She was the one going after me.” 
 
    “She was bad. You were worse.” 
 
    I have a sudden urge to rip those sunny yellow towels off the rack and throw them at him. “I can’t believe you’re taking her side on this. You don’t know half the things she says to me, and I just roll over and take it. This one time I fight back, and I’m the bad guy?” 
 
    “Yes.” His voice is maddeningly calm. “Because when Jane rags on you, it’s about stupid things that don’t hurt you. But that crack about her not having any friends was true. Everyone wants to be your friend two seconds after meeting you, but that’s not true for Jane, and she knows it. You didn’t need to throw it in her face.” 
 
    “Crazy idea: She could try being nice to people. They might actually want to hang out with her then.” 
 
    He won’t even respond to that, just stares at the vase of fake daisies sitting above the toilet. 
 
    I try to make my words come out calm, but they fly out with too much speed and force. “Are you doing this because your favorite thing is telling me what to do? She didn’t care, Blake. No one cares but you.” 
 
    “She cared, Em. I saw her swipe a tear away.” 
 
    Is he serious? But, no, I don’t believe it. Jane has a heart of stone. “Why are you doing this? Do you keep a tally mark on your wall of the number of times you’re right and I’m wrong? You must be out of wall space.” 
 
    When he meets my eyes, there’s a softness that wasn’t there before. “I’m doing this because I think that underneath all your friendships with losers like Elton and Shelly, there’s still a decent person in there.” 
 
    I feel the tears start to prick behind my eyes, and I turn away so he won’t see them. Because that, right there, is my greatest fear spoken by the person who’s supposed to be my best friend. My friends are snobs—jerks even—and so am I. If Blake thinks it, it must be true. 
 
    “Fine,” he says. “Turn your back and ignore me. All I meant is that I think you’re better than this.”  
 
    I hear the bathroom door opening and closing, and before I can turn around and call out, he’s gone. I want to go after him, but I don’t want him—or anyone out there—to see me crying.  
 
    I take a few slow breaths and then run a tissue under my eyes to wipe away the tears and mascara smears. Then I turn away from the mirror to face those stupid sunny yellow towels because who has ever been able to stop crying while staring at their own tear-streaked face in the mirror? 
 
    I think about Jane, about all the times she’s been a jerk to me that Blake doesn’t know about. He has no idea how often she’s laid into me and I’ve just swallowed it. If anyone had it coming, it was her. 
 
    But I’m not proud of what I said. And maybe he’s right that I hit her harder than her words have ever hit me. And it’s not like I’m happy I sunk to her level. 
 
    An apology would just make it worse. It’d hurt her pride, and she’d laugh at me just to save face. But I can make it right. Tomorrow, in school, I’ll make it right. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lunch. Since when did the best part of school become something I dread? But I’ve had this brick of guilt sitting heavy and solid in my stomach since Blake called me out on being the first person in the world to actually say something honest to Jane.  
 
    No, I don’t mean that. It was a terrible thing to say, and I don’t want to be the kind of person who says terrible, honest things.  
 
    So now I have to figure out a way to apologize to Jane that’s not really apologizing so I don’t hurt her pride even more, and, oh yeah, I have to do it while avoiding Elton, who she sits with. How am I going to do that? But I know I am. Because I have to. 
 
    That’s when I see Ricardo, his black backpack hanging heavy off his shoulders, covering the back of a white T-shirt. I speed up my steps to catch up with him and touch his shoulder lightly before he reaches Martín’s table.  
 
    He spins and smiles when he sees me. His dark hair that used to always be short and closely shaved on the sides has gotten longer. When did he change his hairstyle, and how did I not notice? 
 
    “Hey, Emily,” he says, his hand lightly holding his backpack strap. 
 
    “Hey.” Now that I’ve got his attention, my words suddenly dry up. Is he mad too? He doesn’t look mad, but maybe he felt left behind, like Jane did, and he’s too nice to tell me. The world would be so much simpler if there were more people like Ricardo who are too nice to tell me when I’m a jerk. 
 
    His brown eyes soften, his eyebrows bending slightly. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” I glance over to Elton’s table without realizing I’m doing it and avert my eyes quickly when I see Elton, leaning towards Shelly and Jane and saying something to make them laugh. Jane doesn’t look like she’s suffering that much over there. I shift my gaze back to Ricardo. “I wasn’t ditching you. I just…I’m done with Elton.” 
 
    His nods like he gets it. “Yeah, I figured. I was happy for you. I always wondered why your friends were such…” 
 
    “Jerks?” I force a laugh. “I guess because I’m one too.” 
 
    “You’re not.” Now his eyes flick to Jane and back. “Look, I know Jane’s difficult. She cares a lot about what you think, even if she never shows it. She’s sorry. But she won’t apologize.” 
 
    I let his words sink in for a moment, trying to decide if they’re true. Ricardo believes them, anyway. “Yeah, I am too. Sorry, I mean. But I don’t think she wants to hear it from me. Can you tell her for me—and also that she can come sit with me when she wants?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And you, too, if you want.” 
 
    His eyes turn briefly to where the Robotics team is sitting before facing me again. “Yeah, or…” 
 
    “What?” Oh, great. He doesn’t even want to sit with me. How stupid do I feel now? 
 
    “You and Harryet could come sit with us, too.”  
 
    Oh, right. Although I know it’s not me he wants. It’s Harryet. I see Martín looking over at her way too often. Harryet has to notice too. But even though I’m not as against her and Martín as I once was, she’s into Frank now. I can’t tell Ricardo that, though, so I just say, “Totally! Thanks!” The words come out way too bright and shiny, like conversational fool’s gold, and I know he can tell I’m lying. 
 
    “Right, okay.” He slides a phone out of his pocket—Jane’s phone. I remember reading the breakup text messages on it at the party. I wonder how that ended. And I wonder if I would hate being a twin because if it means letting someone else carry my phone around, I couldn’t deal.  
 
    I see Harryet entering the cafeteria then, her eyes scanning the room for me, her lips curving into a smile when she finds me. She’s wearing her alien head earrings, and her curls are splashing out everywhere in a mess that’s crazy but irresistible.  
 
    Ricardo slips the phone back into his pocket. “I’ll tell Jane. And I guess I’ll see you around.”  
 
    “Yeah.” Suddenly the lie cuts at me. “But probably not at your lunch table. It’s, you know, complicated.” 
 
    He notices Harryet for the first time and when his gaze returns to me, he’s wearing a smile that feels flattened, like roadkill. “Yeah. What isn’t? See you, Emily.” 
 
    He turns to join Martín and their other friends, and I want to stop him. There’s something about the conversation that feels wrong, unfinished, but then I realize maybe that unfinished feeling is only that Ricardo’s unhappy, and I can’t fix it. Harryet walks up to me then and starts telling me about the crazy thing Mrs. Gonzalez did in Spanish, and I concentrate on her story and push Ricardo’s unhappiness away because, well, Harryet likes Frank. What am I supposed to do about that? 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    I feel a surge of excitement when I get home from cheer practice because Sarah’s car is in front of our house! I wonder if she’s going to stay for dinner. I wonder if she’s alone. John’s great and all, but solo Sarah time is the best—and surprise Sarah time! What can beat that?  
 
    I yank the door open and toss my backpack and cheer bag on the floor. “Sarah?” I call out. 
 
    “Yeah. In here.” The words come out too quiet.  
 
