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One Month, Three Days, and Eleven and a Half Hours until the End of the World

The first sign that the world is going to end occurs on Monday, August 15, at 12:13 p.m.

I know the exact time because I’m looking at my phone, wondering where the heck Van is. Because if there’s one thing I know about my best friend, it’s that Van Silvera is never late.

I hate when people are late. If I’m waiting for someone and it’s been more than fifteen minutes, I start worrying that (a) I’ve missed them, (b) they’re not coming, or (c) they’ve secretly hated me all my life and this is how they’ve finally decided to let me know.

In my defense, I know that’s an overreaction. But Van was supposed to meet me here in the school parking lot at noon so we could grab lunch off campus. The fact that I’ve been pacing next to her empty Jeep for thirteen minutes—that’s right, thirteen—can only mean one thing: she’s dead.

Or our friendship is.

Or both.

Where on earth is she? If today were any other day I might not be freaking out, but it’s the first day of our senior year, which means I’m already wound tighter than the restraints on a straitjacket.

Somehow, miraculously, I’ve managed to coast through the last three years of high school without any major disasters. No failed tests. No major bullying. No awkward erections in class. So by my calculations, I’m pretty much due for some sort of Epic Teenage Catastrophe because, let’s get real, no one gets through high school unscathed. No one. That’s just a fact.

Van calls me paranoid, but I basically operate under the principle that if something can go wrong, it will. The way I see it, if you don’t watch your step and keep your head down, the universe will make you a target. And I can’t think of anything more horrifying than being the center of attention.

I’ve certainly never sought any sort of spotlight. In fact, if someone were to ask my classmates at Spruce Crick to describe me, their first response would probably be, “Who’s Milo Connolly?”

As for the small subset of people who do actually remember my name, they’d probably say I’m that super-religious, super-shy nerd who only does “church stuff.” Which is only half accurate. Technically, it’s my diehard Presbyterian parents who are super religious. I’m more religious by proxy.

That said, I do spend most of my free time doing “church stuff.” I’m a big fan of rules. And church is all about rules—very specific rules that are very clear about what you can and cannot do. And if you follow the rules, you’re all set. No surprises. No confusion. No problem. It’s like having an instruction manual for life.

Most people are surprised to learn that a rule-loving and painfully introverted Christian like me has a best friend like Van, a self-proclaimed agnostic who is both the star player on the girls’ soccer team and the lead of every fall musical. But what people forget is that Van also used to be a quiet, well-behaved little Presbyterian. Back before she scandalized my parents by “taking a break from Jesus,” Van regularly attended our church. That’s how we met.

One December, when we were six, Van and I were cast as Mary and Joseph in our Sunday school’s nativity play. I was painfully shy even then and pretty much refused to say any of my lines. Van on the other hand thrived in the spotlight and wanted to say everybody’s lines: the wise men’s, the angel’s, even the sheep’s. Somehow our Silent Joseph and Chatty Mary routine was the unexpected hit of the Christmas season, and we’ve been inseparable ever since.

Which is why I’m freaking out that it’s now 12:13—no, 12:14—and Van is literally nowhere to be seen. I’ve texted her five times and she hasn’t responded. Which means today just might be the day that my one and only friend has finally and irrevocably realized that I—Milo Connolly—am a Lost Cause.

I shouldn’t be surprised. I knew this day would come. There’s no way someone as special as Van could stay friends with someone as embarrassingly lame as me.

I just thought we had more time.

“Milo!” a voice yells out as the school doors bang open.

Oh, thank goodness . . .

Van waves at me across the parking lot, and the sigh of relief that escapes my lungs practically blows me over.

I’m so relieved by the sight of her smiling face and bouncing mane of auburn hair that it takes me a moment to realize she’s not alone. A boy is with her. I don’t recognize his face, so I assume he must be some clueless underclassman who doesn’t understand the valuable time he’s wasting by trapping Van in whatever inane conversation he wants to have. But as they get closer, I notice the boy is smiling.

At me.

“Look who I found!” Van shouts with a flourish.

My brain is still struggling to make sense of what I’m seeing when the boy sticks out a hand and winks.

“Hey, Connolly. Long time no see.”

Oh. My. God.

Marcos.

I can’t believe I didn’t recognize him. It’s been three years since we were all together, so of course he looks older, but everything I remember about him—everything I can’t help but remember about him—is still the same. His jet-black hair still perfectly coiffed to look intentionally messy. His lean face still ending in that ridiculously sharp jawline, like the hero in an action movie.

As for his eyes . . . they haven’t changed a bit. Dark and penetrating, they still look as if they’re taking in everything and everyone around him. As if they could peer straight into your soul.

I never wanted to see those eyes again for as long as I live.

Before I know what I’m doing, though, I start to reach for him.

Our hands touch.

And the Earth trembles.
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All Shook Up

“Whoa!” Van shouts as she stumbles sideways, falling against her Jeep.

A second later Marcos staggers backward, his hand pulling out of mine, and I realize that I’m not the only one having trouble staying vertical as the ground of the Spruce Crick parking lot shifts and rumbles beneath our feet.

