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To my family, for always being in my corner
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Jai Patel looks sexy when he is onstage.

Or in this case, standing in Lauren Hall’s living room and plucking the strings of his guitar to one of the Weeknd’s songs. It’s Saturday night, and we’re at Lauren’s house for her birthday party, which is always the event of the year.

Jai’s band, Infinite Sorrow, gathers around him as the lead singer, Ross Sherman, belts out the song that has been overplayed on the radio these past few months. Infinite Sorrow is great, as always, but tonight my eyes are only on Jai.

His black, shoulder-length hair is down, and he’s wearing a T-shirt with ripped sleeves and skinny black jeans, also ripped. Sweat coats his warm brown skin as he sways to the rhythm of the song.

“If you stare any harder, Nate, Jai will be permanently burned into your retinas,” whispers Gemma Roth, one of my two best friends. She is an aspiring fashion designer, and this party has provided her with the perfect opportunity to showcase her work. She’s wearing a two-color jumpsuit that stands out against her pale skin. The front is red, the back black. Her ink-black hair is tied into a bun, revealing her ears and eight piercings—five in her right, three in her left.

My jeans and Final Fantasy T-shirt pale in comparison to Gemma’s well-thought-out, flashy outfit. Some people are born for the spotlight, like Gemma and Jai, whereas I’m more of a behind-the-scenes kind of guy. It’s why I dream of being a songwriter instead of a singer.

“This is me just supporting my best friend and his band,” I whisper back with a wink. “It’s totally innocent staring.”

Maybe in the past Gemma would have believed me, but we both know that Jai also happens to be a boy who, more and more, is starting to make me feel certain things. It wasn’t always like this. At first he was simply a friend—a close one. But over time my feelings have grown into something more.

I can say with certainty that I have a crush on Jai.

“Sure,” Gemma says. “And I’m secretly a princess who will be swept off to a fictional European country by my posh estranged grandmother.” Gemma made me binge-watch most of Anne Hathaway’s filmography over one weekend last summer, which of course included The Princess Diaries. Ever since Gemma discovered the old but never-out-of-style masterpiece that is The Devil Wears Prada, Anne Hathaway has become her favorite actor. She has seen the movie more times than I can count. It should be noted that “Anne’s very unsupportive boyfriend was and will always be trash.” Gemma’s words, not mine.

“Here,” Gemma says. She hands me one of the two red Solo cups that she’s holding. I take a sip. The beer is warm and sour. I’ve never been much of a drinker, and I skipped Lauren’s party last year because he’d been too busy to go.

I take a large gulp of beer to chase away the bitter memories. I would rather not spend my night thinking of him. In my haste, I swallow hard and end up choking.

“Easy there, tiger.” Gemma pats me on the back. “We have work tomorrow, remember?”

I shoot her a death glare. “I was all for skipping tonight,” I remind her. “You wanted to come.”

“And aren’t you happy you did?” Gemma says. She tilts her head toward Jai, in the throes of the song he’s playing. “You would have missed this.”

Touché.

Gemma rests a hand on my shoulder. “You know, a crush stays a crush unless you actively do something about it.”

I can’t say anything to that. And I don’t need to, because judging by the knowing smirk on Gemma’s crimson lips, she understands she’s won. Sometimes best friends are insufferable.

Just after midnight, Infinite Sorrow finishes their set, and they leave the makeshift stage behind. I’m standing alone with my still-half-full cup (or is it half-empty?) of even warmer beer. Gemma has disappeared to be the social butterfly that she is, leaving me to peacefully ogle Jai.

I mean, the band. I was totally listening to the music.

Jai walks up to me. He runs a hand through his sweat-dampened hair and smiles.

“How are we?” he asks. He sounds so happy, so satisfied, that it makes me smile too.

“Fantastic,” I say. “As always.”

“You’re biased,” Jai teases. It’s true, but not for the reasons he’s thinking. Of course, I’m still a massive fan of the band. But now I’m an even bigger fan of Jai Patel.