    I find her and John sitting on the couch in the living room, the TV turned on like they’re enjoying a quiet moment, but neither of them look relaxed. They’re too still, too stiff.  
 
    “Hey!” I say. “What are you guys doing here? Is Dad home?” 
 
    “He’s at work,” John says. He’s straightens his already straight back against a cushion. 
 
    “Well, it’s great to see you guys!” Why are they both so quiet and serious? And why were they hanging out in an empty house? “Did you text? I didn’t even know you were coming over! Do you want some snacks?”  
 
    John meets Sarah’s eyes and then looks at me again. “We didn’t text. We just sort of came over.” 
 
    OK, something’s wrong. 
 
    “Yeah.” Sarah’s legs are crossed underneath her black pencil skirt, her hands gripping each other in her lap. “We, um, have something to tell you?” 
 
    Sarah hates it when people make their statements end with question marks, so if she’s doing it, something is definitely up. I start to sit but pace in a small circle instead. “What’s wrong? Is it Dad? He had an accident? Or he’s sick? Is he in the hospital?” 
 
    “Whoa.” John raises both hands, like I’m a rabid dog that needs calming. “It’s nothing like that. Maybe you should sit down?” 
 
    Now John’s doing it too, the everything’s-a-question-thing. I perch on the edge of the sofa, hands holding the cushions beside me as if I need to be ready to push off and leap up at any moment. “You’re both healthy?” My eyes scan Sarah and then John. They look okay. 
 
    “We’re fine.” Sarah shifts to sit closer to me. “Maybe stop guessing. Everything you’re imagining is way worse than the truth.”  
 
    John gives a small smile. “I was thinking we should let her keep going. By the time you tell her, she’ll think it’s nothing.” 
 
    The worry lines that form on Sarah’s face say I won’t think it’s nothing.  
 
    “Is it Grandma?” I ask. “Or John’s parents?” I’m mentally flipping through our other older relatives. 
 
    “Frank is dating Ricardo,” Sarah blurts out. 
 
    Whoa. Frank and…Ricardo? “John’s son, Frank? And, like, our neighbor, Ricardo?” No way.  
 
    Sarah gives a small nod, watching my reaction. 
 
    “Wow.” I’m good at guessing the endings to books and movies, and I’m good at reading people, so I don’t surprise easily, but this. “Wow,” I say again, trying to picture them together, as a couple, trying to picture Frank as anything but single and flirty and heterosexual. “For how long?” 
 
    John studies his hands in his lap and then lifts them and lets them drop. “This whole time, I guess. They met at the leadership camp this summer, and, well. Remember how he didn’t come to our engagement party?” 
 
    “Because Ricardo was out of town!” I say, the revelation filling me with excitement. Imagine—our own secret love story, right here in Highbury. “He was going to come for the first time, but then Ricardo ended up going to West Point, so Frank stayed on the East coast! They probably met up. That’s super romantic! But also messed up, actually. It was your engagement party.” 
 
    John hums in a way that means he agrees. 
 
    “And that’s why Frank suddenly decided to visit after all those years! Oh, I mean—and your wedding, of course.” 
 
    John’s laugh has an edge of annoyance to it. “I have to admit, I’m starting to wonder.” 
 
    My mind is playing a video of every Frank and Ricardo moment. Ricardo saying something about how he admired Harryet for not hiding what she likes. Was he talking about hiding his relationship with Frank? I thought he was giving Jane a coded message, but I had it backwards. And then…oh my gosh. Those break up texts I read were on Ricardo’s phone. That’s why—duh—he was carrying it around at lunch today.  
 
    I feel a small trickle of guilt. If I’d known I was spying on Ricardo instead of Jane, I, well, I don’t know. I still might have looked. I mean, the phone was right there, begging me to look at it. But if I’d known it was Ricardo’s, I would have at least felt bad about it. 
 
    “Did they break up?” I ask, the words spilling out of me. “And then get back together?” 
 
    “Yeah.” John leans toward me. “Did Frank tell you? Because he said—” 
 
    “No,” I say quickly. “Just, you know, lucky guess. Tell me everything. You know I like news.” 
 
    John snorts a little because he is also in the camp that believes “news” is a euphemism for “gossip.” But still, he looks at Sarah, and both of them seem to relax a little into the couch.  
 
    “Ricardo got tired of hiding everything, I guess,” John says, “so he ended things.” 
 
    “Right!” I can’t help but jump in. “And then afterwards, he started asking Patrice about UCLA.” He was giving up, I realize suddenly—on Frank and Julliard. That’s why Frank was so frantic when I told him Ricardo wasn’t going to Julliard over the summer anymore. He realized the breakup was real. 
 
    “OK,” John says, but I can tell he doesn’t follow. 
 
    I feel like Enola Holmes, cracking this case, except, you know, I didn’t actually crack it. “Sorry—go on,” I tell John.  
 
    “Frank didn’t want it to be over, so he flew out last night,” John says. “Totally surprised us. He told us everything. I guess he already told his grandparents, and they didn’t take it well. But he went to Ricardo’s after school today, and Ricardo was really touched that Frank wanted to end the secrecy, at least on his side. And, well, we asked if we could tell you, too. But it seems like you already knew.” 
 
    “I didn’t, but…” Oh my gosh. The texts I saw months ago on Jane’s phone about D.C. coming for a visit and that no one could know…They weren’t about Jane’s secret boyfriend—they were about Ricardo’s! “Frank’s D.C.? But I guessed that, and he told me no!” I start to push myself off the couch but then sit down again. I told Frank about my stupid theory that Jane had a secret boyfriend, and he teased her about it. I feel like such a fool. They must both be laughing at how ridiculous and nosy I am. 
 
    Jane and Sarah exchange the kind of look I imagine parents share when they think their kid has lost it. 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” I say as another realization hits me like a crashing wave. “When Frank was going on and on about that beautiful voice, he was talking about Ricardo.” Not Jane. Well. That was a waste of good jealousy. 
 
    Sarah gently takes my hand. “We’ve talked to Frank about how it wasn’t cool to lead you on like that, just to protect his secret. To make you think…I mean, to make you feel…I mean, he was so flirty with you. Even I saw it.” 
 
    John lets out a long sigh. “I love my son, and I’m proud he found the courage to share this. I’ll never know how hard that struggle was. But the way he acted around you, Emily, making you think—making us all think…”  His eyes drift to Sarah, as if she can finish the thought for him. 
 
    “Oh.” Suddenly I get it, all the tension about sharing this was about me, not Ricardo or Frank. “You don’t have to worry about me.” Sarah starts to talk, but I stop her. “Really, I’m fine. I mean, Frank’s cute and fun, and for a while I thought I had a thing for him, but then I realized we were better as friends.” 
 
    Sarah leans toward me, as if searching my face for any hint of a lie. “You’re really not hurt? Did he break your heart? You’d tell me if he broke your heart, wouldn’t you?” 
 
     I’m not sure if I would, but, “He didn’t break my heart. I’m happy for him, for both of them. A lot of things make sense now.” Like all the ways I’ve been a total fool. “And they’re both really good people. It’s a good match.”   
 
    I watch the tension fall off Sarah’s shoulders. “Oh, thank goodness! I just saw the way he flirted with you, and I was worried you’d hate him now.”  
 
