
[image: image]





[image: images]






DEDICATION


[image: image]

FOR MY PARENTS, BOB AND JENNIE,

FOR ALWAYS ENCOURAGING ME

[image: image]





EPIGRAPH


[image: image]

“A wise girl kisses but doesn’t love,

listens but doesn’t believe,

and leaves before she is left.”

—MARILYN MONROE
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CHAPTER ONE
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There’s one major reason I’m ready to be done with high school, and it’s all culminating now, the first day back from winter break, in Senior Drama. Because where else, right?

“Aubrey Housing!” Mrs. Seymour yells, her mouth full of potato chips. From her seat in the center of the auditorium, she points to the stage—as if I really didn’t know where I was supposed to be going—and the grease on her hands glimmers in the spotlight.

I take my time walking down the aisle, not only because standing alone on the stage is the last place I want to be, but because I can. I can take my time if I want to because I’m someone people will wait for at this school.

I walk up the small staircase on the right, leading up to the stage, and make my way into the spotlight. Yes, for this first-day-of-the-semester exercise, Mrs. Seymour has set up the actual spotlight. It was her TA, Melvin’s, idea. Clearly annoyed that Senior Drama wouldn’t provide him with much real theater experience, as everyone in the class is about to graduate and more interested in the lack of homework than the betterment of their acting skills, he’s trying to squeeze in as much as possible. Melvin is going to be the rock in my shoe this semester, I can already tell.

“Tell us your name and three things about yourself,” Mrs. Seymour says loudly, the same thing she’s said to the last eleven students to have a turn. “And remember to speak from your diaphragm.”

I nod at her, but I don’t smile. “I’m Aubrey Housing.” The only things people need to know about me, they’re already completely aware of. I’m Shelby Chesterfield’s best friend. Trip Chapman’s final conquest before he graduated last year. The only student from Lincoln High in seven years to be accepted to Barron University.

I reveal the same asinine information everyone’s been divulging. “My favorite color is purple, I work at the French Roll, and—” I stop only because it gets noisy. There’s a rush of whispering and squeaking—the sounds of butts moving against chairs. It’s weird being up here, how aware you are of everything the audience does.

It doesn’t take long for me to notice what the big deal is. It’s a boy. A boy none of us has ever seen before. No one can be cool. They all stare—their typical reaction when someone new, good-looking, and unapologetically male makes an appearance.

“And my favorite vacation spot is Lake Geneva,” I say—projecting from my diaphragm—to bring everyone’s attention back to me and away from the new boy walking obliviously down the aisle toward the stage. He’s even holding his schedule out in front of him like he’s studying it. Like there might be another auditorium and he’s in the wrong place. But then he looks up at me.

I’m not the first person to notice the new boy, but I’m arguably the first person he notices. Like, really notices. And it might just be because of the spotlight.

“And what did you do this winter break?” Mrs. Seymour calls to me.

“I went skiing and—” I keep the new boy in my peripheral vision. He takes a seat up close. Not like most of the other students, who are perched carefully in the back. The glow from the spotlight makes him exceptionally visible to me. Too visible, maybe. “And I visited Barron’s campus.”

The new boy smiles. That’s when I know I’m in trouble. His smile is amazing. It fits perfectly on his face. Which, from what I can tell, is also amazing.

“Robert Jules!” Mrs. Seymour shouts, again with her mouth full. Next, she smiles. Robert Jules has a solid reputation of being a class clown. She’s probably thinking, Finally, some entertainment.

Robert walks to the stage slowly—because he can—and there’s this awful lull of time when the room is quiet as I head back to my seat.

It’s weird. The new boy has chosen the seat exactly three seats away from the one my stuff is resting on. I’m the only one sitting that close to the stage—just five rows away—and had I known better, I wouldn’t have sat there. But I didn’t know, until Robert Jules laughed at me and asked if I needed glasses, that Senior Drama wasn’t like all the other classes—real classes—and it was actually not going to help my grade to sit toward the front.

“I’m Robert Jules,” he says. “I love beautiful women, parties, and beautiful women.” Thanks to the spotlight we can all see Robert wink. I shake my head because he just did that. But he’s Robert Jules, so he can do whatever he wants. “And over winter break I partied with beautiful women. Right Aubrey, baby?”

Whatever he wants.

