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			This one is for the readers who keep coming back despite how many times I’ve broken their hearts.

			Sorry about that.

			And thank you.
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			“I’m sorry.”

			The words come in a fragmented rasp that would make anyone with an adequate amount of red blood cells flush from their roots to their ankles. The world is a nauseating slosh of bright colors. I don’t need the visual details to clock where I am, though. The pungent smell is a familiar nasal assault—cleaning chemicals, floral fragrances, my family’s disappointment. That’s the most potent one.

			“Sorry,” I whisper again. The words are featherlight on my tongue. “I took my supplements, I swear…I thought I was doing better…”

			It’s been a while since I was checked into the hospital. I’ll probably always be as durable as frozen glass thanks to some prick named anemia, but I haven’t had a fainting spell since I discovered the root cause of the issue last year—celiac disease. I have been doing better, especially now that I know which “gluten-free” brands don’t taste like…well, not to be crass, but dog shit seems fitting.

			So why am I here?

			Discomfort burns through me. The moment I reorient myself, I’m leaving this sterile bed and heading home so I can inhale some iron-rich poultry and spinach. I shouldn’t be here. I have an essay to write for English 11. An online quiz to take for US History. A house to vacuum. A brother to nag so he doesn’t lose his graduation cap like he lost his full ride to college.

			Though, I blame that blunder on his abysmal excuse for a best friend.

			I blink through the murky veil above, squirming with irritation. I feel like each of my brain’s commands are being relayed underwater. There’s pain from…somewhere. I feel it radiating, pulsing like an exposed nerve. Maybe I tumbled down a staircase when I fainted. That misfortune would be relatively on-brand for me.

			A face comes into focus, pale with astonishment. Unfamiliar brown scruff blankets his jawline. His tan face is flecked with healing nicks, like he had a brawl with a pocketknife, and his eyes are swollen as if he’s been crying. But that can’t be—I haven’t seen my stoic eighteen-year-old brother shed tears since we were in our single digits.

			“Riley?” he chokes out, sounding damp and faraway.

			“Sorry. I didn’t mean to faint.” My voice is mortifyingly scratchy. I concentrate intently on his expression, confusion muddling my senses. “What happened to your face? Did Aaron drag you into a fight? I told you…stop hanging out with him…”

			Logan smears his eyes on his ratty T-shirt. “You’re awake,” he murmurs, cupping my face gently. “I thought I killed…”

			He bites the corner of his lip so hard that blood droplets bubble up against his canine tooth.

			“You have a beard,” I say. Because that’s clearly the most important thing to discuss.

			“Can you hear me?” he asks, and I can’t tell if he’s ignoring me in his disorientation or if my voice is too weak to register with him. “You’ve been out for two days.”

			I feel my ashen face paling further. No way. Anemic fainting only knocks me out for a few minutes—an hour at most. I blink at Logan, trying valiantly to slide the puzzle pieces together. “You have a beard,” I repeat. I’m not sure why I’m fixated on his scruff. He’s been trying to grow it out for years—how did it get to this length in a couple of days? And his arms…have they always been this bulky?

			Logan rises to his feet, his chair scratching the tile floor. “I’ll get the nurse.”

			The room is steadily taking shape. A vast window spans the wall, displaying an expansive view of the parking lot and distant cityscape. Golden light spills though the glass, creeping up the foot of my white cot, and several vases swarming with flowers sit on a side table to my left. Rectangular fluorescent lighting overhead pins me down like a spotlight. A muted TV displaying the US Open Golf Championship is mounted on—

			Wait.

			I squint at the screen. My head feels like it’s been stuffed with snow—my sluggish thoughts aren’t locking together with any coherency. They wouldn’t host this in March. Not that I’m an expert in the world’s most mind-numbingly boring sport, but Logan watches it every year in June.

			Something isn’t right. My skin is prickling, and my vision is haloed, like my body decided I don’t have enough ailments and whacked me with astigmatism. When I examine the trees, fists hammer against my skull and confusion pokes holes into whatever visual stability I can scrounge together. It’s not even spring.

			But the leaves are full, and the sky is summer blue.

			I reach for Logan as he retreats, tears of frustration scorching my eyes. “Wait,” I plead. “Logan…was it really just a couple of days…?”

			Once again, he doesn’t hear me, but that might be because someone is striding into the room. Someone who causes Logan’s face to twist with vehemence. “I told you to stay away,” he snarls.