    John lets out a strained laugh. “Yeah. That would have made holiday get togethers pretty awkward.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Who could hate Frank? Wait. The guitar…” 
 
    “Was from Frank,” John finishes for me. “Someone was selling it cheap online, and he drove three hours to get it before anyone else bought it so he could surprise Ricardo with it.” 
 
    That’s why Frank was late for the rehearsal dinner? That makes way more sense than a haircut. And it makes more sense that the guitar was for Ricardo, who actually plays guitar. How did I miss all this? 
 
    It’s like my reassurance unleashes something in John, and he stands quickly, his smile stretching to make small wrinkles around his eyes. “Well, now that we’re not so worried about you, Emily—Can you believe my son flew home to confide in me? That had to take a lot of guts, coming out to his grandparents when he knew they wouldn’t approve! And going after what he wanted—doesn’t that say great things about him? And Ricardo’s a good pick, isn’t he? He’s sort of a genius, right? That’s got to say something about Frank’s intelligence, too.”  
 
    I’ve seen glimpses of this part of John before, but I don’t think he’s ever been so candid about how proud he is of his son. I get the feeling that because he didn’t raise Frank, he thought he didn’t have a right to be proud. But Frank confiding in him has unlocked something in John. 
 
    “Frank’s really great,” I tell John. “Funny, smart, outgoing, fun.” I stop myself before they start thinking I’m in love with him again. 
 
    John smiles. “He is, isn’t he?” Then his smile fades. “I hate to think of him going back to his grandparents if they’re going to judge him and make him feel like he can’t be just exactly who he is. And I worry about him now, you know? Parents always worry, but, well, you just want your kid to have an easy life, and being gay isn’t easy.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Sarah says in a way that means they’ll have lots more conversations about this. “But you’re trying to live the next twenty years all at once, and that would overwhelm anyone. We’ll just take it day by day. And we’ll support him. OK?” 
 
    John slips his hand over hers. “Yeah, OK.” 
 
    I understand John’s worry, but right now I’m mostly in awe of Frank and the way he went after what he wanted without caring what his grandparents or even John would think. And I'm overjoyed for Ricardo, who deserves every good thing. I see now Julliard wasn’t the only thing Ricardo didn’t want to talk to his parents about, and I feel for him, for how much more he has to hide and pretend than I do. And I see that our situations were never the same, not even close. 
 
    “For now,” Sarah says, “let’s just be happy for them.” 
 
    “Yeah,” John says again. “You’re right.” 
 
    I smile and nod like I agree. And I want to be totally happy that Frank and Ricardo—two great people—found a way back to each other. But there’s a shadow of worry I can’t shake. I get how Sarah and John must have felt going into this conversation—because how am I going to tell Harryet and break her heart a second time? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Got a minute?” Dad pokes his head into my room. His hair is all rumpled, like he’s been running his hands through it, the way he does when he’s been doing his accounting. There’s something about numbers that leaves Dad with messy hair. 
 
    I’m sprawled on my bed reading Jane Austen’s Emma for English, but when I see Dad, I toss it aside. I’ve been having trouble getting into it anyway. I mean, Emma seriously didn’t know that Jane Fairfax had something going on with Frank, when they were so obviously sharing secrets and hiding something? Kind of hard to believe. 
 
    “Yeah.” I pull myself into a sitting position. “What’s up?” 
 
    He brushes his hands against his clean jeans, as if they’re dirty, then kind of paces around my room before turning my desk chair around to face me. He doesn’t sit in it, though, but stays standing behind it, and rests his hands on the top of it.  
 
    He’s acting like Sarah and John were earlier. Better to put him out of his misery. “I know about Ricardo and Frank,” I say. “I was shocked but not heartbroken or anything.” 
 
    His bushy eyebrows drag together. “What?” 
 
    Oh. “Nothing,” I say quickly. No need to get him worried about something else. “What is it? You know I hate not knowing, and it’s obviously something.” 
 
    “Right. Well. I’m a little embarrassed.” He reaches back to my desk and runs his fingers slowly over my closed laptop. “This was, uh, open earlier. And I saw.” 
 
    Saw what? My mind is racing through all the possibilities. It’s not like I troll the dark corners of the internet. Wait, I was on that puppy site. But, “you knew I wanted a puppy. I’ve wanted one forever.” 
 
    He groans. “There’d be hair everywhere.” 
 
    I slap my hands down on my purple bedspread. “So not true. I’ve shown you about a million breeds that don’t shed.” I stop. “What’d you see then?” 
 
    His fingers are making slow circles on the top of my laptop. He sighs and lowers himself into my desk chair. “Why didn’t you tell me you wanted to go to UCLA? Am I that hard to talk to?” 
 
    Oh. The UCLA website—all those tabs I had open about when to apply and what incoming freshman need to know. “No, I’m not going. I was just, you know, researching. Thinking about things.” 
 
    “You had notes about what you’d write the essays on. And the essay topics haven’t even been officially released.” 
 
    How many tabs did he look at? And he scrolled through my notes? “Why were you snooping on my computer? That wasn’t just glancing at the screen! That was scrolling down!” Everyone knows that scrolling crosses the line. When I looked at Jane’s texts, I never scrolled. That would be wrong. 
 
    Dad holds up both hands, an I-know-I-messed-up-look on his face. “I didn’t mean to! But then I saw it, and I was shocked. Last we talked, you were set on St. Elizabeth’s. Emily.” His lips turn down at the corners. “Do you want to go to UCLA? Or someplace farther than St. Elizabeth’s?” 
 
    “I…”  The lie is on the tip of my tongue. It’d be so easy to say, “Of course not!” and turn the corners of Dad’s lips back up, where I want them to be. But something about Frank going after what he wants makes me braver. If he can admit his secret that’s so much huger—and to people he knows won’t smile when he’s done telling it—then why can’t I tell my father what I want? 
 
    “I want to go to UCLA,” I say. “But I want to be near you, too. I know it’s been a hard year already, with Sarah marrying and moving out, and I don’t want to make it harder.” 
 
    He nods slowly, worry still drawing crisscrossing lines over his forehead. 
 
    And I hate it. I can’t do it. “But St. Elizabeth’s sounds really great. I’m going there. It’ll be really fun.” But the last word drops out of my mouth perkier than I intended, and suddenly my whole speech sounds false. 
 
    Dad comes over to sit on the edge of my bed, and I feel it sink a little with his weight. “I didn’t know I was forcing you,” he says. “I feel like an awful parent.” 
 
    “No! You weren’t. You’re not.”  
 
    “But you want to go there.” He gestures at my closed laptop. “Did Sarah want to go away too?” 
 
    “No! She was excited about St. Elizabeth’s. It was her idea to live at home, remember?” But Sarah and I did talk about it sometimes—how we were worried about what would happen to Dad if we ever both left. He doesn’t really socialize with anyone except us, and whenever we leave for sleepovers or dinner at a friend’s, he has chips and soda for dinner.  
 
    “Look, Em.” He fumbles for my hand, but the gesture feels awkward, and he takes his hand back. “I’ve always been terrified of you and Sarah growing up and leaving. Every parent is. But you’re both adults now, and it’s time. I’d never want to keep you from something you want.” 
 
    “But who will you hang out with?” 
 
    “I’ve got Sarah and John. And Blake will come by.” I must not look convinced because he adds, “I could always visit Miss Bates. Or I’ll hang out with the guys at work. They’ve asked me to get a beer with them before.”  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    He shrugs. “I always wanted to come home and have dinner with you, so I tell them no.” 
 