Jai peers down at my cup. “Are you going to finish that?” I hold it out to him. “Thanks,” he says.

I watch as he brings the cup to his lips and takes a slow sip. The fact that my lips touched that very cup moments ago is almost too much for me to handle.

God, teenage hormones are wild AF.

Ross comes over to us, holding his own Solo cup. He’s rolled up the sleeves of his T-shirt and is showing off his toned arms. According to some fans of Infinite Sorrow, Ross should be the sole object of fangirl desire. I mean, I can’t argue with that. With his curly black hair and piercing blue eyes, he is attractive.

But he still does not compare to Jai Patel. And I will be hearing no further arguments on that matter—looking at you, @IloveRoss1—thank you very much.

Ross pulls Jai into a hushed conversation, and I check my phone to avoid eavesdropping. Mom sent a text telling me she’s on her way to pick me up. We agreed that I would stay until she punched out at midnight. With Jai’s performance over, I can’t say that I have any desire to linger at the party.

Jai laughs at something Ross says, which draws my attention to them. They’re standing close together. Very buddy-buddy. Sometimes—and I know this is really petty of me—I’m jealous of Ross, that he shares something with Jai that I don’t. As a fan and not a member of Infinite Sorrow, I will always be on the outside looking in.

You had your chance, a bitter thought reminds me. And it’s true.

Before Ross was chosen as the lead singer of Infinite Sorrow, Jai had offered me the chance to audition. He knew I could sing and that I was a fan of their songs. And while a part of me did want to try out, I flashed back to the time I was twelve years old and Mom let me go to music camp.

All the campers had to audition for the end-of-summer performance, and of course I was eager to try out just like everyone else. I vividly recall standing onstage the day of the audition. Everyone’s eyes were on me, and when I opened my mouth to sing, I couldn’t produce a single sound. I just stood there, moving my lips in silence like a fish in a tank. That was the birth of my stage fright.

Five years later, I have yet to set foot on another stage.

I spot Gemma across the living room and head over to her. She’s socializing with Alice Wu and Monique Thompson, two of her fellow debate club members. It’s the one club Gemma joined not simply to boost her college applications but because she actually liked it. She’s now one of the most valued members of Wychwood High’s team.

“Mom says she’s on her way,” I tell Gemma. We’ve planned to drop off Gemma at her home.

“Give me five,” Gemma says. “I really need the bathroom.”

“I’ll be outside,” I tell her.

I leave the still-busy space and maneuver my way to the front door. Given the number of people at the party, it takes me longer than it should to finally make it outside. The warm night greets me, and I’m happy to leave the smell of sweat, booze, and hormones behind. I fill my lungs with the fresh, salty air of late spring.

I pull out my phone, and I’m scrolling through Instagram when I feel someone standing next to me. I turn, half expecting it to be Gemma, but it’s not her. It’s Jai.

“There you are,” Jai says, and he almost sounds relieved. “I thought you’d left already.”

I shake my head. “Not yet. I just went to tell Gemma that Mom’s on her way over.”

“I’m going to get the band stuff loaded and call it a night too,” Jai says. Our eyes meet. “Are you working tomorrow?”

I nod. “Yeah. Gemma and I have a shift.”

“Cool,” Jai says. “I’ll swing by the diner then.” He smiles and turns to head back inside the house.

Weird.

As I watch him step across the threshold, I swallow the desire to tell him that we have school on Monday and he should take it easy tomorrow instead of coming to the diner. Because the truth is that I want to see him. And the promise that I will draws a smile on my face.

I like Jai more and more with each passing day. It’s one of those things that are hard to explain but just happen, like how sometimes it rains when the sun’s still shining or how you can laugh until you cry. Small everyday miracles.

And the more I think about it, even liking Jai Patel was totally accidental. It was totally unavoidable too.
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Big Mo’s Diner is where I spend most of my weekends—working. The sizzling of burgers, the shuffling of feet, and the clanging of cutlery are the soundtrack to my shift. Big Mo’s is busy any day that ends in a y, and Sunday is no different. We’re just now starting to see the lull after the evening crowd.