Marcos and Van are shaking. As is every car around us. As is the whole, entire high school. Everyone and everything is literally shaking down to its foundation.

And then, just as suddenly as it began, it stops.

“What the heck?” Van gasps, trying to catch her breath. “Was that an earthquake?”

“Can’t be,” Marcos says. “Florida doesn’t get earthquakes.”

“Then what was that?” she asks.

“Maybe there was an explosion?”

“I didn’t hear any explosion. The ground literally moved. That was definitely an earthquake.”

“Weird.”

“So weird.”

Then they both look at me. Because I still haven’t said a word. Because I’m speechless. Not because of the earthquake, which, yeah, is pretty freakin’ weird, but SO WHAT?

Marcos Price is STANDING IN FRONT OF ME!

Every atom of my body is quivering. I feel like I’m still shaking apart at the seams even though the ground has settled.

How is this possible? What is he doing here? More importantly, What do I do? Because right now all I can think is DO. NOT. FAINT. Which is easier said than done considering my legs won’t stop wobbling.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

I have no idea how to answer that. Thankfully, I don’t have to.

“Holy crap!” Van exclaims, staring at her phone.

“What’s the matter?” Marcos asks, turning his attention back to her. “Is there something online about what just happened?”

“What? Oh. No,” Van clarifies. “I was about to look, but I just saw the time. We need to get a move on if we want to get to Holloway’s and back before fourth period.”

“Are you sure it’s safe to drive?” Marcos asks, squinting skeptically at the road leading away from Crick. “What if there’s another earthquake?”

“Trust me, dude, you’d rather take your chances with an earthquake than with the slop they serve in our cafeteria any day.”

“Well, if you put it like that,” Marcos chuckles.

“Oh, it’s definitely like that,” Van says, unlocking her Jeep. “Now let’s go. Everyone, inside!”

I’m too numb to argue. I slide into the front passenger seat next to Van as Marcos climbs into the back like it’s the most natural thing in the world. Like he’s been doing it all his life.

“Hold on,” Van commands as she keys the ignition.

She barely stops at the parking guard station so Mr. Kirby can check our student IDs before peeling out of the lot like she’s competing in the Daytona 500. Normally, I’d be screaming at her to slow down, but right now I’m far too distracted with the thoughts racing through my brain.

Marcos is here.

Marcos Price is here, and he goes to my school.

Since when?

Well, since today apparently. He must have transferred over the summer. Did Van know and not tell me? She certainly seems happy to see him.

Am I happy to see him?

I don’t know.

It’s been three years since I’ve seen his face so a part of me is obviously curious. Especially as I made a vow to never—ever—look him up on social media. But happy? No. Why would I be? It’s not like we were friends. Friends don’t treat one another the way he treated me. Friends don’t turn each other’s lives upside down and then completely abandon each other without a word of explanation. Not unless one of those “friends” is a sociopath.

I mean, look at him. You’d think he’d have the decency to at least pretend to look guilty after everything that went down between us. But no! If he’s feeling any awkwardness about our reunion, he’s certainly not letting on.

“Seriously, I feel so bad,” Marcos says, leaning forward.

For a second, I think he’s read my mind—that maybe I’ve judged him too harshly—until I realize his apology isn’t aimed at me. It’s for Van. For making us late. Something to do with picking up his student ID from the front office.

“I didn’t think it would take so long.”

“Welcome to Port Orange,” Van sighs, “where everything takes twice as long and is half as interesting.”

“Is that the town motto?”

“Surprisingly, the mayor shot it down when I recommended it.”

“For real, though,” Marcos insists, “I’m sorry. I know you two had this whole back-to-school lunch plan and I’ve totally crashed it.”

“Dude, don’t worry about it. It’s fine. Seriously, we’re cool, bro.”

“Thanks, bro.”

A second later Van and Marcos are cracking up, and I am more confused than ever. “Bro?” It’s only been only a couple of hours and they already have weird in-jokes? Typical. It’s like camp all over again.

“Sorry,” Van apologizes, clocking my baffled expression. “We’re making fun of Mr. Henderson. He spent the summer doing ‘youth outreach theater’ in Miami, and now he thinks he’s super woke and calls everyone ‘bro.’ It is deeply problematic but also deeply hysterical.”

“Oh,” I say.

“‘Oh’? That’s it? That’s your only reaction?”

“White people.” I shrug.

It’s a purely automatic response—something I’ve picked up from years of hanging out with Van and witnessing firsthand some of the cringeworthy behavior she’s had to endure from people with my complexion—but the way it makes Marcos laugh catches me off guard. I feel warm all over. Like I’ve inadvertently won a prize.

“Did you just say ‘white people’?”

“I’ve trained him well,” Van brags. “I mean, he’s still got some work to do when it comes to understanding the intersectionality of race and gender, but he is vastly superior to the Milo that you first met.”

“Aww . . . Don’t tell me you’ve changed him too much,” Marcos says, shooting me a grin in the rearview mirror. “I kind of liked him the way he was.”

He clasps my shoulder, and the whole back of my neck feels warm. I don’t dare turn around. Or speak. All I can do is stare out the window and force myself to breathe as my face turns bright red.