    Oh my gosh. I can’t leave. “You’ll have a beer with them and then come home and eat chips for dinner.” 
 
    “I won’t.” He smiles. “I'll just get the chips at the bar.” But when he sees I’m not laughing, the smile slips off his face. “I won’t have chips and beer for dinner. Sarah won’t let me.” He takes my hand again and holds it this time. “I’ll come visit you all the time. You’ll get sick of me.” 
 
    “I might not even get in.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll never know if you don’t apply.” 
 
    He holds my gaze for so long that I finally give a small nod. “Thanks Dad.”  
 
    He nods, but the wrinkles still line his forehead. “I want you to tell me things.” 
 
    “I know.” And I knew if I told him, the conversation would go like this. But I also knew that afterwards, I’d have this uneasy feeling inside, the one I have now. The one that tells me I’m putting everything I want before everything he wants. 
 
    He stands. “I’ll do dinner tonight.” 
 
    Like I want him to eat chips and soda on my watch. “You don’t have to.”  
 
    He laughs. “I’ll do something healthy.” He steps outside my room and adds, “Well, healthy-ish.” 
 
    I stare at the door after he closes it, wondering how I feel. Relieved, of course. Selfish, definitely. Mostly, I’m wondering if I left that UCLA website open on my laptop on purpose. 
 
    My phone buzzes, and it’s Harryet, asking if I want to come over. There’s another conversation I’m dreading, but I have to tell her about Frank some time, so I text her that I’ll be there in five. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear about Frank and Ricardo?” Harryet asks as soon as we’re in her bedroom. “I was shocked.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Wait. She knows? “How did you hear?” 
 
    “Shelly. It’s not like she ever texts me, but I guess this was so juicy that she suddenly decided we were friends.” Harryet rolls her eyes at this.  
 
    It’s on the tip of my tongue to defend Shelly before I realize I don’t have to do that anymore. “How’d Shelly hear?” 
 
    Harryet looks off to the right, as if thinking. She’s pulled her short hair into a ponytail, and an inch or two of curls spill out of her hair tie. “Jane, I thought, but now I realize that doesn’t sound right. Maybe Elton? But how would he know?” 
 
    I sometimes think gossip in Highbury is like Patches’ pee. He just goes ahead and sprinkles a little everywhere and keeps lifting his leg even after he’s run out.  
 
    Harryet kicks off her flip flops and sits cross legged on her bed, which is covered with a black comforter that’s patterned with different colored alien heads. She pats a floating purple alien head beside her, inviting me to join her.  
 
    “What’d you think when you heard?” she asks. “At first, I was floored, but then I felt like, yeah, they make sense together. And then I was like, how did I have no idea? And then later, I just felt sad for them, having to hide what’s so completely normal. Like we’re still in the 1800’s or something.” 
 
    “Yeah.” That was a perfect timeline of my thoughts, minus my worry over Harryet and utter humiliation about Jane and the secret boyfriend I invented for her. “I felt all that too.” 
 
    “Sit and be comfortable!” She pats the alien head next to her again. “So did you know already? You’re so close with Frank.” She pauses. “And with Ricardo.” 
 
    “No, of course not.” I perch on the edge of her bed, but I can’t get myself to relax. She seems like she’s taking this so well. Does she think she has to pretend to be strong in front of me? She never thought that with Elton. But maybe she’s embarrassed because it’s the second time.  
 
    “Harryet.” I turn to her slowly. “I would never have encouraged you to like Frank if I’d known that he and Ricardo…” 
 
    “And I would never have told you to like Ricardo! Wait.” Her features rearrange themselves. “You told me to like Frank?” 
 
    Have these bedspread aliens taken over her mind? “Yeah. After we had the Elton burial.” And we’ve alluded to it so many times since then. 
 
    “Oh my gosh.” She leans back, as if my words are taking up too much room. “You thought—I know we never said his name, but Frank? I mean, he’s fun and all, but a little too Elton-like. Not mean Elton-like, but center of attention-ish, which is cool and all, but I’m definitely looking for someone un-Elton from now on.” She laughs a little. “I can’t believe you thought I liked Frank! For a while, I was sure he liked you.” 
 
    “But…”  Now I feel like the aliens are taking over my brain. “You practically said his name. We talked about the way he saved you.” 
 
    “Yeah, the way Blake saved me.” The look in her eyes says she still can’t believe I’m not getting it. “You remember—Elton totally humiliated me at my birthday party by acting like he couldn’t think of a single nice thing to say about me, and then Blake gave a whole list, just like that, like he’d thought about it before. And the whole evening was saved.” 
 
    “But…oh. Yeah.” I replay that evening in my head, remembering the way Blake’s words did seem to give Harryet back a piece of herself. “That was really sweet of him. But Frank, like, literally saved you.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Her smile fades, the happy expression lines by her eyes slipping away. “Everything that happened at Jessica’s party embarrasses me to death. I was so stupid for getting that wasted. I just—I don’t like to think about it. But you’re right. I’m very lucky Frank was there.” She shakes her head then, as if trying to wash that memory away. 
 
    Blake. Harryet likes Blake. And why not? He’s cute, even though all he wears are old T-shirts, and I wasn’t kidding about those cheap haircuts he loves. But he’s kind and thoughtful. Easy to talk to. Funny. Smart. He’d make a good boyfriend, too. He’d bring Harryet flowers and take her out on proper dates, and he’d never leave her hanging or wondering how he feels. I can picture him, actually, standing on her front step, his hair combed carefully, wearing one of his Polo shirts and khakis because he thinks that’s what dressing up means. He’d be holding some kind of quirky flower that he knows will make Harryet smile. And when she answers the door and steps outside, he’d slip his hand around her waist and lean in and press his lips softly against hers and—I slam my eyes shut. No. My stomach is twisting and turning as if it can force the thought up and make me vomit it out.  
 
    I slip back into my thoughts, and when Blake knocks on the door again, this time it’s me who steps outside and takes his daisies, my favorite. His arms come around me, pulling me into his warmth, and he smells like the hardware store and aftershave and soap. His face slowly comes toward mine, and I raise onto my tiptoes to meet him at the last second, and— 
 
    “So,” Harryet says, and I snap back to reality. How long have we been sitting in silence? 
 
    I stand and step away from her bed. It’s not that I’ve never thought about kissing Blake before. It’s that I’ve never thought about it and known it’s exactly what I want, exactly the way things are supposed to be. 
 
    “You’re really quiet,” Harryet says. “Does that mean you never would have given me the Emily Seal of Approval if you’d known it was Blake? Am I, like, not good enough for him?” 
 
    “No.” I walk slowly to her nightstand, where I left my purse. I have to get out of here. “You’re totally good enough for him.” 
 
    Harryet watches me slip my purse over my shoulder. “But?” 
 
    “Do you think he likes you?” 
 
    A smile breaks across her face. She’s so pretty, so cute and inviting. “I don’t know, but, well, he said all that stuff about me at the party. And then there have been other times when he’s come up to talk to me, like he’s singling me out, you know? So I sometimes think that maybe he’s shy but that he’s giving me little signs in his own way. What do you think?” 
 