“Can I get two number two specials with a large strawberry milkshake and one cola, please?” I ask the cook and co-owner, Retta Jones.

“You got it, Nathan,” Retta calls back.

Gemma sidles up to me. She’s carrying an empty tray and wearing the green apron that’s part of our uniform.

“Looks like Brody’s got a new girlfriend … again,” Gemma says with an exasperated sigh. “It’s Kate from history.”

Brody Miller is the quarterback of Wychwood High’s very own Titans. With his blond hair, blue eyes, and yearlong summer body, Brody is desired by many at school. I was one of them as a freshman—Gemma was too, in sophomore year.

“Really? Kate.” I shake my head. “How many does that make?”

Gemma shrugs. “You would think that by now people would stop falling for his BS.”

“The allure of popularity is intoxicating,” I say. “Dating Brody Miller automatically makes you part of the ‘it’ couple. So are they ‘Brate’ or ‘Krody’?”

“They should be ‘Barf,’” Gemma says. “For the record, couple names are disgusting and I hate them.” She turns to me. “Anyway, who has the time for that when we have dreams to chase? In a few months we’ll all be seniors. The pressure is on.” Ever since Gemma stumbled across her older sister watching a marathon of Project Runway, she’s wanted to walk the halls of Parsons School of Design in New York City.

It really does feel like our whole lives depend on this moment and which school we get into. Our dreams are on the line, so I understand the pressure. Fashion school has been Gemma’s goal for so long, and I want this for her. Even if it means we end up on opposite sides of the country.

“Here you go, Nate. Two number twos, strawberry milkshake, and one cola,” Retta says.

“Thanks.” I load my tray and carefully make my way to the diners. “Here you go, Mr. and Mrs. Grant.”

“Thank you so much, Nathan,” Mrs. Grant says.

Big Mo’s Diner is south of Main Street in Wychwood, which is located just west of San Diego. It is a town trying to be a city but failing, and everyone knows everyone.

“Enjoy your meal,” I say. I head back to the counter. There are three other servers besides Gemma and me. The two of us are the only part-timers, though. We got the jobs after Big Mo’s was featured on a show on the Food Network, which turned the diner into the number one hub for everyone who calls Wychwood home and those just passing through. Big Mo is short for Big Moses, the very big man who co-owns the place. His imposing stature made him a rising star in college basketball, but an injury prevented him from going pro. It did not, however, hurt his jovial temperament.

Mom and Retta have been best friends since college. When Retta asked if I’d be interested in working part-time, I jumped at the chance. I also asked if there was an opening for Gemma. That was before Jai moved to town and our friend group became a party of three. Gemma and I have been working the weekend shifts ever since.

With most of the booths empty now, I busy myself with finishing my biology homework before closing. I need to figure out which genes a make-believe baby will inherit from its make-believe parents. The fact that Ms. Crowley is still giving us homework when most of us have already switched into summer break mode is a travesty of justice.

Brody and Kate sit in the corner booth, huddled close together with smiles on their faces. For a moment I feel jealous. I didn’t get to do any of that with my ex.

I will not lose myself going down memory lane. I will not think of him. I turn my focus back to completing my homework, and ten minutes later it’s finished.

I start to wipe down my tables, when Gemma snaps her fingers to get my attention.

“Retta says we can leave when we’re done.” There’s still twenty minutes before closing, but Retta lets us leave early once the evening crowd is on its way out.

“I’ll tell my mom,” I say.

“You haven’t checked your phone, have you?” Gemma asks.

“No, why?” I stop wiping down the table and pull out my phone. There are two unread messages in our group chat.

I’m around. I’ll give you guys a ride home.

The message is from Jai. I guess he’s keeping his word and swinging by. I can’t help but smile.

We’re still cleaning up when the bell above the door announces Jai’s arrival. He’s wearing a cap on backward, a T-shirt with a picture of a surfboard on it, cutoff jeans, and sneakers. He looks every bit like the resident of a coastal town.