			The newcomer is lankier but taller, and he’s clad in black—from his loosely curled hair to the shaded narcissus flower tattooed behind his studded ear to his jacket and slim-fitting pants. Two contrasting hues interfere with his aesthetic. Frost-gray eyes and a vase of red roses tucked to his chest.

			Normally, the sight of this smirking nuisance would make me scowl, and I’d be preparing to fling myself protectively between him and my brother. But Aaron Beckham is different, too. He’s always been annoyingly tall, but not to this extent. The tattoo is new, probably added to make him look more mysterious. His impulsivity drew my perfect, put-together brother into his orbit—the careless way he operates fascinates Logan.

			Then the world is melting again, sounds tangling, sights bleeding together. Something hurts somewhere…and there’s shouting. Logan’s voice is elevated, and it’s jarring even though I can’t determine what he’s saying. Logan doesn’t yell. Especially not at Aaron Beckham.

			That’s my job.

			Well, yell isn’t the right word. But I give a mean glare and I scold Aaron to his face. Keeping this troublemaker out of my brother’s life has always been an uphill battle, my warnings ignored, my threats laughed at. My words didn’t sink in for Logan until he lost his golf scholarship after they were arrested for trespassing, and he finally admitted that Aaron was a negative influence and a corrupter.

			The world crystallizes again, throwing colors into sharp relief. Aaron is leaning over me, his eyelashes long and dark, his arctic irises freezing me to the bed, his skin a smooth, snowy canvas. He’s always looked as cold as his insufferable personality.

			But his thumb is sliding along my jaw, and it’s warm.

			“Hey, sunshine,” he says. He’s probably here to poke and prod me while I can’t complain. He mentioned once that “riling Riley” is his favorite hobby, despite how rarely we interact. Though he’s never goaded me to the point of exploding. I don’t have enough energy to detonate.

			“Go away,” I mumble.

			He curses, and I realize Logan is wrenching his shoulder, cheeks flushed with anger. “Leave,” Logan growls. “Or I’m sending you out the window.”

			Aaron’s glare toward him is intense enough that ice crackles through my veins. He smacks Logan’s palm away, and I make a choked noise of protest. “Touch me again and I’ll break your fucking wrist,” he whispers. “I have more of a right to see him than you do.”

			“He’s my brother!”

			“You’re the reason he’s here.”

			The red saturation melts away from Logan’s face, paling his skin.

			My frustration is insurmountable, made worse by my body’s inability to follow my commands. “What happened?” I croak. “Why can’t I move?”

			Logan and Aaron whirl toward me, eyes widening. “Did he just speak?” Logan demands. “Wait, take the breathing mask off.”

			The what? How hard did I fall?

			Aaron’s horrifically long fingers lower a mask around my face that I hadn’t noticed. “Riley,” he says in a strange, unfamiliar voice. Whenever Aaron speaks to me, it’s in low, drawling tones, typically around the edges of a blood-boiling smirk. He’s one year older, but he addresses me like a toddler because he knows it makes me prickly. This is softer. Kinder. “Try speaking again.”

			“Don’t touch Logan,” I snap. “I don’t care how tall you are…I’ll knee you right where you least want it…Stay away…”

			My words sputter because Aaron’s eyes are glassing with tears. “I can hear your voice,” he says, his own wavering. “You’re babbling and raspy, but I can hear you. Can you try talking again, Riley? The doctor is on her way over. Keep your eyes open, okay?”

			All I can do is stare up at his pretty face in bemusement. Aaron despises me—he has for years, since I’m the only one who ever actively roadblocked him from being a bad influence on my brother. The way he’s looking at me…Why does he seem so relieved?

			I don’t understand why he’s here to visit me. He never has before. Though it’s been a while since I landed myself here once I found the underlying reason for my fainting spells.

			“Hey,” he says, far too gently, his eyes brimming with an overwhelming emotion I can’t comprehend. “You’re okay, sunshine. I’ve got you. I’m here. I’m…Fuck, Riley…I’m so glad you’re…”

			He takes a shuddering gasp and bends down.

			He kisses me.

			The earth’s rotation ceases. Everything is unbearably still. The smell of peppermint is the first thing I register aside from the throb of distant pain. Soft. His lips are soft, thin, insistent. Peppermint.

			I blink, and suddenly, I’m lying on my bedroom carpet, and Aaron’s tongue is nudging against my lower lip, and his fingers are notching my knee around his waist.