    My insides no longer feel like they’re stuffed too full of unwanted thoughts I need to disgorge. Instead I’m like the inside of an empty, forgotten cave. “I think that Blake’s not the kind of guy who would lead you on,” I say, and even my voice sounds hollow and far away. 
 
    “Really?” She falls back onto her bed, smiling to herself, then swivels her head back to me. “Are you leaving?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry.” I run my fingers down the strap of my purse. “I’m supposed to have dinner with my dad.” 
 
    “Cool. Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I rearrange my face into something I hope looks like a smile. “Just—I really got everything wrong, with Frank and everything. It’s a lot to process.” 
 
    She nods. “Well, don’t be too hard on yourself. No one guessed it. They hid it pretty well.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    She stands. “I’ll walk you out.” 
 
    “No,” I say, the word tumbling out too quickly. “I mean, you don’t have to.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll text you later?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    She’s looking at me like she still thinks something’s wrong, so I slip out quickly and practically run to my car and fire up the engine to get out of there. 
 
    I can’t think of anything worse than watching Blake and Harryet date. Is this punishment for telling Dad I want to go to UCLA? 
 
    Maybe I deserve it. How long have I been in love with Blake, and what am I going to do about it? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Blake’s truck is at my house when I pull up after practice. I’ve been avoiding him since my realization at Harryet’s--because how do I hide how I feel about him now that I know? I just want him to quietly get together with Harryet and live happily ever after without my ever having to hear about it. Maybe I can tell him I have a lot of homework tonight. Again.  
 
    I walk in to find him sprawled across our couch like a throw blanket, thumbs moving over his phone. He’s wearing his hardware shirt, and his hair looks like it has leaf bits in it. 
 
    “You weren’t blowing the leaves, were you?” I ask. “I told Dad I’d call our yard guy to come.” 
 
    Blake reaches up to pull a leaf out of his hair. “You can get me dinner. I’m craving a burrito.” 
 
    I drop my backpack and cheer bag by the end of the couch. “I’ll give you the money. I, um, have a lot of homework.” 
 
    He looks up from his phone, slowly sitting up, like I said something monumental. “It’s Friday night,” he says. “You have all weekend.”  
 
    A beat of silence stretches between us like a rubber band waiting to snap. “Why do I get the feeling you’ve been avoiding me?” he asks. 
 
    I wave a hand and try to make my voice sound casual. “I’m just, you know. Overwhelmed.” Not a total lie. 
 
    “Alright.” He slowly rises. “Text me when you’re free then. I wanted to talk to you about something.” 
 
    I put out my hand to stop him from leaving, my fingers lightly brushing his arm. I pull my hand back quickly. “Stay. You’re right. I—I can do it later.” 
 
    He looks at me as if trying to decide if I’m sincere, but I must pass the test because he takes his place on the couch again. I join him but sit farther from him than usual. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask and then find myself getting antsier when he doesn’t respond right away. “Just say it. You know how nervous I get when I don’t know.”   
 
    I think he’ll make a joke about my love of gossip, but there’s no lightness or playfulness in his features. “Why didn’t you tell me you wanted to go to UCLA?” he asks. 
 
    Oh. His voice is pained, like I really hurt him.  
 
    “I guess because I thought it would never happen, that I should just forget about it and go to St. Elizabeth’s.” 
 
    “I knew you didn’t want to go to St. Elizabeth’s, but I didn’t realize you had some place else picked out.” His eyes grab hold of me and won’t let me go. “I thought we told each other stuff like that.” 
 
    I think it’s been a long time since we’ve told each other stuff like that. “Why haven’t you told me why you dropped out of college? I’ve been trying to leave you alone about it and wait until you want to talk, but I’m starting to think you never will.” 
 
    He lets out a huff. “I’ve told you every time you’ve asked. The people were all a bunch of stuck up Eltons, and I didn’t feel like shelling out a bunch of cash to sit beside them in a classroom.” 
 
    So he says, but I just don’t buy it. “You seriously couldn’t find one person who was worthy of your friendship? In a college with thousands of students?” 
 
    Something changes in his face, then, and he lets out a long breath. “OK. It was more than that. It was everything I was going to miss here, too. I mean, look at John and Sarah. First he proposed, and then they got married. Sure, I could have come home for the wedding, but I would have missed all those months of them planning it—Sorry, you planning it,” he says, a slight smile flitting across his face. “I would have missed those months of hanging out with them as an engaged couple, and it’s not like that time will ever come again. They’ll never be engaged again, waiting and planning to become a family.” 
 
    I didn’t realize Blake was so sentimental. It’s sweet. What’s wrong with me? Suddenly everything about Blake is sweet. “I see that,” I say. “But they’re married now, so...” 
 
    “But there are other moments, moments in your life, too,” he says. “All the little things happening every day that you wouldn’t have texted about—because the moments are so small. Like all the stuff that’s happened with Jane. It was really cool of you to ask her to eat lunch with you, by the way. Ricardo told me.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” I feel my face heat, but I’m glad, too, that he knows I listened to him. 
 
    “And what about this new friendship with Harryet? That’s been huge, and hearing about it in broken pieces through text never would have been the same.” 
 
    Harryet. Is that the real reason he’s happy he stayed? He never would have gotten to know her if he’d been away. “I get what you’re saying,” I say before he can drag out this Harryet conversation. “And you know I’ve been terrible at adjusting to change this year. But while you’re waiting to see what’s going on here, you’re missing the things that could be happening somewhere else.”  
 
    He crosses his legs at the ankles and then uncrosses them. “I know. And I know you’re going to move on, too—to UCLA, I guess. But, Em, I dread it.” He runs a hand through his hair, dislodging another leaf bit, and his expression carries that fear of change that’s so familiar. “I had this stupid thought that if I were here, distracting you, you wouldn’t have time to find anyone else—because you spend all your time with me, you know? So how can you go on a date with some guy when you’re with me on Friday night? But I was wrong. And these last few months, the moments I was here for…well, it was the first time I wished I’d stayed in school.” He drags his gaze to mine. “I know he’s practically my brother, but the way he strung you along...I’m sorry he hurt you, pretending he was into you like that.” 
 
    My heart is beating so hard it feels like it’s fighting to escape—because was Blake saying what I think he was saying? “I wasn’t—I mean, he didn’t hurt me.” 
 
    Blake flicks his eyes away. “You don’t have to defend him.” 
 
    “I’m not.” I push as much sincerity as I can into the words. “I guess maybe it was messed up of him to be so flirty because he didn’t know how I felt, but he didn’t hurt me. And after a while I started to think it was just part of who he was and that none of his flirtations meant anything, but now I get that I was his cover.” I pause to think about that, but somehow it doesn’t bother me. It almost makes me happy that in some weird way I helped. I focus back on Blake, whose expression holds too much intensity.  
 
    “I thought I was into him for a while,” I say, “but then he left, and I realized that I only liked him as a friend. Frank’s fun, and he’s sweet, but he’s just a friend.”  
 
    Blake scooches closer to me. “Are you being serious right now?” 
 
    “What did you mean, that you didn’t want me to find someone else?” 
 
    He lets out a laugh that’s not a laugh. “I said way too much.” 
 
    “I feel like you haven’t said enough.” 
 
    His lips twist into a smile tinged with sadness. “You must know, Em. Doesn’t everyone? I’ve had a thing for you since you were seven.” 
 
    Heat floods my face. “You tried to make me eat a worm when I was seven.” 
 