Jai folds his lanky frame into one of the booths. He scratches his chin, and I take him all in. My eyes move from his sharp jaw to his proud nose and to his lips, which I wish would meet mine …. I shake my head. Now is not the time for this. I’m in public, for heaven’s sake.

“Hey, Gem, hey, Nate,” Jai says, and his warm smile makes my heart skip a beat.

“Hey, we’re almost done here,” Gemma tells him.

“No problem. I can wait.”

“You want anything?” I ask. My face still feels flushed.

“Coffee,” Jai says. I get him a cup and sit opposite him. Up close I notice that his clothes are wet. Jai removes his cap and runs a hand through his hair.

“Is it raining?” I ask. He clearly isn’t dressed for this weather.

“Yeah. Just came out of nowhere,” Jai replies. He holds the cup of coffee to his lips and looks at me through the steam.

By the time we exit Big Mo’s, it’s no longer just a light shower. It’s downpour-adjacent.

“Well, crap, we’re going to get soaked,” Gemma says. “I just finished sewing this jacket.” She sourced this vintage denim piece from her favorite thrift shop. Most of Gemma’s clothes are either originals or secondhand finds that she’s revamped and personalized.

“We’ll have to make a run for it,” Jai says. “On three.” He looks at us and winks. “One, two …”

Before he gets to the last number, he starts sprinting through the rain. I brace myself for the cool spring shower and dash after him. Gemma follows with a squeal. By the time we reach Jai’s car, I’m pretty sure all three of us are soaked to our underwear.

Jai drives an old VW minibus—the kind that screams hippie but also perfectly suits beachside towns like Wychwood. It may be odd to see a high school student driving this car, but it makes sense for Jai because it’s big enough for carting his band equipment around.

Gemma climbs into the back. Her house is closest to Big Mo’s, so we usually drop her off first.

“It’s really coming down now.” Gemma holds out her hand and catches a few drops.

For a moment we just sit and watch the rain fall all around us. Jai removes his cap and uses the hair tie on his wrist to pull his hair into a loose knot—and now I’m not watching the rain anymore. When he catches me looking, I turn away quickly. A smile tugs at his lips.

Jai reaches to the seat next to Gemma and hands out towels.

“They’re clean,” Jai assures us. “I was going to hit the pool tonight, but the rain has kind of put an end to that plan.”

Jai used to be a competitive swimmer. But he was forced to quit because of an injury, which is one of the reasons he transferred to Wychwood High. Jai Patel was once the star of an überprestigious school called Fairvale Academy, about two hours away. He had a swimming scholarship to boot. After a car accident and his parents’ divorce, Jai’s family moved from Fairvale to Wychwood for his mom’s work. He still swims for fun and exercise.

I catch sight of myself in the rearview mirror. My hair has a habit of turning into a frizzy ball of fluff whenever it’s wet, and my decision to keep it just a bit longer than usual makes it look all that much worse. I groan.

“Cute,” Jai says.

“What?” I think I’ve misheard him. Instead of repeating himself, Jai smiles and starts the engine. Soon we’re pulling out of Big Mo’s parking lot.

Gemma’s house is a five-minute drive from the diner, so we drop her off pronto. We park in the driveway and watch as she makes a mad dash for the front door. She shrieks with every step.

As Jai backs up, I connect his iPod to the car’s audio and hit play. It takes me a moment to recognize Jai’s voice.

“I want to run / Get away faster than you can catch me / I want to run / Far away, where no one can tame me / Run, run (run away) / Live my life on the run / I’m chasing my dreams and no one can stop me / So I’ll run.”

“What’s this?” I ask.

“Just something I’ve been working on,” Jai says.

“For Ready2Rock?”

Ready2Rock is an annual competition for indie bands held in LA. Anyone can enter, but only ten bands make it to the final and get a chance to perform live. This year, the contest is in partnership with Ezra Grace, the lead singer of the Graces. The champions will not only get a chance to open for them but also get ten grand. Winning can be a band’s big break. After doing well in the online preliminary rounds, Infinite Sorrow has made it to the live final, and fans think they stand a good chance of becoming champions. According to the comments online, Infinite Sorrow and another band, Thorn, are the front-runners.