			Peppermint.

			I blink again. I’m back in the hospital. I focus all my willpower and sentience into my palm.

			Then drive it up and slap Aaron Beckham across the face.

			He staggers, expression etched with astonishment, like he didn’t expect a counterattack. “I’m sorry!” I choke out, heat blistering through my cheeks. “But…but you really shouldn’t have…I can’t believe you would do something like that…”

			Logan glances between us, equally bewildered.

			“Riley.” Aaron nestles himself onto my bed with a nervous smile that exposes the dimple in his left cheek. I’ve always wanted to poke it. If I ever do, it’ll probably be with a knife, because I’ve finally snapped. Which—like, okay—I’m not usually violent, beyond the fact that I can’t deal any real damage. I don’t like confrontation, and I don’t often get angry. But being around Aaron Beckham awakens primal, abhorrent instincts within me.

			There’s pressure on my wrist—Aaron’s hand must be folded over mine, because my tingly fingers feel warmer. “It’s just me,” he says. “Don’t you recognize your boyfriend?”

			Boyfriend.

			Aaron Beckham is a blight on my family. An ulcer I can’t surgically remove. My parents verbally scolded Logan for hanging out with Aaron and risking his reputation as a golden child, but they’ve always taken the “passive parenting” approach in terms of enforcing consequences, so they didn’t do much to stop it. I’m the only one who’s ever looked out for my brother.

			Even now—even when I’m limp in a hospital bed—Aaron is trying to get a rise out of me. Petting my hair, holding my hand, kissing me, calling himself my boyfriend…This fainting episode is one sick, amusing joke to him. He’s mocking me.

			Maybe I should congratulate him. In the five years I’ve known him, this is the closest he’s gotten to making me explode.

			“He obviously wants nothing to do with you, so get out!” Logan seizes the scruff of Aaron’s jacket, heaving him off the bed.

			“But…” Aaron looks like a wounded puppy, his eyes two giant gray moons. When he meets my gaze, his own flickers with something I’ve never seen before.

			Panic.

			This is a hallucination. A hellish nightmare. I need to sleep, and when I next awaken, things will start making sense. So that’s what I do.

			I go back to sleep.
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			My name is Riley Wilson. I’m seventeen. I’m a junior. I plan to attend the Ilitch Institute of Technology—a local college beyond the suburbs—where I’ll earn my degree in computer science, because I hear it makes good money. After years’ worth of medical bills alongside brutally expensive certified gluten-free food brands, financial stability is a reasonable goal. It’s March. I’m single.

			My name is Riley Wilson. I’m eighteen. I just graduated my senior year. I’m enrolled at some general education college thirty minutes north for the fall semester. It’s June. I might be taken.

			By Aaron Beckham.

			I’ve been staring at my bedroom for ten minutes, nauseated by the change in scenery from what should be “three days ago,” considering I was unconscious for two and monitored overnight in the hospital for one more. It’s the same room—the chips in the wall, the furniture, the trampled carpeting. But it’s painted sunset orange, my favorite color. Packing boxes are stuffed into the corner, filled with my clothes. Golden string lights drip down the far wall like a curtain, and the others have been fixed with artsy canvases that complement the room’s warmth.

			I massage my aching forehead. Who decorated? I’m not handy, and stopped trying to be when I broke my thumb while nailing up an honor society certificate. I’ve never understood which tools to use, or how to drill holes into things without hitting wooden beams, or how to properly balance decor. My dad has also been equally useless in this field, despite his best efforts to bumble his way to success. This paint job is far too neat to be either of ours. Professional.

			I don’t care enough to put money or time aside for sprucing up my living space. I only need a bed. That’s what a bedroom is for, right? I don’t need extraneous nonsense.

			I don’t hate it, though. I guess.

			My eyes move to the calendar pinned on the wall. It’s June, but the month on display is April. I don’t just forget to switch a calendar over. In fact, I usually have to keep from flipping to a new month early so I can start planning my weeks out. Furthermore, half the month is empty—no notes, reminders, anything. It should be jam-packed with writing, but it’s mysteriously vacant.

			And what’s with these moving boxes?

			My head responds to my bewilderment with a particularly brutal throb, and I wince, shielding my eyes from the searing summer sun warming the windows. Trying to keep my frustration from swelling up into a burstable bubble. I’ve never had a meltdown, not even through the diagnosis process and accompanying life changes, so I don’t need to start now. Yet my reality settles in my stomach as painfully as bread does. And pasta. And anything else worth eating. My body hurts beyond the usual joint pain—my bones feel weaker, like one good whack will shatter me.