I cover my eyes with my left hand and continue shaking my head. It’s expected of me to do this. I saw Robert Jules twice over winter break, which is twice more than I’ve ever seen him over any of the twelve winter breaks that have passed since I met him in kindergarten. We took Jell-O shots—that was a first. And he tried to get me to make out with my friend Melissa. That was obviously a bust.

The first thing I do when I uncover my eyes is glance at the new boy. I don’t mean to, but I’m glad I did. Just as I’d suspected, the new boy is staring at me.

Robert is tall, dark, and muscular, and the consensus at Lincoln High is that he’s attractive. Everyone knows he’s a jokester. That he calls everyone “baby.” They also know there never has been and never will be anything romantic or sexual between Robert and me. But the new boy doesn’t know any of this. He might think I’m Robert’s only baby when really Robert’s been hooking up with my friend Danica for the last few months. This might have really hurt any chance I have with the new boy.

Or it’s just guaranteed that I’ve got his undivided attention.

Robert saunters down the aisle right as the new boy is walking up it. The new boy turns into the row where Mrs. Seymour is sitting and leans toward her. She waves her hand toward the stage, and, not taking his time at all, the new boy positions himself directly in the center of the spotlight. Everyone gets unnervingly quiet.

He struggles to look at us, which is overly dramatic because I didn’t really think the spotlight was so bad. “I’m Nathan Diggs,” he says loudly, but he’s definitely not projecting properly from his diaphragm. “I just transferred from San Diego, I’m eighteen, and my favorite food is chicken parmigiana.”

Nathan Diggs.

Nathan Diggs is attractive in a way I’m not familiar with, and it’s not just because he’s practically the only boy at Lincoln High I haven’t known since I was five. Sure, he’s different. He’s not wearing the usual Guys-o’-Lincoln High outfit of jeans, sneakers, T-shirt, hoodie. He’s not even opting for the I’m-Country-and-Rugged faded flannel and lamb’s wool that some of the seniors sported last year. The Chapman Look, Shelby calls it—named for the style of Zane and Trip Chapman. The new boy is in a leather jacket. I thought leather on a guy might look tacky. I was so wrong. I thought a leather jacket over a sweatshirt would look boxy and uncomfortable, but apparently I was wrong about that, too.

“I spent my winter break moving,” he concludes. I wait for the depression to come out, to hear the self-loathing in his voice at having had to move the second semester of his senior year. What kind of parents would do that? But he seems perfectly pleasant. That’s another thing about him. Even though his eyes are really dark—darker than his deep brown hair—he still manages to look congenial.

He shrugs—he’s probably gathered that he shouldn’t wait for applause—and descends off the stage. I watch out of the corner of my eye as Nathan Diggs returns to his chair. Three seats away from me.

In all honesty, I’m uncomfortable. I stay perfectly still, though, because it’s against everything I believe in to show how physically altered I feel just because of a boy.

“Hey,” he whispers to me, leaning over the seat next to him.

Normally, I’d pretend I don’t hear him right away, make him work a little harder for my attention. But my gut reaction is to look at him, so that’s exactly what’s happened. He’s staring at me expectantly, so I lean in toward him.

“Has she handed out the syllabus yet?” he whispers.

“Oh. No. There’s no syllabus.” He looks confused, which I find refreshing because usually everyone pretends they already know everything. “We’re graded on participation only,” I explain. I want to point out to him that this isn’t a real class. There’s no assigned reading, no reason to sit in the front, and the teacher eats potato chips while she’s teaching.

One of his eyebrows hitches up, like he’s still a little surprised. “We’ll really get a chance to show off our theater skills, then.”

It takes me a minute to realize that he’s joking. I laugh and am appalled at how breathy it is.

“Tough first day, eh?” he says.

Another joke. This time I’m ready for it and laugh appropriately.

“So who transfers the second semester of their senior year?” I ask him. It’s a legit question.

“I do.” Legit answer. He shifts forward like he’s seriously debating getting up and moving to a seat closer to me. I tilt away from him, encouraging this.

Before Nathan can try to speak to me again and I can pretend not to hear him, forcing him to move closer, Mrs. Seymour begins addressing the class, telling us something about improvisation. Melvin is handing us sheets of paper. Nathan reaches across the seats to pass me the handout and I hesitate, waiting for him to use this as an excuse to move closer still. But he shakes it at me like he’s afraid I don’t understand that he’s passing it to me. I snatch it out of his hand.