    He smiles. “That’s right. Was I too obvious?” But then the smile slips off his face, that intensity returning to his eyes. “That game about who’s the most annoying—wasn’t that a joke? I don’t think anything you do is annoying. Everything I listed was something I liked about you, something I’ve noticed about you, but then I realized I was giving myself away by admitting how much I notice you. And then, after a while, I wanted to give myself away.” He starts to reach for me but then stops himself. “I know that for someone who’s so into you, I’ve been the worst at showing it. All I do is criticize you and act like your older brother, which is the last thing I want you to see me as, and you forgive me over and over. Sometimes I picture myself giving you this long speech about all my feelings, but now that I’m finally doing this all I can think to say is that I like you. A lot. More than I’m saying because I’m probably terrifying you right now. Am I terrifying you? You’re not saying anything.” He stands quickly and fiddles in his pocket for his keys. “Look, I know I shouldn’t have said all this, and you’ve already told me to just leave it alone, that things are good as they are, and now I see that you’re right because I really cannot stand the thought of you rejecting me. Just, you know, think about it, alright? Because maybe—I still hope—that you could wake up one day and realize that, I don’t know, maybe you could like me.” He squeezes his eyes shut. “I can’t believe I’m doing this. I’m leaving. I don’t even want to look at—at whatever your face looks like right now. When I see you again, pretend we never talked about this, okay?” 
 
    He starts to walk past me, like he’s really leaving, and I stand and catch his wrist before he can leave. Why can’t I get my mouth to respond? “Blake, wait. I, um…”  He said all that, and now I can barely answer. “I don’t need to think about it.” 
 
    “Then pretend you’re thinking about it. Just—I can’t—I don’t want to hear you tell me no. Please.” He tries to pull away, but I don’t let go. 
 
    “Blake.” My body is a jangle of tingly nerves. “I’m trying to say that I feel the same way.” 
 
    He stops pulling away and turns to look at me, his dark eyes filled with something I’ve never seen there before. “Em.” He breathes my name, then puts a finger under my chin, gently tipping it up until my eyes meet his. “If you’re messing with me, tell me, because I can’t—" 
 
    “I’m not messing with you.” Harryet’s face flits into my mind, but I quickly push it away. I want this moment to belong to me and Blake. “I really, well. You know.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Why is this so hard? “Like you. Too. I really like you too.”  
 
    Blake’s face is a mixture of hope and disbelief. “For how long?” 
 
    “A few days. Or maybe years. It took me a while to figure it out.” 
 
    “Did it ever. And then you never wanted to talk about it. Then Elton was there, flirting with you and touching you all the time, and then it was ‘Frank this’ and ‘Frank that,’ and I had to hate my own brother.” He slips his other arm around me, and his fingers move from my chin to slide through my hair. 
 
    When did I never want to talk about it? I’m about to ask when he presses his lips to mine, his mouth softening into a kiss that’s slow and tender at first, but then turns hard and urgent, full of waiting and longing and need that lights my insides. He pulls away too quickly, taking a step back. “I can’t believe this is real. I have imagined this a thousand times.” He takes another step away from me. “But it’s new for you. Only a few days, you said. So I’ll try to, you know, slow it down.”  
 
    I reach out and tug lightly on his shirt to pull him toward me, and his face breaks into this surprised and awestruck grin that I’ve never seen there before. He dips his head toward mine again. But then I hear the front door groaning, and Blake springs away from me.  
 
    “Did you pay PG&E, Em?” Dad walks in, carrying a stack of envelopes. “We got a bill from them.” 
 
    “It’s on automatic bill pay.” I run a hand over my hair to smooth it down. Is it totally obvious what Blake and I were just doing? “It should post tomorrow. I need to change it so we don’t get paper bills anymore.” 
 
    “Thanks, sweetie.” He nods at Blake. “And thanks for doing the leaves, Blake. You’ll stay for dinner?” 
 
    “No.” Blake moves quickly to the door, tripping a couple of times on the way. “I should, you know, go. I have to, like, do some stuff. For my dad. At the shop. You know.” 
 
    “Sure, another time.” Dad waves him off. “Don’t work too hard.” 
 
    “OK. Yeah, I won’t. See you, Em.” He meets my eyes and smiles before practically running out the door. 
 
    My dad watches him leave. “He was acting weird, right?” 
 
    I shrug. “Blake’s always weird.” But I can’t keep the smile out of my voice.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I pull open the door, trying to smooth out my tangle of emotions. Why am I so nervous when it’s only Blake? “Hey,” I say. 
 
    He smiles, but there’s a layer of nervousness under it. “Hey,” he says. 
 
    He’s wearing a black V-neck, one I’m sure I’ve seen Frank wear before, paired with casual jeans in an outfit that says, “I want to look nice but not like I’m trying too hard.” I know because I was looking for the same outfit.  
 
    I touch his hair lightly, amazed at how I’ve done this so many times before but that it’s different this time. “You look pretty,” I say. 
 
    He smiles. “That’s my line. You look beautiful. But, I mean, you always do. And I always want to tell you, but, you know.” 
 
    I give a quiet laugh. “Thanks.”  
 
    It’s our first official date. I spent way more time on my hair and outfit than I ever have for Blake, pulling my hair up into a French twist, and then feeling ridiculous and taking it all down again. I tried on three dresses before I settled on a simple black skirt and purple tank top. I’m not fancy, but this feels more me, more us. 
 
    Blake takes a step toward me, but then it’s as if he rethinks it and steps back again. “Is your dad home?” 
 
    “He was, but then he ran out to do some errands. He was surprised out of his mind when I told him we were going out to eat and that it was your idea.”  
 
    “Did you tell him about, you know, us?” 
 
    I want to tell Dad. I’m done with secrets, but, “I thought we could do it together,” I say. 
 
    “Sure,” Blake says, and I know he won’t let me procrastinate. 
 
    I step outside and lock the door behind me, and we walk down my front steps, keeping a careful distance between us, for no reason except habit and nerves, I think. 
 
    “So, I sort of heard something,” Blake says. “You might not like it at first, but I think once you get to know him—”  
 
    “Harryet and Martín,” I say before he can finish. “I’m so happy for her, for both of them. They’re perfect together.” When Harryet told me, it was as if all the puzzle pieces slid into the places they were always meant to go. 
 
    “Really? Because you didn’t seem to like them together before.” 
 
    “Martín’s kind, and he’s nice to her.” I can’t remember what I thought was important before. “And you were right. Nice guys should finish first.” 
 
    He laughs. “Finally. My first convert.”  
 
    I was terrified to tell Harryet about me and Blake, but it turned out she’d already heard through a gossip chain that I think started with Frank. She said she was a tumble of emotions at first, but then she decided it wasn’t my fault, and then Martín happened. And I realized that Blake was right about another thing: I have not been a friend to Harryet. First there was my stupid interference with Elton. And with Martín. And then this Blake debacle that I’ve tried and tried to straighten out with justifications but that still manages to twist itself back into selfishness. But Harryet insisted she was happy for me and that there was nothing to forgive, and she looked thrilled to be with Martín, so I did what most people do with forgiveness they don’t deserve. I took it. 
 
    When we arrive at Blake’s truck, he follows me to the passenger door and opens it so fast, I have to take a step back to get out of the way.  
 