			Maybe it’s because of all the bruises. The violet splotch spanning my thigh. The yellow tinge on my shoulder. The shrinking lump on my head. They all stem from the moment I was slammed up against Logan’s passenger door after he drove through a stop sign, resulting in us getting T-boned. The other driver was fine, and Logan got away with scratches when his window shattered. It shouldn’t have been a terrible accident.

			But I wasn’t wearing my seat belt.

			Why wasn’t I wearing my seat belt?

			My head collided with the passenger window, and I woke up two days later, mostly fine aside from a major concussion. All my limbs came with me when I was pulled from the car, but I did leave something else behind.

			The past fifteen months of my life.

			I’m not sure why it’s such a specific amount of time. I told the doctor that the last thing I remember is writing something on the calendar for March 15 of junior year. She admitted in all her years of handling trauma care patients, she’s never experienced a case like mine. I woke from the coma slightly disoriented but behaviorally sound. Other than a blur that disappeared the longer I kept my eyes open, I experienced no vision problems or issues with balance or dizziness. I remembered what classes I was taking, who my teachers were, where I live, who I am. The MRI came back clear aside from a minor bit of swelling where I hit the window. By all accounts, everything is abnormally…normal.

			So where are the past fifteen months?

			I should be finishing junior year, but I’ve already graduated. My brother should be a senior, but he just finished freshman year at the community college down the road, where he’s taking summer classes and works as a student assistant. Aaron Beckham also graduated despite his knack for setting fires. Breaking into restricted areas of the school, ditching class to buy smoothies, starting unnecessary fights with his condescending attitude.

			I guess his grades being high enough to graduate isn’t surprising. One thing that frustrates me beyond belief about Aaron is that he’s smart. He could get a 4.0 GPA but doesn’t care enough to put in the work because the end result isn’t exciting enough. He must’ve done just enough to earn the cap and gown to make attending high school worth it. Along the way, he stirred up enough trouble to lose Logan his scholarship and put himself on my permanent severely dislike list.

			So what changed eighteen-year-old Riley’s mind?

			I haven’t seen Aaron since he kissed me. I’ve been too afraid to ask Logan for details because I’m not sure I want to know what fooled me into thinking that flirty, arrogant, self-absorbed jerk is worth my time. Which maybe sounds egotistical, but that’s the thing about Aaron. He brings out my worst personality traits just by entering my thoughts.

			After a few minutes of lying stock-still in my room, I fling myself back to my feet and start investigating. My dresser is completely empty. I move to my bedside table drawer and fumble through the clutter—gluten-free hand lotion, bookmarks, a cute wooden duck that looks like it was whittled, socks and gloves for when I get cold at night—

			Wait. There’s something stuffed in the socks. Candy wrappers? I shake the contents into the drawer, frowning, and the sight awaiting me causes every thought to evaporate.

			I stare at them. They stare back. Menacingly.

			Surely, I must be holding these for a friend. Though I don’t have those, as far as I’m aware. I get along with people, but socializing has deteriorated since my diagnosis because I’m never sure where gluten is lying in wait to ambush me. Even though my digestive problems aren’t as difficult to deal with compared to other celiacs’, getting glutened makes me feel like I’ve been hit by a truck, the signs manifesting in symptoms like fatigue, brain fog, headaches, chills, and severe joint pain. The side effects of my anemia tend to flare up, too, worsening my tiredness and muscle weakness. Even sitting around others in restaurants carries risk if I touch the wrong thing, made worse by my finger-gnawing habit. I’m not close enough to anyone that I would be storing their…their…

			I stare at the bottle peeking out of the twin sock. It stares back. Ominously.

			I’m still in a coma. That’s the only explanation.

			I hear the dreadful sound of my bedroom door creaking open. Gagging from the mere mental image of someone finding me hunched over these items, I slam the drawer shut and smile awkwardly at the intruder.

			It’s Dad. His salt-and-pepper hair is rumpled and slightly saltier than I remember. Can fifteen months really make that much of a difference?

			“How are you feeling, honey?” He’s smiling, but his tea-green eyes aren’t crinkled, so I can tell he’s apprehensive. “You must be overwhelmed.”