I can’t believe this is happening. I can’t believe that after all this time he still has the ability to turn my own body against me with a touch. I thought I was done with these feelings. I thought I was safe! But from the way my skin is practically burning up under my clothes, I know I am far from immune.

“Isn’t that right, Milo?”

Oh no. Van just asked me a question, and I have no idea what it is. Are we still talking about Mr. Henderson?

“Uh . . . sure,” I say. As a rule, it’s always safer to agree with Van.

“Sure? Sure? So you admit it?” she asks, raising an eyebrow in surprise.

Oh crap! Did Marcos tell her something? About us?

“Wait, wait, wait, what was the question?”

“No, no, no!” Van cackles with glee. “No take-backs. You admitted it. Marcos is my witness. I’m the one who discovered Holloway’s BBQ. Not you. Me!” Then to Marcos she adds, “Milo and I have been arguing about this for years. I can’t believe he finally admitted the truth!”

Oh, thank goodness. She’s talking about lunch. I’m so relieved I don’t even bother to contradict her, even though I know for a fact that I was the one who first discovered Holloway’s. It’s one of my few sources of pride.

After all, Holloway’s has the distinction of serving what can only be described as the Greatest Curly Fries in the Universe. Simultaneously spicy, sweet, and tangy, Holloway’s fries contain twenty-seven secret ingredients that make each bite so deliciously addictive, they’re the closest things to culinary heaven a person can experience in the suburban wasteland that is Port Orange, Florida.

Seriously, Van’s earlier joke about our city wasn’t far from the truth. Port Orange basically has the unremarkable distinction of being the completely forgettable neighbor of Daytona Beach, a place most people recognize as either (a) the former Spring Break Capital of the World, (b) the birthplace of NASCAR, or (c) the setting for the Aileen Wuornos movie Monster. Port Orange, on the other hand, isn’t fancy enough for speed racing, killer prostitutes, or anything else for that matter. It’s basically a quiet town full of quiet people where nothing out of the ordinary ever happens.

Except today. Today apparently Port Orange has decided to become the effing Twilight Zone.

“My ex took me to Holloway’s on one of our first dates,” Van explains to Marcos. “It was the only good thing to come out of that relationship. That’s how I know I’m the one who discovered the curly fries. Besides, I’m literally the only person Milo hangs out with, so it’s not like he could’ve gone there with anyone other than me.”

“Oh, come on,” Marcos half-heartedly protests on my behalf. “Maybe Connolly’s had a date or two you don’t know about.”

Oh. My. God. If I threw myself out of this moving Jeep, it would honestly be less excruciating than hearing Van and Marcos discuss my love life. It’s bad enough she’s painting me as the school pariah, but the unmistakable pity in Marcos’s voice makes me want to curl up in my seat and die.

“Okay, we’re here!” Van shouts, as we pull into Holloway’s parking lot. Somehow, we’ve made the journey in under ten minutes—which is criminally irresponsible—but I don’t have time to chide Van with statistics about teen driving fatalities because she’s already out of the Jeep, hurrying us inside.

“Does everyone know what they want?” she asks as we step up to the counter to place our order.

“Um . . . ,” says Marcos, which is the wrong answer. Van doesn’t truck with indecision.

“Can we get three extra-large curly fries, three chocolate shakes, and three fried chicken sandwiches with extra barbecue sauce?” she orders on our behalf.

“Marcos is a vegetarian,” I remind her, the words slipping out of my mouth before I can stop myself.

Ugh! Why do I remember that? And why does Marcos look so pleased that I remember?

“Really, Marcos?” Van groans. “Still?”

“Afraid so.”

“Ugh, fine. Can we get two chicken sandwiches and whatever the vegetarian option is for my weird friend who doesn’t eat animals because he hates all things tasty and delicious?”

Marcos catches my eye and chuckles at Van’s disdain. I can’t help smiling back. It’s like old times.

Old times that did not end well, I remind myself before quickly turning away.

The cashier hands Van our order number, and we grab a seat while we wait for our food. I can feel Van relentlessly tapping her foot against the table, which is how I know she’s worried about making it back to school in time. With good reason.

Lunch at Crick is strictly observed from 12:00 p.m. to 1:00 p.m. Freshmen, sophomores, and juniors are required to eat what passes for food in the school’s windowless dungeon of a cafeteria, while seniors are permitted to dine off campus—provided they’re back in time for fourth period. Anyone who returns late from lunch automatically loses their off-campus privileges for the year.

Van explains all this to Marcos, but the whole time he’s listening to her, his eyes keep darting over to me.

Why? What does he expect me to say? Does he really think I have any interest in reconnecting with him? After everything that happened?

Thank goodness Van is here to keep him distracted. As long as she can keep the conversation going, I have time to figure out what I’m going to do about this whole Marcos Situation.

Option one: I could go with the “Polite but Aloof Approach,” so he knows I don’t care one way or the other that he’s back in my life. Which I don’t. But if I’m too distant, he might suspect I’m still resentful about what happened, which might imply that I’ve been secretly obsessing about him for the last three years. Which I haven’t.