    “Sorry,” he says. “I’m trying to be cool and suave right now, like Frank would be, so I can sweep you off your feet and all that.” 
 
    I put one hand on the door but don’t get in yet. “Like Frank? I thought everything he did annoyed you.” 
 
    He twists his lips into a smile. “Now that I know he’s not into you, I’ve realized he’s pretty cool. Also, it’s not like I didn’t know Sarah and John were always planning some kind of match between you two, whispering about how you two were so alike and would make the perfect couple—when, hello! I actually live in the same zip code as you. Am I invisible or something?” 
 
    I laugh. I’ve been feeling ridiculous at how terrible I’ve been at reading people when I used to think I was good at it. It’s kind of nice knowing Sarah and John failed disastrously at it too. 
 
    Blake takes a step closer. “I want to kiss you. Is that a thing we do now?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I run a finger over the stubble on his jaw. “I think it might be.” 
 
    He starts to lower his head to mine but then stops. “But this going out on a Friday night thing isn’t something we do after tonight, right?” 
 
    “No. After tonight, we go back to watching movies on the couch. It’s my turn to choose, by the way.” 
 
    “Um, no. You know it’s mine.” 
 
    I lift onto my toes and push my lips against his, and when he circles his arms around me and groans, it undoes something inside me.  
 
    Until he abruptly pulls away. “Wait. You can’t just kiss me to shut me up when you’re losing an argument. That’s not what you were doing, was it?” 
 
    I already have the movie picked out for us—it’s one Blake thinks he won’t like but that he totally will. But, “Blake. I would never,” I say, before gently pulling his head down and closing my lips over his. 
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 CHAPTER 1: First Impressions 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s a truth universally acknowledged that if a guy is hot, popular, and single, then he’s just dying to ask a nerdy girl to prom—if only she’d take off her glasses and let her hair down. 
 
    That’s the script that sells in Hollywood, anyway. 
 
    I don’t need hot or popular. I’d be fine with someone who’s smart and nice and thinks a cool Saturday afternoon means knitting and watching Frozen together. Is there, like, a cafeteria table where those guys hang out? 
 
    My best friend Cherry throws her backpack down and takes a seat in the bleachers. “I heard they’re announcing the prom theme at the end of the rally!” she says. 
 
    “Already?” my sister Jane asks because prom is months away. 
 
     “Oh, it’s starting!” Cherry pulls Jane and me to our feet just as the football players run onto the gym floor and smash through a paper banner that reads “School Spirit and Prom Rally!!!” The cheerleaders follow, creating a wave of orange and black, and the bleachers around us vibrate with stomping feet and screams.  
 
    “So. Project Prom,” Cherry says. “We have to pick dates, fast.”  
 
    Cherry announced in September that our goal for junior year is to snag prom dates. It’s a junior-senior prom, so this is the first year she and I can go. Since Jane’s a senior, she went last year, but of course she wants to go her senior year 
 
    “I call John Ramos.” Cherry leans past me to gawk at him. “I’ve always thought he was cute.”  
 
    But then John turns and kisses the girl sitting next to him.  
 
    “Eh,” Cherry says. “He’s not that great, actually. Who else? We have to hurry. Only 71 shopping days left.” 
 
    “For boys or dresses?” Jane asks. 
 
    “For men, Jane. Men.” 
 
    I laugh. “Pretty sure you’re not going to find any of those around here.” Especially since I just watched the guy a few rows down take the gum out of his mouth and stick it to the bottom of the bleachers. 
 
    But Cherry’s scanning the crowded gym as if all she has to do is point to a guy and click “add to cart.” 
 
    “You promised you’d try, Libby,” Cherry says. “Trying means looking hot.” She reaches up to undo my hair clip, letting my dark curls loose. If I wore glasses, I’m sure she’d take those off too. 
 
    I grab the clip from her and gather my messy hair back up. “I’m trying!” Sort of. “But I want to go with someone I actually like.” 
 
    “That’s the problem. You have way too many standards. Here—why don’t you put all of your standards in this?” Cherry holds out an imaginary bag.  
 
    “OK.” I laugh a little and play along. “Here’s the Nice Guy one, and the Has to be At Least Sort of Cute one.” I pretend drop my standards into her bag. “This is the Doesn’t Make Me Cringe and Want to Die Every Time He Talks one, and here’s the Has At Least Three Brain Cells one.”  
 
    “My gosh. You’d go on forever.” She closes the imaginary bag and pretends to throw it over her shoulder. “There. No more standards. Now you can actually get a date.” 
 
    I look behind her. “I only wanted three brain cells.” 
 
    “No, you want about a million. You’re the pickiest person ever. Who’s Teo waving at?” She points to the middle of the gym floor, where Teo—pronounced Tay-o—is waving his arms over his head, trying to get someone’s attention. Around him, his teammates toss footballs back and forth, while the cheerleaders launch into handsprings and cartwheels. 
 
    I glance over to see Jane moving her fingers in a small wave. No way.  
 
    “Jane,” I ask. “Is he waving at you?” 
 
    Jane lowers her hand quickly, a soft smile spreading over her face. “I think so. He’s cute, right?” 
 
    “Um, he’s so hot you could boil water on him,” Cherry says. 
 
    Cherry thinks everyone’s hot, but Teo does have that good boy look, with his carefully styled dark hair and friendly eyes that crinkle in the corners when he smiles. He’s too wrapped up in that cliquey popular crowd for me. But he still somehow manages to be a good guy, so I approve.  
 
    “He’s definitely cute,” I say. 
 
    Jane nods, still staring at him. “And nice?” 
 
    “Really nice. He’s a good pick.”  
 
    Jane meets my eyes and smiles, but then her gaze slides away. “Not that Bobby wasn’t nice.” 
 
    “Right. Sure.” I force the words out because I am Not Allowed to say bad things about Bobby. 
 
    Even though he spent the last three years taking my sister’s heart and spiking it like that football player’s spiking the football right now. She’s been devastated since they broke up, so if she’s actually ready to move on, this is huge. 
 
    “Do you really like him?” I ask. 
 
    She flashes me a smile that makes her whole face come alive.  
 
    “Oh my gosh.” I reach out to grab her hand. “You do. Did something happen today? Tell me everything. He talked to you, right? When? What did you both say? And did your hair fall over your cheek like it’s doing now because it looks really good like that.” 
 
    Jane laughs and tucks her soft brown hair behind her ear. “It was after second period. I passed him in the halls, and he looked at me, and we smiled at each other. Then he stopped and talked to me—just kind of out of the blue. I don’t even remember what we talked about, but my stomach felt all fluttery. I think he asked if I was going to the rally.” 
 
    Cherry puts a hand over her heart. “That is so sweet.” 
 
    I squeeze Jane’s hand. “It is. He didn’t just stop and talk to you out of the blue, though. He’s been waiting for you to smile at him since, like, middle school.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Cherry says. “He’s been in love with you forever. He probably had a party when Bobby moved.” 
 
    I wanted to have a party when Bobby moved. He promised to keep in touch, but Jane’s spent the last eight months constantly checking her phone, waiting for texts and messages that never come. It’s like he wanted to string her along even after he was gone.  
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I say. “I bet Teo had a huge party when Bobby left. With bouncy houses and balloons.” 
 
    Cherry nods. “And a ‘Yay! Bobby is gone!’ cake that he jumped out of the center of.” 
 