Mrs. Seymour tells us to spend the final fifteen minutes of class studying the sheet so we’ll be prepared for tomorrow. She brushes the potato chips off her skirt and exits stage right with Melvin.

There are three bullet points on the sheet. Because describing a game in which everyone stands in a circle taking turns acting out various scenes requires only three bullet points to describe, and definitely not fifteen minutes to study.

“This is so lame,” I say, just loud enough for Nathan to hear me. It is lame. Acting. Pretending to be someone else in a make-believe scenario. As if high school isn’t fake enough. Especially Lincoln.

“We could . . .” Nathan pauses thoughtfully. He shakes his head, smiling.

“What?” I ask, and I’m genuinely curious, though I try to play it off like I’m more annoyed that he hasn’t finished his sentence. “Tell me.”

“I was going to say we could leave.” He’s still smiling; still shaking his head. He’s joking.

Because leaving is absurd.

Rephrase: Usually, for me, ditching class is crazy. I didn’t get into Barron by cutting class.

I steal another glance at him, at this face I’ve never seen until today. It occurs to me that Nathan doesn’t know who I am at this school, or that I’ve never skipped class before, ever.

“It’s going to be lunchtime soon anyway,” I say, as if he wasn’t diligently studying the schedule just minutes ago. The casualness in my voice scares me, but I soldier on. Nathan’s head is slightly cocked, his smile shrinking. “Do you want to just leave?”

He gives me this look then. The look. The one that says, I’m all yours. It’s weird when a boy seems vulnerable like this. It was especially weird when I got this look last year from Trip Chapman, who wasn’t really ever vulnerable. I was always at Trip’s mercy; everyone was. So when he gave me this look—eyes wider than usual, waiting for their cue; lips pressed together, too unsure to smile—I knew I had all the power. It felt good.

“You think we’ll get away with that?” he asks. “You don’t think we’ll get in—caught? You don’t think we’ll get caught?” He repeats himself, but it’s too late. He was about to say, You don’t think we’ll get in trouble?

I like that he knows he’s not supposed to show he’s afraid of trouble.

I look back at the stage one last time. There’s no sign of Mrs. Seymour or Melvin. I take a deep breath and repeat in my head the mantra Shelby told me last week on Monday night before handing me a homemade margarita. It was exactly twenty seconds before our favorite show, Mercy Rose, was about to start, so she spoke quickly. “Now that you’ve been accepted into Barron, you need to join the rest of us and get a real life. It’s your senior year, Brey, time for you to party it up.” I normally never joined in on Monday nights when my friends decided to drink during our weekly viewings of Mercy Rose, but I’d polished off two margaritas by the time the show was over.

Shelby was right. She always is.

I can’t look at Nathan when I say, “I think if you don’t follow me, you’ll be sorry.” I shove past him, not even waiting for him to move his legs, and walk briskly up the aisle toward the exit. I know people are staring. They must be. But I just keep walking. As I burst through the back doors of the auditorium, I don’t even turn around to see if Nathan’s following me. I already know he is.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Shelby Chesterfield is never wrong. Not in fourth grade, when she told me that Jell-O was made from horses’ hooves. Not in eighth grade, when she said that Patrick Smith always carried his science book around to cover his boner. Not the first day of freshman year, when she promised me that high school would be better than all the grades before it.

And she wasn’t wrong the night of the homecoming dance junior year. The night we officially learned that everything we’d theorized about boys and high school and love was, in fact, true.

“What time is it?” I’d asked. Again. We were standing in the middle of the football field. It was dark, but I knew Shelby was rolling her eyes. I heard an annoyed sigh and assumed it was Danica.

“Chill out,” Danica said, her voice muffled. There was a clicking noise, and a flame appeared in front of us, flashing light on Danica’s dark brown eyes and dark, wild curls. Too close for Melissa’s comfort. She backed away, shrieking a little.

“Jesus,” Danica said, lighting the cigarette sandwiched between her lips. Her voice was raspier than normal from the cold and from having spent the past three hours singing along with the music at homecoming, but she also kept it raspy deliberately. “For seduction purposes,” Shelby claimed, but I think that voice just came with Danica and was part of her fierceness. She didn’t move here until fifth grade, but even then, her voice was on the gruffer side. I think that’s why Shelby started talking to her, just to hear her talk back.