Option two: I could go with the “Exceedingly Friendly Approach.” That way he sees how more than okay I am with his sudden reappearance. But the risk there is that if I’m too nice, he might think I’m still “desperate” to be his friend. Which I’m not.

Option three: I could—

“You okay, Connolly?”

Crap! He’s talking to me. And I don’t have a plan. Okay, I can do this. I just need to keep my answers short and simple.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” I say. “Just hungry.”

Marcos nods, still looking at me with those stupid, inescapable eyes of his. I turn to Van, hoping she’ll launch into a new topic (Van’s always good for a passionate diatribe against something), but for some reason she seems perfectly content to just stare at her phone.

“So . . . you go to Crick now?” It’s the safest question I can think to ask. Bland and noncommittal. But Marcos smiles like he’s been waiting for me to ask.

Don’t look so smug, I want to snap. I don’t actually care if you do. I’m being polite!

“Yeah,” he says. “My dad was working at the Salvation Army—not the thrift store, but the central office in Orlando—and they ended up having to lay off half the staff, so he and my mom decided we’d give Port Orange a try. Well, he decided. My mom and I basically got dragged here against our will.”

Against his will? So Marcos doesn’t want to be here any more than I want him here. That’s good to know. Maybe it won’t be so hard to avoid him after all.

“Sorry you got dragged here. And that your dad lost his job. That’s rough.”

“It’s all good. He got a job at Port Orange Presbyterian, so it all worked out.”

“Your dad works at POP?” I gasp.

“POP?”

Port Orange Presbyterian. POP. Our old pastor, Pastor Fields, used to shake his head in exasperation when congregants referred to his church as POP. He said it was borderline blasphemous and made him feel like he was a soda jerk, not a minister. After Pastor Fields retired, though, Pastor Foley became our minister. And in an effort to make the church more “accessible” and “fun,” Foley embraced a more progressive view on certain subjects, including abbreviations.

“Oh, yeah, POP.” Marcos nods. “My dad’s the new treasurer.”

“Great,” Van says, still not looking up from her phone. “Milo will finally have someone to keep him company.”

Yeah. Great. Now in addition to having to see Marcos five days a week at school, I can also look forward to him ruining my weekends. Super-effing-awesome.

Before I can wallow in my misery, though, the cashier calls out our order number, and Van springs back into action. In sixty seconds flat, we’re in her Jeep, out of the parking lot, and tearing down the road on our way back to Crick.

It’s 12:45 p.m. The part of my brain still focused on not losing our lunch privileges knows we’re cutting it close even with Van running every yellow light and treating the speed limit like a mere suggestion. But somehow that threat pales in comparison to the threat that’s sitting behind me. It’s too much. I honestly think I might faint. Between Marcos and the “earthquake,” my mind is drowning in a sea of anxiety, and all I want is to go home and crawl into bed before life has the chance to throw any more curveballs my way.

“What the hell?” Van shouts, slamming on the brakes.

I grip the dashboard as the Jeep screeches to a halt—just in time to avoid plowing into the car ahead of us.

“What’s going on?” Marcos asks, leaning forward to stare at the impenetrable gridlock of bumper-to-bumper traffic stretching down the road as far as the eye can see.

“I have no friggin’ clue.”

From the honking and shouting in the cars ahead of us, I can tell that most of the drivers are our fellow classmates. What I can’t see is the cause of the congestion. There doesn’t appear to be an accident or an alligator sunning itself in the middle of the road (which, believe it or not, is one of the most common causes of traffic delays in Florida).

Whatever the reason, though, one thing is painfully certain.

We. Are. Screwed.

There’s no way we’ll make it back to Crick before fourth period. Sure, Marcos and I could make a run for it. The school’s only a couple of blocks away. But I’d never abandon Van. And apparently neither would Marcos. Though God knows I wouldn’t be surprised if he did. Marcos is good at disappearing.

“I can’t believe this,” Van mutters as she lays on the horn in one last futile gesture of exasperation. Then we stare at our phones in silence as the passing minutes condemn us.

12:58, 12:59, 1:00 . . .

My stomach lurches.

1:05 . . . 1:11 . . . 1:18 . . .

“Give me the bag,” Van orders when my phone reads 1:30 and the line of cars in front of us still hasn’t moved an inch. She angrily distributes our lunches, but the food’s gone cold, and even the Greatest Curly Fries in the Universe can’t cheer us up.

As I suck the seasoning off my fingers, I sneak a look at Marcos in the rearview mirror. I know there are supposed to be twenty-seven distinct ingredients but right now, in this impossible moment, there are only two things I can taste.

Salt and regret.
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Sinkholes and Other Affairs of the Heart

Turns out it’s a sinkhole.

That’s what triggered all the shaking earlier. And the traffic jam. They’re both the result of an enormous, gaping chasm that chose today of all days to rise up from the depths of the Earth and swallow fifty feet of the Spruce Crick parking lot.

I guess God didn’t think this day was weird enough.

I guess He thought, Milo has had it too easy these last few years. I know! Let’s trap him in a car with the one person most likely to induce a panic attack and make him wait ninety minutes for the fire and rescue department to arrive. That way his first day back will be a real soul crusher!