“No,” Jai says. “We’re all set for that.”

“I hope you guys win.” I want them to crush it, not only because I’m Jai’s friend but also because I’m a fan of the band.

“Me too,” Jai says.

My apartment isn’t far from Big Mo’s, which is another reason I enjoy working there. Soon after Jai’s song stops playing, Jai pulls into the building’s parking lot and idles just before the entrance.

I turn to him. “Thanks for the ride.”

“No problem,” Jai says.

My eyes snag on his lips. Jai catches me looking, and our eyes lock. I start to fiddle with a loose thread on my T-shirt to distract myself.

“Uh, see ya,” I say, breaking the growing silence. I climb from his car and head for the door.

I don’t want Jai to know how I feel about him.

I can’t help but replay Gemma’s words from last night: “A crush stays a crush unless you actively do something about it.”

Yeah, yeah, yeah. Easier said than done.
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The invitation to my cousin’s wedding in South Africa arrives two weeks before summer break. That’s two weeks before we’re set to fly out. The once-white envelope is now stained yellow, and the edges are crinkled and somewhat damaged. A collection of postmarks from its European detour covers the front, along with REBECCA AND NATHAN HARGREAVES in silver calligraphy.

“Mom, look what finally came,” I say as I enter the front door. It’s Monday after school, and Jai just dropped me off at home.

Our apartment is small, but it’s fine for just the two of us. There are two bedrooms and even two bathrooms, so Mom and I never have to share. Which helps, because on a good day Mom takes an hour in the bathroom just to get ready, even though she wears a uniform to work.

Both Mom and I are pretty bad at checking our mailbox. So much so that I’ve taken to setting a reminder on my phone every week to do the task. In the past, our upstairs neighbor—and Mom’s nemesis—Mr. Schuster has complained that our mailbox is unsightly because of all the letters sticking out. It’s one of his numerous complaints about us, according to our super. So we’ve been in a cold war with Mr. Schuster for the last two years. And he loves to use every excuse he has to come and knock on the door to whine. I have a theory that he’s in love with Mom and that’s why he’s always in our business. Either that or he’s racist. It’s a fifty-fifty chance.

Mom’s on the couch with her feet up and her eyes closed. She’s still in her nurse scrubs, which are embroidered with the Wychwood Memorial logo.

“Hey, Sonno.”

Sonno is the nickname my dad had for me. He was from South Africa, and apparently it’s a common term of endearment there. I don’t remember much about him. And the memories I do have of him have slowly faded with time. “Dad” is a word I know but never learned the real meaning of.

Dad died when I was five years old. It’s not like I resent him or anything. After all, dying wasn’t his choice. Car accidents happen without our say-so. In my head I know that Dad didn’t choose to die, but all my heart knows is that I miss him.

With Dad gone, Mom took over. She still has clear memories of him. I hear her cry when she looks at our photo albums from time to time. While it hurts me to have so few memories of Dad, it’s apparent that the alternative—remembering too much—is also painful.

“You just get back?” I ask.

“Yeah. What a day.” Mom lets out a groan as she scoots over to make room for me on the couch, where I throw myself down and stretch my legs out. Mom and I are about the same height and build, tall and lanky.

Mom leans in to read the invitation over my shoulder. She runs a hand over the gold foil detail and then whistles. “Fancy. Of course, Sylvia is going big for the wedding.”

“I’m not complaining,” I say. “We’re getting a free flight to South Africa.”

It’ll be my first time ever going to South Africa, and my first time meeting a lot of that side of the family—my dad’s side. Mom and I will be staying with my grandmother, which I’m excited about because she’s my only living grandparent. The last time I saw her, I was going through puberty, and I was a moody mess of pimples and hormones. Since then I’ve only ever seen her through Skype and heard her voice over the phone every few months.