			“I’m…fine.” I divert my stare to my fingers. They seem fuller. I must have the iron supplements and my earnest desire to learn to cook to thank—every online forum I visited after my diagnosis recommended becoming best friends with my kitchen. I’m still not at the “average” percentile for weight or height, though I’ve grown a couple of inches vertically, thankfully. They measured me at five-foot-six at the hospital. “It’s just a lot. Missing a year of my life.”

			“It’s like the doctor said—give it some time, and you’ll hopefully start to see results in the next few days or weeks.” He scratches his fingers through my honey-blond hair, accidentally grazing the welt. I avoid flinching. “Keep faith, okay?”

			I’m used to my parents trying to be optimistic around me. “How much is our insurance about to go up?” I whisper, scanning his face.

			Dad’s unruly brows furrow. “Don’t worry about that, Riley. All you need to do is focus on healing.”

			“You always say that,” I mumble.

			“And I mean it.” Maybe Dad sees the tearful frustration building in my eyes, because his own soften. He readjusts his rectangular glasses and props himself on my mattress, then rubs my knee. He’s probably trying to soothe me, but another monstrous bruise spans my leg there, and his touch exacerbates the throbbing. “Ask whatever questions you want, and we’ll do our best to answer them without overwhelming you, like the doctor suggested. Try to reestablish your routine so things feel normal. Mom and I will get the bills paid, and you can look after the house. Sound good?”

			As if it hasn’t always been this way. Over the past year in particular (or, I guess, two years), my obsession with cleaning everything to keep myself from getting sick evolved into me deep-cleaning the entire house on a regular basis. It’s the least I can do to make up for the former hospital visits.

			“Sounds good,” I say.

			I notice a shadow in the doorframe and look over to find Logan lingering in the hallway. He’s bulked his upper body over the past year. The violet bruises under his eyes are intense from lack of sleep, and he keeps scratching at the maple-brown hair behind his neck.

			Dad glances between us, then offers another nervous smile, and says, “Get some rest, honey. Let us know if you need anything.” With that, he heads downstairs. Logan examines me in this thorough, cautious way, like I’m a land mine that might detonate if he treads on the wrong carpet strand. Like he’s still not sure if he should believe my amnesia. I can’t blame him, considering how perfectly functional I am.

			Whatever Logan wants to ask me is trapped behind his tightly pressed lips. So I blurt a question I’ve been avoiding.

			“Why did Aaron call himself my boyfriend?”

			Logan’s eyes glint with annoyance. He’s quiet for a full fifteen seconds, like he’s weighing his words. The silence scratches and claws at me, and every moment feels like another lost year of life.

			Finally, he speaks. It’s what I expect. It helps nothing.

			“You and Aaron dated.”

			I wait for more explanation, my pulse fast enough to catch fire, queasiness stirring in my stomach. “And?” I accidentally snap. I throw my finger into my mouth and chew it, wincing. “Sorry.”

			“And what?” Logan peers at me with a level of intensity that’s nearly accusatory.

			I gnaw harder on my finger. “Are we currently dating?”

			“Yes.” Logan’s voice is short and monotone. He clearly doesn’t want to talk about this, but I can’t abandon the topic when it’s been eating at me since I woke up.

			“For how long?”

			His mouth twists downward with displeasure. “A year or something.”

			I nearly choke. I’m not sure how I could tolerate someone so awful for so long, especially after he ruined my brother’s future. Logan was an honor student with perfect grades and attendance. He spent his free time studying in his room or toning himself at the driving range while my parents took me to doctor’s appointments and tried to help me monitor my fluctuating health. Until Aaron infiltrated our lives and sent him careening down a path of delinquency.

			“Um. So. Why did we start dating?” I ask weakly.

			Logan reacts like the answer is on the tip of his tongue, but when he meets my eyes, his mouth freezes. His apple bobs in his throat. “You never told me,” he says.

			I’m chomping so angrily on my finger now that it’s prickling with pain. After they were arrested, I determined I would never let Aaron Beckham into our house again. Despite being a full head shorter, I was resolved to shove him away with every ounce of strength my body would allow.

			Or that was my plan. How could it have fallen apart so abysmally?

			“Then what happened between you two?” I ask. “I know your relationship was rocky after the arrest, but I didn’t think you hated him.”

			His fingers are curled so tight that his tan hands are bone-white. “I couldn’t stand watching him hurt you,” he mutters, turning away so I can’t see his expression. “He filled your head with garbage and talked you into ruining your life. I know you, Riley. You’re kind. Responsible. Selfless. But you were becoming somebody else, because Aaron corrupts anyone who gets close. I should fucking know. You tried to save me, and I didn’t listen.”