Not that it had to be soul crushing. I suppose a less neurotic person (i.e., not me) could’ve used the time to reconnect with Marcos instead of nursing a three-year grudge. But no way am I putting myself out there for him. Not again.

Fire and rescue cordons off the perimeter of the sinkhole with orange traffic cones, then begins directing cars back into the school parking lot. Apparently, they’ve determined there’s no further risk of it expanding, though Van for once is a cautious driver, giving it a wide berth.

“Whoa,” she exclaims as her Jeep creeps past the massive chasm. “We seriously dodged a bullet.”

I assume she’s being sarcastic—until I follow her gaze and realize that the sinkhole has formed in the exact spot where her Jeep was parked before lunch. If we hadn’t left when we did, her reliable old Cherokee would currently be sitting at the bottom of a very deep pit—probably in pieces.

My parents would say it’s a miracle. They’d also say I should thank God for looking out for us. But considering everything that’s happened today, I think God has a lot of explaining to do.

In total, twenty-seven seniors lose their right to dine off campus for the rest of the year—including Van, Marcos, and me. If you think that’s wildly unfair given the extenuating circumstances, you’re not alone.

By the end of the day, my outraged classmates are already banding together and calling themselves the Sinkhole 27. Their self-appointed leader—and senior class president—Ashleigh Audrey Woods spearheads the campaign to protest the administration’s “draconian policy” (her words). As the school’s inevitable valedictorian, Ashleigh’s worked harder than anyone to achieve a perfect academic record, and she’s not about to see it tarnished by a flagrantly unfair disciplinary citation. Especially when her tardiness is clearly the result of “an Act of God” (again, her words).

By the time school lets out, she’s badgered Vice Principal Holland to the point where he agrees to at least consider restoring our lunch privileges. But on the off chance he refuses to change his mind, Ashleigh is already planning a protest meeting at her house for Friday night where the Sinkhole 27 will organize the next steps of their resistance. Yes, Ashleigh used the word “resistance.” It’s bit intense, but then so is Ashleigh.

In the fifteen minutes between the time that I pull out of the Crick parking lot and the time I pull into my driveway, I’ve already received three DMs and six texts demanding to know whether I’ll be attending her “Freedom Rally.”

I’m not. As much as I hate the thought of spending my senior year in the culinary Siberia of our cafeteria with its gray pizza and ice-cold tater tots, the thought of hanging out with twenty-six outraged, indignant, and unchaperoned teenagers is even more horrifying.

Besides, I’ve got enough on my plate right now with Marcos.

Ugh, Marcos . . .

My hands are literally shaking as I unlock my front door. If I don’t stop thinking about him soon, I’m going to give myself a panic attack. I need a distraction—anything—to keep my mind off this disaster, so as soon as I’m inside my house I turn on the TV.

Channel 7 news has a story about the sinkhole. A very sweaty man from the school board is standing in the Crick parking lot trying to sound as reassuring as possible while dabbing the perspiration from his forehead.

“What can I say?” he says with a shrug. “Sinkholes happen. The important thing is that no one was hurt and that we’re working as quickly as possible to repair the parking lot so our children can continue to learn in a safe and secure environment.”

The story goes on like that for a few more minutes, but it’s clear from the reporter’s vacant expression that there’s not much else to say on the subject. Nobody seems to know why the sinkhole appeared out of nowhere or why it was able to spread so quickly. Apparently, it’s just “one of those things.” Like hurricanes, jellyfish, and palmetto bugs, if you live in Florida long enough, sooner or later you’re going to come face-to-face with one.

Part of me has a nagging suspicion that I ought to be more concerned about the fact that holes are just opening up in the earth, but I’m finding it difficult to keep my eyes open. Anxiety does that to me. Too much unwanted stimulus and I go down. It’s like having a stress-activated off switch.

In fact, I don’t even realize I’ve drifted off until the bang of the garage door startles me awake, and I realize my parents are home.

My mom and dad are reasonably curious about the sinkhole, but by dinner it’s old news. Which is good because I’m still too exhausted for a protracted conversation. I answer their questions by repeating what the sweaty man from the school board said on TV and leave it at that.

I don’t tell them I’ve lost my lunch privileges because I missed two classes my first day back. Such news would not go over well with Bruce and Dana Connolly.

My dad works in construction, which tends to make him an exhausted grump on the best of days, and my mom is a bank teller, which is about as straitlaced a profession as one can get. They’re both deeply religious and devoutly Republican. They also don’t believe in divorce or single parenting or any other “social disease” that couldn’t be depicted in a Norman Rockwell painting. In fact, my father once told me, “The problem with the world today is that everyone has too much freedom.” So I’m pretty sure he won’t have much sympathy for someone who got in trouble for choosing curly fries over his education.

Besides, I’m not sure how to mention my lost lunch privileges without mentioning Van. And Van is always a touchy subject.

When she left POP, the news of her newfound secularism did not go over well with my parents, who basically reacted as if Van had announced she was going to burn all her bras and join a cult. She hasn’t been allowed inside our house since.

Of course, my parents know I still hang out with her, but the less I mention Van, the less chance there is I’ll have to sit through one of my father’s impromptu lectures on the “Dangers of Straying from the Fold.”