Of all my extended family, I’ve spent the most time with Aunt Sylvia and Meghan—the wife and daughter of Dad’s older brother. They frequent the States. Meghan is studying business at Stanford. She is the heir to a hotel conglomerate, after all.

But when I think of Stanford, I don’t think of my cousin. I think of him. He’s a freshman there this year. Though I haven’t heard from him since early last summer.

“It even feels expensive,” I say to shake my memories of him. I rub my finger over the broken wax seal. Despite its current state, it’s clear that this piece of paper carries a hefty price.

“Sylvia probably spent as much as I earn in a month on the invitations alone.”

“Lifestyles of the filthy rich,” I say.

“I’m just glad I have enough money to send you to college,” Mom says. The USC Thornton School of Music has been my dream school for so long that I’m a ball of nerves whenever I think of applying next year. I need to pass the audition and earn my spot. I have to.

“You’ll get in, Sonno,” Mom says. “I believe in you.” It’s as if she knows just what I’m thinking. Sometimes Mom knows me better than I know myself. It’s what made coming out to her feel more like a duet than a solo performance.

Mom runs her hand through her curly brown hair, which is similar to mine. Genes, I guess. Everyone says I look like her because we have the same warm brown skin with dark hair and eyes. Mom is mixed race and so was my dad, so of course I am too. I’m not sure exactly which side of the family I look more like, but according to Mom, I have my dad’s nose and smile. I also inherited his love of and knack for music.

“I can’t believe we’re finally getting a stamp on our passports,” I say, my face gleaming.

“You’re really excited, huh?” Mom says.

“Yeah. Very. Though I’m also kind of nervous,” I admit. This event will be the first time I see my extended family since coming out. Hell, it will be my first time seeing some of them, period. So I am more than a little nervous, but I know that having Mom by my side will make a world of difference. I’m lucky to have someone as amazing and supportive as she is in my life—not every gay kid gets this. And I’ll need the support at the wedding.

Apparently, an Instagram post I made after coming out last fall made a splash in one of the family WhatsApp groups. Meghan said her mom shut down any and all homophobic comments from Dad’s cousins in the chat. Ever since I first heard about the wedding from Aunt Sylvia, facing them has been one of my fears. But of all my family members, I’m most nervous to see Uncle Richard, Dad’s only brother. We haven’t really talked since I came out. Uncle Richard is my closest link to Dad, and I’m not sure if my coming out has changed that.

“You’ll be fine,” Mom says as she gets up from the sofa and walks to the kitchen. “Just have fun.” She opens the fridge door. “We have leftover chow mein. Do you want some?”

“No, thanks. I grabbed something to eat with Gemma.” I roll off the couch and head to my room.

I wouldn’t say that I’m a neat freak, but I do believe that everything has its place—except the mail, of course. But really, few sights make me angrier than stuff being where it doesn’t belong. And I mean Hulk-level angry.

My bedroom walls are mostly covered in video game posters. A TV and a gaming console stand before my much-loved and well-used lime-green beanbag chair. And on the other side of my bedroom sit a keyboard and a guitar.

I plug the charger into my dead phone and head to the bathroom. I get under the water and begin my live shower concert.

“I’m not trying to save you / I’m just trying to save me.” I start to sing “Antihero.” It’s one of Infinite Sorrow’s songs that I love. I knew it even before I met and became friends with Jai. It still amazes me that he wrote this song, which so perfectly speaks to me.

“I’m not trying to save you / I’m just trying to save me / Got nothin’ to lose / Got my life to gain / This is me, the hero of my own story / But you might not see it that way, and I don’t care.”

The lyrics are about a person living their life on their terms, even if it means being viewed as an antihero by society. Jai told me he had written the song while coming to terms with being bi.

Truth be told, I was lucky not to fear coming out to Mom. And yet, just before I told her that I was gay, I had a brief meltdown, because coming out is such a huge moment in a teenager’s life. Times may have changed, but the feeling you get when you step out of the closet hasn’t. Unless we start asking straight people to come out too, this norm needs to go. Seriously, who said that’s the norm?