			He’s clawing into his jeans, like his nails tearing into his palms isn’t enough to satisfy his anger. It’s strange. Logan usually hugs his emotions close—it’s like he’s a different person.

			“I don’t know how he convinced me to date him,” I whisper, more guilt raking my chest. “I’m sorry. For being a hypocrite. Telling you to stay away, then doing that…”

			“He’s a manipulator, Riley.” Logan’s voice softens—maybe he can hear mine getting choked up. “It’s not your fault. But…this amnesia…maybe it’s a good thing. A chance for you to start over before Aaron ruins your future, like he did mine.” Logan peeks over his shoulder, strangely calm, considering he was just shaking with rage. “I can’t tell you what to do, but here’s some advice.”

			I wait, the taste of blood stinging my mouth.

			“Stay away from Aaron,” he says sharply. “I’m sure he’ll try convincing you that you’re better off with him. Don’t be fooled just because you like his face.”

			Embarrassment surges through me. “Who said I like his face?” I squeak.

			“You do, with your eyes, constantly. You could never stop staring at him.” Logan gives me an irked look, and it makes me want to dive beneath my covers. If ever I stare at Aaron Beckham, it’s because I’m imagining doing something horrible to him. Not because his eyes are winter gray and framed in inch-long lashes that could power wind turbines. Or because his skin is always smooth and silky for an eighteen—or, I guess, nineteen-year-old boy’s. Or because his soft facial features stand in nice contrast to the sharp ridges of his jaw and collarbone. Or because he has a lopsided, mischievous smile that could skip the hearts of all straight men in his proximity.

			“I stare at him for murderous intents and purposes only,” I say, lowering my finger so I can massage away the pain. “But you’re right. I won’t let Aaron manipulate me. Things will go back to normal. I promise.”

			Logan’s eyes lower from mine, and I swear I see the quickest glint of shame before he turns to the door. “That’s all I’ve wanted for months, Riley,” he mumbles.

			Then he’s gone, leaving me with my swirling thoughts and my pounding head.
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			I’m thirsty.

			My dry eyes are latched on the empty water glass on my bedside table. I don’t know why today is so difficult. I moved around a lot, I guess. Unpacking my clothes (my family has been vague about the moving boxes). Making two separate dinners (they tried going gluten-free with me, but I told them not to worry about it since the brands aren’t usually as good). And just mentally reorienting myself to the present.

			Now I’m thirsty. But I’m aching too much to move, and I can’t tell if it’s because I’m still sore from the car accident, if my anemia is flaring up, or if it’s some irritating combination of the two. Maybe I should text Logan, but it’s after midnight, and it sounds like he’s been picking up my slack over the past year, so I shouldn’t bother him. Without my calendar, I feel even more behind than usual—I need to investigate to make sure everyone has been keeping up with appointments and bills. My parents tell me not to bother myself with things like that, but they’re both so flighty and busy with their jobs, I took it upon myself to keep the house standing.

			I can fill my water glass. I can do that much.

			I muscle upright and fumble through my drawer for ibuprofen. Not the liquid gels. I found out they have gluten the hard way. It was one of those brief, unexpected moments where reality backhanded me, and I nearly chewed through my thumb to avoid bursting into tears. Like, really? Why does over-the-counter pain relief need wheat starch?

			I didn’t realize how many things have gluten as a staple ingredient until I started meticulously studying labels. A couple of months—or, over a year ago—I had to throw away my hand sanitizers because they contained wheat amino acids. My finger-gnawing habit always ensures it’ll get into my mouth somehow. I had to replace our sunscreens. My favorite shampoo. All as a precaution.

			Now I get to deal with this nonsense on top of that nonsense.

			Acknowledging it causes my eyes to burn.

			Fifteen months. Gone. Just gone.

			It doesn’t make sense. I thought “amnesia” was a plotline showrunners used in cable television to freshen things up. Or Hallmark rom-coms starring white city girls and whiter small-town boys. It’s just a concussion, so the amnesia should be temporary, like the doctor told me.

			I hope.

			I shake two tablets onto the side table and rise to my feet, wobbling precariously. I’ve always felt brittle, though I started feeling better after my diagnosis and subsequent steps to correct my eating. Celiac disease wasn’t their first opinion, mostly because my worst symptoms don’t typically involve the stomach or check the common indicator boxes.