“Oh, I almost forgot,” my mom says brightly, setting down her fork in excitement. “Patty Reynolds came into the bank this afternoon, and she told me that Reverend Foley finally hired a new treasurer.”

My stomach does a somersault. I can feel my chicken cutlet working its way back up my throat at the mention of Marcos’s father, but I force myself to swallow it down. After all, there’s no reason to freak out. Obviously, everyone is going to be talking about the Prices. A new family moving to town and joining the church is always a noteworthy event. But it has nothing to do with me.

“It’s about time,” my dad says approvingly as he wipes a bit of marinara sauce from his beard. “I don’t know how the church has lasted this long without one.”

“I know. But Patty got to meet him today and she says he is more than worth the wait. Also, his last name is Price, which is a pretty good name for a treasurer, don’t you think? Conrad or Connor Price.”

For someone who works in a bank and is a legit ace with numbers, my mom is shockingly bad with names. Case in point: there is no one named Patty at our church. She means Patsy. Patsy Reynolds. Who’s been POP’s administrative assistant for the last ten years.

“Anyway, Patty says he’s very charming and apparently quite good-looking.”

“Is he married?” My dad has an innate distrust of charming, single men. Especially if they’re good-looking. In his book, a man without a family is a man looking for trouble.

“Yes, he’s married. I think the wife’s name is Jacinta—or something like that. She’s Mexican. Though Patty says she speaks perfect English. And they have a teenage son who started at Crick today.”

There are so many things wrong with what my mom just said that I have to bite my tongue to stop myself from correcting her. Mrs. Price’s family is from Cuba, not Mexico. More importantly, she was born and raised in Miami, so she’s just as American as the rest of us and nobody should be surprised that she can speak English.

I know I should say something, but as far as my parents are concerned, I’ve never heard of the Prices. And that’s exactly how I need to keep things.

“Anyway,” my mom says, turning to me with a smile, “you’ll have to look for their son at school tomorrow. Introduce yourself. Make him feel welcome. I’m sure he could use a friend.”

What my mom actually means is that she’s sure I could use a friend who’s not Van Silvera. Which is pretty ironic considering that if she knew everything I do about Marcos, the last thing she’d do is encourage our friendship.

For that reason alone, for a split second, I’m almost tempted to tell my parents all about the new treasurer’s son. I mean, all I’d have to do is let slip that I know him from camp and that he’s a bad influence—which strictly speaking is 100 percent true—and then Marcos Price will be persona non grata in the Connolly household.

But all I say is, “Okay.”

My mom prides herself on being an upright Christian woman, but like most upright Christian women, she’s a bit of a gossip. Anything I tell her about Marcos will be disseminated to the rest of the congregation before the end of the week. So if it gets back to Marcos that I’ve started spreading rumors about him, he might just decide to spread a few rumors about me.

And God knows there’s a lot he could say.
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Three Years Earlier

“I can’t believe you talked me into this,” Van grumbles as she heaves her battered old suitcase out from the trunk of my mom’s Volvo.

I cast a quick glance over my shoulder to make my sure my mom didn’t hear. She’s not a fan of Van’s recent forays into sass and sarcasm, but thankfully she’s still on her phone complaining to my dad about the insane amount of traffic we hit on our way to Gainesville this morning.

“I didn’t talk you into anything,” I remind her, lowering my voice. “You wanted to come.” And it’s true. She did. She was all gung ho about coming to camp with me when I first brought up the idea last month.

“I feel like I accepted the invitation before I had all the relevant information,” she shoots back, slamming the trunk shut with a satisfying thud.

“I told you it was a Bible camp.”

“Yeah, but I was picturing cabins in the woods. Sing-alongs by a campfire. A lake.”

I was too if I’m being honest. When my parents initially suggested I spend the first three weeks of my summer break at the Gainesville Presbyterian Youth Retreat, I had visions of Van and me having outdoorsy adventures involving long, invigorating hikes and s’mores. In reality, though, the Gainesville Presbyterian Youth Retreat is more like summer school for Protestants. During the day, campers take various seminars on how to be better Presbyterians, and at night they sleep in dorms rented from a local community college.

I did tell Van all this when I become aware of my misconception, and while she was (obviously) disappointed, she still said she wanted to come.

Now that we’re here, though, looking out at the cluster of beige cinder-block buildings giving off a sad industrial park vibe, I can tell she’s already regretting her decision.

“Do you want my mom to take you back to home?” I ask, a lump of fear rising in my throat. It would totally suck if Van went back to Port Orange and left me here to fend for myself. It would, in fact, be utter misery. But I wouldn’t blame her. I can’t think of many people other than me who’d want to kick off summer vacation with three weeks of Bible study and prayer circles.

“Dude, relax,” Van sighs. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“You sure?” I ask, still slightly holding my breath.

“Yes, I’m sure. I’m just giving you a hard time. I’m sure this’ll be fun. Or fun-adjacent. And if not, at least it beats hearing my mom curse my dad as she cries herself to sleep every night.”