After my shower, I throw myself into bed and look at the photo that hangs on the wall across from me. It’s four-year-old me sitting on Dad’s shoulders at a picnic. He and I are wearing matching red plaid shirts. It’s the last photo ever taken of us together. It’s one more lost memory of him.

Dad is another big reason why I’m excited about this trip.

I’ve never said this to Mom, but I wonder if she knows. Sure, a lavish party sounds fun. But the idea of setting foot where Dad stood, of visiting his home, is what I’m really looking forward to.

I keep my questions and thoughts about Dad locked up in this secret compartment in my heart. This wedding feels like the right time to open it.
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I wake up on Tuesday morning to an ominous sight. Beyoncé is dead.

No, not that Beyoncé. I mean the pet goldfish that Jai got me for my birthday last year. He said that if I were an animal, I’d probably be a goldfish because of my bad memory. Seriously, I’m always forgetting things and need to write them down. The problem is I forget where I put those reminders too.

I’m staring at Beyoncé lying belly-up in her tank. I pick her up by the tail and carry her to the bathroom. With a remorseful sigh, I flush the toilet, sending my pet to the afterlife … or rather, to Wychwood’s interconnected sewage system.

As much as I want to, I don’t have time to mourn, because every morning is a scramble for Mom and me.

I’m pulling on a pair of black jeans when Mom shouts from the living room. “Have you seen my keys?” Anyone who knows me and meets Mom knows where I get my forgetfulness from.

“Did you check your jacket from yesterday?” I call.

I throw on a white T-shirt with a PlayStation buttons graphic. I’m sitting on my bed, tying the shoelaces on my Jordans, when Mom shouts back, “Found them!”

I grab my backpack and find Mom standing at the door tying her hair. “Are you ready? Let’s go!”

Most days we barely manage to arrive at school on time going the speed limit, and today is no different. As Mom races way over what’s legal, I hold on tight and pray that we don’t die.

Or get another speeding ticket to add to Mom’s growing collection.

Mom drops me off in the parking lot of Wychwood High, and I rush to say goodbye before the bell rings. I run like the wind, managing to make it on time to first period.

History is next, and as usual, I sit beside Gemma.

“Was it down to the wire again?” she asks.

“You know my mom.” I nod.

“You could ask Jai for a ride,” Gemma says. “I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.”

I shake my head. Jai has offered before—numerous times—but I’ve always turned him down because he and I live on opposite sides of Wychwood, so it would be a massive inconvenience. It’s fine on occasion, but getting a ride every day would be too much.

Kate saunters in as if she’s walking on literal clouds. I spy Brody at the door. It seems he’s walked her to class. Kate takes her seat and immediately checks her phone with a huge grin on her face. I know that smile. It’s the “I just got a text from someone I like” smile.

Brody is still at the doorway with, big shocker, his phone in his hand. Call me bitter, but this seems like overkill.

You were just like that when you were dating, a small voice in my head reminds me. And as much as I hate to admit it, it’s true. I was just like that. I still remember those exact emotions. I went through it all. The texting and the flirting. The wonderful whirlwind of courting. I lived this with him—the son of Satan! That’s maybe a little dramatic, but he lost the right to even be named.

And yet I still miss it from time to time.

I have all of his text messages saved, which is a painful confession to make. I may be ready to move on … but I haven’t just yet. Baby steps. Forgetting first loves is a complicated and messy affair.

Our history teacher, Mr. Ellis, continues his review in preparation for finals. I focus on taking notes, and history class passes by in a blur.

“I have a club meeting at lunch,” Gemma reminds me when the bell rings.

Gemma has always loved school activities, and I never have. We’re total opposites, but it’s always been us against the world. We met the first day of kindergarten, and more than a decade later we’re still going strong. When Jai first transferred to the school and we became friends, our dynamic definitely changed, which took some getting used to. Gemma and I have fought. And there was even that very dark period in eighth grade when we didn’t talk to each other for almost two weeks. We don’t
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