			Some people might call me lucky because I don’t have something worse. True, my treatment doesn’t require much more than a particular diet and iron supplements. But just because it’s easy to treat doesn’t mean it’s easy to live with. I have to be hyperaware of everywhere I go, everything I touch. I avoid places like bakeries because there could be flour remnants in the air. I need to have separate cooking supplies from my family—Tupperware, baking sheets, a toaster, wooden utensils, frying pans. I can’t eat at most restaurants because cross-contamination is my number one enemy. Family events are a nightmare with people shoving homemade dishes in my face, telling me “a little won’t hurt,” and then being passive-aggressive when I refuse.

			I need water.

			I start toward the door when I hear a soft sliding noise coming from my window, like the frame is moving. I seize up, my heart lurching.

			Someone is coming into my bedroom.

			I should scream, but I’m so startled that I can only stare at my blackout curtain, slack-jawed. We don’t have stairs leading to the second story. I don’t have a balcony someone could vault onto. Am I hallucinating on top of everything else? Do I have more brain damage than they thought?

			The curtain folds to the side, guided by a giant hand.

			It’s Aaron Beckham.

			He’s perched on a sturdy wooden branch belonging to the tree that stretches over my rooftop, dressed in a black T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers. He’s got one foot through the window, and he’s bracing the other against the branch to push himself into my bedroom.

			He catches my eye.

			“What?” I say.

			“Hello,” he says.

			That’s when realization slams into me, and I hurtle toward the panes in sudden panic, seizing his ankle. “Don’t you dare!” I squawk, shoving him back toward the tree he’s balanced on. “You’re not allowed in my house!”

			Aaron curses and wobbles, seizing the window frame to steady himself. “Surely this isn’t attempted murder, sunshine,” he says with a nervous laugh, like he’s genuinely not sure if I’m about to commit voluntary manslaughter.

			“What are you doing here?” I demand, clinging to his foot as he tries to wriggle it out of my grasp. Aaron buckles, intentionally drawing backward so I stagger into the frame. He snatches my wrist, his other palm still gripping the window, and smiles playfully as he pries my fingers off his ankle.

			“A valiant effort to end my life,” he commends. “But it won’t work. Every time you push me away, I’ll pull you in closer. It’s a favor, really. Since your fingers are always cold.”

			He tugs my wrist until I’m nearly leaning out the window, the cool air of a mild summer’s night unfurling across my face.

			I’ll smack him again, and this time, I’ll do it so hard that he’ll lose all his memories, too, and he can go back to seeing me as his best friend’s irritable little brother who’s always telling him to get lost. I mean it when I say I’m not violent, but he’s basically breaking and entering, right? Who knows what kind of nefarious things he has planned?

			Right as my hand is lurching out, he releases the window and grabs it. “I just told you,” he says, his grin widening when my jaw clenches. “If you push, I’ll pull. Is it just that you want your boyfriend to hold your hands?”

			“You’re not my boyfriend,” I say fiercely, my heart pinballing between my chest and throat.

			Aaron winces, like I’ve just backhanded him with my words. “That’s news to me. Then, how are you going to get rid of me now that I have you in my evil clutches? I’d advise against headbutting, what with your…you know. All of that.” He looks pointedly at the side of my head, where the lump is.

			“What do you want?” I demand.

			“To marry you and escape to the countryside eventually. But if you’re referring to this exact moment, it’s to talk to my beloved on solid ground.” Aaron releases me and gestures to my bedroom. “May I?”

			“I’m breaking up with you,” I say instantly.

			His slender black brows poke into his forehead. I hold his gaze, my own menacing. No hesitation. No room for manipulation. He can’t sweet-talk me into making the same mistakes.

			Amusement glitters in his eyes, though. “Okay,” he says, nodding thoughtfully. I swear I hear a faint tremor in his voice, but when he swallows and continues talking, it disappears. “But as your partner of fourteen months, I should get to know why.”

			Fourteen months? That means we started dating shortly after he and Logan were arrested. That’s an incomprehensible amount of time for high schoolers, let alone two people who don’t like each other. “You’re a bad influence,” I say shortly.

			I swear his ridiculous smile is getting bigger every time I open my mouth. “A bad influence you agreed to date,” he points out, folding his egregiously long limbs atop his knees and nestling his chin into them. “Have you considered that you like a bit of excitement in your perfectly sweet and innocent life?”