She laughs like that last part is a joke, but I know her well enough to see she means it. Between her parents’ very bitter divorce and her dad abruptly moving back to Puerto Rico, these last couple of months have been rough for Van. It’s one of the reasons I wanted her to come away with me this summer. To give her a break from all the family drama. In fact, now that I think about it, that’s probably the reason Van decided to come to this retreat even after she found out there was zero chance of canoeing.

“Don’t worry,” I say, trying to rally her spirits. “We’re going to have fun. We’re about to have three weeks of uninterrupted Quality Van and Milo Time. QVMT!”

Van raises her eyebrow skeptically. “QVMT, huh?”

“All the QVMT in the world!” I reassure her.

“But you’re also going to find time to make some new friends, right, sweetie?” my mom’s voice calls out behind me.

Oops.

I turn around and see her slip her phone back into her purse while she stares at me with a mixture of maternal concern and exasperation. “I know it’s difficult being in a strange place and meeting new people,” she says, coming to my side and launching into the same pep talk/motivational speech she’s used on me since I was six, “but if you are kind and open with others, then nine times out of ten, people will be kind and open with you. You just need to have confidence and be yourself.”

Have confidence and be myself? That’s an oxymoron.

But what I say is, “I know, Mom.”

“Good. So you promise to try one hundred percent?”

“I promise.”

Strictly speaking, it’ll probably be closer to 10 percent, but the last thing I want right now is for my mom to make a scene. She’s already a little on edge from waking up at 6:00 a.m. on a Saturday to drive Van and me to the middle of Florida during a heat wave—and that was before we sat in traffic for two hours. I can tell she’s in no mood for my antisocial tendencies. It’s the whole not-so-secret reason she and my dad pushed me to come to this camp in the first place. Like Van, my parents have been on a mission for years to get me “out of my shell.”

Which, frankly, is a phrase I’ve never understood. I mean, do you know what happens when you take a turtle out of its shell?

It dies.

“Don’t worry, Mrs. Connolly,” Van jumps in. “I’ll make sure Milo isn’t a hermit. He’s going to be a social butterfly and make new friends if it kills him.”

My mom purses her lips, but I can tell she doesn’t want to have to lecture me in public any more than I want to be lectured, so eventually she just smiles and says, “Thank you, Vanessa, I’d appreciate that. Though let’s try not to kill Milo if at all possible.”

I flash Van a grateful smile and she shoots me a wink. What would I do without her?

“All right,” my mom says, turning toward the campus. “Let’s get you kids checked in. I have a good feeling about this place. I think you’re both going to have a really special time.”

“You do?”

“I do indeed,” she chuckles as she hands me my suitcase. “In fact, I think it might just be the best three weeks of your entire summer.”

I am 99.9 percent convinced this is not going to be the best three weeks of my entire summer, but as I lug my suitcase up the stairwell to the third and final floor of the boys’ dorm, I tell myself to keep an open mind. Who knows? Maybe if my nerves don’t get the best of me and I keep the sulking to a minimum, I might actually make a friend or two. It’s not impossible.

I unlock my door and step inside the room that will be my home away from home for the rest of June. It’s smaller than I expected but the east-facing window bathes the room in light. There are two twin beds, two desks, and a closet where my roommate—a tall boy with jet-black hair—currently seems to be trying to force a suit onto a flimsy but defiant wire hanger.

The boy doesn’t turn around when I enter. I’m not sure if it’s because he didn’t hear me or if he’s just too preoccupied waging war on that hanger. I don’t want to startle him, but as the seconds crawl by, I start to feel like a total creeper just staring at him from the doorway.

“Umm . . . hello,” I finally blurt out.

“Hi,” the boy grumbles back, still not turning around.

Okay, not the most promising introduction. My heart is thumping in my chest and my palms are starting to sweat. But before I decide to have a full-on freak-out and race out of the room screaming for Van, I take a deep breath and remember what my mother said. Have confidence. Be yourself. If you’re open and kind with others, people will be open and kind with you.

“I’m Milo,” I say, forcing myself to take a step forward and extend my hand.

The boy sighs in exasperation and turns around, pushing a tuft of unruly hair out of his face and revealing two eyes so dark and so intense they look like the sea during a thunderstorm.

“Marcos,” the boy grunts, ignoring my hand.

“It’s nice to meet you, Marcos. Are you excited for camp?”

“I don’t believe in God.”

Umm . . . What?

I must have misheard him. For a second it almost sounded like he said—

“I don’t believe in God,” Marcos repeats even more adamantly. “I’m an atheist, and I’m here against my will because my father is a fascist jerk who hates that I’m smarter than him and this is his way of punishing me. So, no, I’m not ‘excited’ for camp. And if you think I’m going to spend the next three weeks making small talk about my favorite Bible verse or about how awesome Jesus is, you have another thing coming because to me Christianity is total nonsense, and I refuse to pretend it’s not.”

“Oh,” I say, the blood draining from my face.

So much for the Best Three Weeks of My Summer. At this point I’ll settle for the Summer I Don’t Get Murdered.

Maybe it’s the deer-in-headlights look of horror in my eyes, but Marcos suddenly takes a step back. His eyes soften and a second later he flashes me what I can only describe as the World’s Most Dazzling Smile.