    “And gift bags with little Jane and Teo magnetic dolls that stuck together.” 
 
    Cherry snorts. “That’s weird, Libby.” 
 
    “So true. Teo’s such a creeper.” 
 
    Jane smiles and looks out at the gym floor, where teachers are ushering off the football and cheerleading squads, and the principal is announcing the band. “You guys are sweet,” Jane says. “But Teo’s not in love with me. I don’t even know if he likes me. Maybe he had a crush on me once, in, like, middle school. But it’s hard to take him seriously when he’s always surrounded by other girls.” 
 
    “He’s a hot football player,” Cherry says. “What do you expect? You are so lucky. You’re going to be the first winner of Project Prom.” 
 
    I laugh. “Are there winners?” 
 
    Cherry nods. “And losers. But you’re right that you can’t just assume he’ll ask you. You’ve got to work for it. Wear something low cut tomorrow, and then maybe drop your pencil and bend over right in front of him, like they do in the movies. Stop giving me that look, Libby. I’m right about this. I’ll come over after school and help you pick the top, Jane.” 
 
    “Um.” Jane bites her lower lip. Cleavage and pencil drops are not for her. Mostly because she is not a porn star. 
 
    I turn to her. “Teo doesn’t play games, and he already likes you. Just act natural. You’ve got this.” 
 
    Cherry shrugs. “You can act natural. Or you can wear the slutty top and have a date to prom.” 
 
    I smile and pluck at my black tank top. “Is that what I’ve been doing wrong? I should just whip this off right now. But then…bra or no bra? Be honest.” 
 
    Cherry tilts her head like she is taking my question way too seriously. “Depends on the bra. Let me see it.” 
 
    “Definitely no bra,” someone behind me says.  
 
    And ugh. It’s Will Fitz, king of the conceited football players. He must have sat behind us after his rally time ended. His arm is draped around Mindy Simpson, who’s so obviously trying to pretend that Will isn’t talking to us. She flips her too shiny black hair over her shoulder and swipes a perfectly manicured finger over her phone.  
 
    My mom loves to talk about our inner beauty cups—cheesy, I know, but Mindy’s inner beauty cup is filled with moldy bread and black widows. Will’s is crawling with spiders too—maybe not the poisonous kind like Mindy’s, but definitely the hairy, gross ones. 
 
    “So what are we talking about?” Will leans forward like he’s in our conversation now, one corner of his lips raised in his signature you-may-worship-me smile.  
 
    I pretend to be interested in the band waving their brass instruments around.  
 
    But Cherry leans towards Will, her heart shaped lips and freckled cheeks raising into a smile that says she is beyond excited to be hanging out with the captain of the football team. “Prom. What else?” 
 
    “Elena wants you.” Will lifts his chin to indicate where Elena is sitting a few rows down, waving at Cherry. 
 
    “Oh.” Cherry’s face falls. “We’re supposed to talk about our history project, but right now? I’ll just get it over with and be right back.” She steps down the bleachers, dodging people and backpacks, leaving me alone with Will and Mindy and their spiders. Jane’s facing away from me, talking to someone I can’t see, and I start to turn toward her to show Will that we’re done here. 
 
    But Will’s never done. “Why are you pretending you’re going to prom? Isn’t that kind of messed up, stringing Cherry along?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” I stare past him and pretend to be thinking about his question. “I just woke up one morning and thought, ‘You know what would be really fun? Spending a bunch of money on a prom dress and ticket and everything and then not going.’” 
 
    He nods like I’m serious. “Yeah, I can see where you’d think that’d be fun. But come on. You and prom?” He chuckles to himself. “No. Just—no. That’ll be the day that I die.” 
 
    “Promise? Now I have to go.” 
 
    He laughs. “Good one. But I still don’t see it.” He stretches his hand out to me. “How about it, Bennet? Fifty bucks says there’s no way you’re going to prom.” 
 
    Mindy doesn’t even look up from her phone when she chimes in. “Bet more than fifty. It’s not like there’s any chance you’ll lose.” 
 
    Something prickly twists and turns inside me. But I can’t let Will know he’s gotten to me. I shake his hand and then make a big show of wiping it off on my jeans. “I hope Cherry comes back soon with her hand sanitizer.” 
 
    “That’s right. Wipe off all my boy cooties.” A strand of Will’s too long dark hair falls forward. “Easiest fifty bucks I’ve ever made.” 
 
    Will loves to make me feel small, and I hate myself for letting him. 
 
    I roll my eyes at him as if that’s a good comeback and turn to talk to Jane—but stop when I see she’s talking to Teo. So that’s why Will sat by us. He and Teo are cousins, even though that seems genetically impossible—since, you know, Teo’s actually nice. I watch my sister and Teo for a moment. He’s waving his hands too much as he talks, and her eyelashes are lowered, like she can’t look at him. But she’s got this happy glow about her, and I think it’s the first time in eight months that she’s not thinking about Bobby. 
 
    Will taps my shoulder. “Cherry’s back. You can sanitize your whole body now, in case the cooties spread.” 
 
    “If it’s not too late. I’ll probably be dead by morning.” 
 
    Will laughs way too loudly at that. 
 
    “Libby! Did you hear that?” Cherry squeezes her way back up the bleachers and plops down next to me. “You’re not even listening, are you? Jessica’s about to announce the prom theme! Tell Jane—oh!” She giggles. “Never mind.” 
 
    I glance at the gym floor, where Jessica Lim, our student body president, is holding the microphone. “Ok, everyone, this year’s prom theme is…”  There are thumping sounds as she juggles the microphone to open an envelope. “An enchanted evening!”  
 
    There’s a pause, and then a roar as everyone starts talking at once. 
 
    “I love it!” Cherry beams. “Do you love it?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s cute.” Honestly, I’m not really sure what it means, but at least it’s not something cheesy like Floating on the Wind like it was last year. 
 
    The bell rings while Jessica’s still talking, and everyone starts pouring out of the bleachers.  
 
    Will leans towards me and touches my shoulder. “Hey, can I ask you a favor?” His eyes have this soft look to them, like he really needs something.  
 
    I should walk away, but for some reason I stay. “What?” 
 
    “Can I have the fifty dollars in bills? I know you’re going to have to break your piggy bank to get it all, but I don’t want a bunch of coins.” 
 
    Mindy tugs his arm. “Will, let’s go already. Enough with her.” She says “her” like I’m a piece of lint on her shirt that she wants to pluck off and throw away.  
 
    He winks at me before he turns to leave. It’s like it would kill him if he doesn’t get the last word. 
 
    I shove Will and Mindy out of my head and turn to Jane, who’s smiling as she watches Teo walk down the bleachers to join Will and Mindy. 
 
    “Tell us everything,” Cherry says. “Did he ask you to prom?” 
 
    “No.” A small smile plays on her lips. “It’s nothing like that, yet. But he’s nice.” 
 
    “He’ll ask you,” I say. Thinking about Jane with Teo almost washes away all the gross and hairy spiders Will left behind. 
 
    “He totally will. This is so exciting.” Cherry hugs herself. “We know the theme, and Jane practically has a date. That means Project Prom is on. Right, Libby?” 
 
    OK. I’ll admit I wasn’t sure before. But now, as I picture the look on Will’s face as he hands me my fifty bucks? “Oh, yeah. Project Prom is so on.” 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading! Click here to find First Impressions on Amazon. 
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