			You’d think, with the anemia and all, that my face wouldn’t be so hot with excess blood flow. But it is because he’s right. I fell for it. I can see the truth in the way Logan spoke about us. “I don’t,” I say firmly. “I’m sorry, but whatever this is, it was a mistake.”

			The grin melts from Aaron’s face, so slowly that it almost seems like he’s fighting to maintain it. His head tilts sideways. He’s studying me in that same careful, methodical manner that Logan was earlier, like he’s seeking a hidden glint of recognition in my eyes. “Hate that word,” he mumbles, voice muffled in his arms.

			I crinkle my face with annoyance. “What?”

			“Sorry.”

			I wait for an explanation. He doesn’t offer one.

			“Bye,” I sputter out, and I slam the window shut, lock it, and throw the curtain over it before promptly heaving a shuddery gasp of relief. I did it. It’s over. Aaron Beckham and I are no more. Now I just need to undo the damage I caused to this house during my period of…rebellion or whatever.

			Tap. Tap. Tap.

			The tension comes rushing back into my body.

			Tap. Tap. Tap.

			He’s thrumming his fingers against my window.

			I’ll just ignore him. I have headphones around here somewhere. I pull out my drawers, a muscle twinging in my forehead. No luck, but whatever. I need water anyway. He’ll be gone by the time I get back.

			So I fill my water downstairs. I linger in the kitchen, tidying up scattered paperwork on the granite island, including some homework Logan left out for a summer class. The sight is relieving. It means that despite everything, he’s still thinking about his future. Community college isn’t “full ride to prominent university for a sport” levels of excitement, but at least he didn’t give up after what happened a few weeks—or last year. Last year.

			I wipe down the countertops with a sponge (just in case—it’s clearly been a while since I cleaned). I return to my bedroom with a full water glass, fatigue blanketing my limbs.

			Tap. Tap. Tap.

			Voluntary manslaughter or first-degree murder? I wonder which I could get away with. I’m plotting his death, but the police don’t have to know. I bet I’d have a good self-defense case, considering Aaron is committing a crime.

			I storm to the window and rip the curtains back, glowering through the panes. Aaron is still crouched on that massive branch extending past the window, his handsome face propped in one open palm, his available fingers poking the glass. He waves at me with unbridled enthusiasm.

			I unlock the window, yank it up, and snap, “I told you it’s over. Respect that.”

			“I’d rather continue bothering you,” he admits, his attention slinking away from my face to observe the rest of me. There’s nothing important to notice—I’m in a tank top and sweatpants, so at least my knobby knees aren’t on display. “I like the face you make when you’re irritated. Your nose crinkles up and your eyes get squinty.” He sighs wistfully. “It makes me want to bully you.”

			His words spark another level of anger. He’s never gotten to me this easily before, but this week has been brutal, and I’m at my tolerance limit. “You want to beat me up?” I ask darkly. “Good to know I wasted a year of my life with you.”

			Aaron gives me such a skeptical look that it heats the hollows of my cheeks again. “You think that’s what I meant by bully you?”

			“What else?” I demand.

			“I prefer to use my mouth.”

			“Ah.” I roll my eyes, my scowl deepening. “Right. Insults sting deeper. Sure.”

			Aaron bursts into laughter with such force that I stagger back in surprise. Immediately, he vaults through my open window and onto my carpeted flooring. “I didn’t mean that either,” he says, his hands rising to combat my incoming shove. It’s too late to stop myself, and the moment my palms touch his shoulders, he scoops them gently into his grasp. His skin is still warm, contrasting with his cool appearance. But then, everyone’s skin is warmer than mine.

			“Obviously, I only dated you because you threatened me or something,” I snarl. “Your bullying won’t work anymore.”

			“Since you’re not getting the hint, I’ll spell it out.” Aaron pulls me until the tips of my toes are treading over his, and suddenly, his silky-smooth voice is combing the arch of my ear. “When I say I want to bully you, I mean I want to kiss every inch of you until you’re begging for mercy. Make sense, sunshine?”

			Goose bumps explode across my body in a disorienting rush of realization. We’ve probably kissed plenty, if we’ve been dating over a year. This bullying threat might be something he’s actually followed through on. “Why are you still here?” I choke out, my thoughts so deep-fried with exhaustion that I can’t offer any insults or warnings.

			Aaron considers this. Then with his frost-gray eyes unblinking, he says, “Because I love you, Riley Wilson.”
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