“Other than that, I’m like totally cool.”

Which makes me laugh! Because what else can I do? Of course Bible camp is already a disaster. Of course my roommate is an atheist. It’s the Number One Rule of the Universe: if anything can go wrong, it will.

“What’s so funny?” Marcos asks.

“Nothing,” I manage to gasp as my whole body convulses with hysterical laughter.

And then I faint.





5

Milo and Marcos at the Beginning of the World

“Do you do that a lot?” Marcos asks, pressing a cup of water into my hands.

“Not really,” I say, looking up at his confused face from my place on the floor. I’ve decided it’s safer to stay down here on the maroon threadbare carpet. At least, until I can trust my legs again.

I can’t believe I fainted. Not that I haven’t fainted before, but I was sort of hoping I’d outgrown that phase. Thankfully I didn’t hurt anything. Except my pride.

“But you’re okay?” Marcos asks skeptically. One benefit of fainting is that he’s no longer glaring at me like I’m some sworn enemy he’s vowed to challenge to the death. Instead, he just looks like someone who got tossed a rare tropical fish without any instructions on how to keep it alive.

“I’m fine,” I reassure him. Though a part of me does enjoy seeing him on the defensive. Maybe that’ll teach him not to terrify harmless if skittish Presbyterians. “I just get a little overwhelmed sometimes and when I do—”

“Boom?”

“More like splat, but yeah.”

Marcos nods, letting out a slight chuckle. “You sure you don’t need to see someone? Like the nurse?”

“What? No!” I shout a little too quickly, causing Marcos to step back. The last thing I need is for my parents to get a phone call telling them their son fainted on his first day of camp. “I don’t need to see anyone. I’m fine. Really.”

“Okay,” Marcos says, throwing up his hands in surrender. “That works for me. It’s not like I want to have to explain to everyone that I almost killed my roommate.”

“Yeah, I bet the camp probably frowns on that kind of thing.”

Marcos smiles, and for some strange reason I find myself smiling back.

A second later, though, he catches himself. The smile fades and his guard is up.

“Look, I’m sorry if I freaked you out,” he says, not sounding particularly sorry at all. “I’ve just found when it comes to religion that if I don’t put my foot down people like you tend to take it as an open invitation to try to convert me, and I’m sick of it. I might not be able to do anything about the fact that I’m stuck at this camp, but I refuse to spend the next three weeks pretending to be someone I’m not or letting anyone try to change me. I’m good exactly as I am. Understand?”

“Yeah.” I swallow. “Understood.”

I’ve never met anyone who claimed to like himself exactly as he was. Most days I’d be hard-pressed to name one thing I liked about myself. But I imagine if I was the sort of person who thought they were perfect as is, I’d probably want to stay that way too and not let anyone else mess me up.

“Okay.” Marcos nods, his shoulders relaxing slightly. “So, are we good or do you have any questions?”

I actually have a million questions. How does a hard-core atheist wind up at Bible camp? Is he going to give that “I don’t believe in God” speech to everyone he meets today? How does one even become an atheist? But these all sound like conversational land mines, so instead I ask the first safe question that pops into my head.

“Do you like The Golden Girls?”

It’s my all-time favorite show and a generally good barometer for gauging someone’s personality. And, yes, I know it’s a bit “unusual” (my dad’s word) for a teenage boy to be obsessed with a show from the late eighties about “four postmenopausal women living in Miami” (again, Dad). But from the moment Van introduced me and I heard Betty White tell her first St. Olaf story, it was pretty much love at first cheesecake.

Marcos, though, just stares at me like I’ve grown two heads. “Do I like what?”

“The Golden Girls.”

“Oh. Umm . . . yeah, I guess.” He shrugs. “Sometimes I watch the reruns with my mom if there’s nothing better on. That’s the show about the women who run a decorating business in Atlanta, right?”

Oh.

My.

God.

Marcos is a monster. Not believing in God is one thing. But this? This is sacrilege.

Oddly enough, the fact that I’m more scandalized by his inability to distinguish The Golden Girls from Designing Women (which are TOTALLY and COMPLETELY different shows) than by his atheism seems to endear me to Marcos. Okay, technically what he says is, “You’re a weird one, aren’t you, Connolly?” But at some point between leaving our room and arriving at afternoon orientation, he must have decided he can trust me not to narc on him to the counselors or convert him against his will, because for the rest of the day he pretty much sticks by my side.

Not that he has a lot of choice in the matter. Most of the first day activities require us to pair up with a partner, and since these exercises are annoyingly segregated by gender (something, I’m sure, Van will have plenty to say about later tonight), Marcos ends up kind of stuck with me by default. To his credit, though, not once does he try to ditch me for someone (a) more athletic, (b) more outgoing, or (c) less fainty.

I guess he’s figured I’m as good a Presbyterian as any to be stuck with. And despite my initial hesitations, I have to say that as atheists go, he’s not half bad. Especially if you’re looking for one who loves to talk.

Which Marcos does.

A lot.

Over the next few hours I’m treated to his unedited thoughts about religion (“You know there’s no historical evidence outside the Bible that someone named Jesus
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