“Be careful.” Melissa returned to our huddle but gathered her long blond hair in a side ponytail. Away from Danica.

Danica punished Melissa for this by blowing smoke in her face. But the smoke was warm, so it wasn’t exactly a punishment. The embers from her cigarette fell in flakes, the light fading before it hit the ground. We all watched it flicker in front of us. We didn’t have anything else to watch.

“I don’t think they’re coming,” I finally declared. Someone had to say it. I was sure we were all thinking it.

“I thought you were supposed to be the smartest one out of all of us,” Shelby said. Danica’s cigarette floated a few feet and landed in Shelby’s mouth. She took a long, slow drag. The same amount of time it took for her insult to sink in.

“And speaking as the smart one, I think it’s time to bail before we all get pneumonia,” I said.

“Maybe we should wait in the car?” Melissa offered. Her teeth chattered on the word the. She was probably the coldest since she was the skinniest, even though she was almost as tall as Shelby and me, hitting five seven when we were five eight. Shelby claimed to really be five nine. It was because Melissa was such a picky eater—a picky person, really. We knew she’d been born like this, because Shelby and I had known her since kindergarten.

“If we wait in the car, Chiffon won’t see us,” Shelby said. “Were you paying attention to the plan at all?”

“Yes. I was. I just think . . .” But Melissa knew better than to finish.

The plan. For Shelby it was a plan. It might have been a plan for Danica and Melissa, too. For me it was a test. Weeks before, when the four of us had decided to turn down anyone who asked us to homecoming and instead go to the dance with just one another, snag a bottle of champagne (or three) from Shelby’s mom’s stash, and invite our senior crushes—most of whom already had dates anyway—to meet us at midnight for an exclusive homecoming after party, we didn’t consider the weather. October in the Midwest. Cold with a chance of freezing.

“Maybe we should open the champagne,” Danica suggested. A sedative to shut me up and calm Melissa’s nerves.

“They’ll be here any second,” Shelby said. She frowned at us. “Do you really think they won’t come?”

“Not if they’re at Celine’s.” An indoor after party. I had to make sure Shelby had considered all the options. “Not if they’re getting laid.” Because that’s what boys did after homecoming. Or at least that’s what they tried to do.

“Gross,” Melissa moaned.

“They’re not getting laid,” Shelby said. I could hear a smile in her voice. “Or if they are, they’re probably done by now. It’s not like they need very long.”

We all laughed, even though at the time only Danica and Shelby weren’t virgins. We hadn’t laughed in twenty minutes—a record for the four of us. You sound like witches cackling, Celine McGillicutty told us once. We took it as a compliment.

“Come on,” Shelby said, taking a deep breath. “You know they don’t want to spend the entire night with those girls.” Those girls. Who wouldn’t dream of attending homecoming without a date. Those girls who wanted too much, an I love you after sweating in the backseat of the car, to be taken to breakfast, to be kissed tenderly and promised, You’re the only one. Those girls we were not.

Before I could doubt Shelby again, bright lights shone on us through the chain link fence. Headlights from a vintage blue-and-white pickup.

We stood in a line, staring. I imagined we looked like withering ice queens. Long formal dresses covered by puffy coats, our breath vaporizing around us, our faces white, our noses red. The cold had made our styled hair go flat. The jewels that were once on top of Melissa’s head had drooped with the fallen strands dangling around her face. The bottom of my green dress was muddy.

“Let’s go,” Shelby whispered. She almost sounded surprised. She approached the guys, shaking the bottle of champagne and smiling.

“Shelby!” called a voice I couldn’t place but still knew belonged to one of the invited.

Melissa and Danica sauntered toward the figures staggering in the headlights. They were just a few feet away, walking through the open fence connecting the football field to the parking lot, but I was frozen in place.

J. D. Donovan, Forest Lester, Liam Poole, and Trip Chapman. Everyone was accounted for. I watched as Shelby sprayed them with champagne and the boys ran after her. They picked her up and turned the champagne bottle on her, soaking her and leaving wet spots that looked like pools of tar on her silver dress.

Trip stared at me and I stared back. I wanted to run to him. I wanted to hug him and kiss him and be as free with him as Shelby was with Forest Lester. But I couldn’t. It had been two hours since he’d winked at me across the dance floor. Three days since he’d leaned against my locker and complained to me about the knee he’d sprained during football practice and made me feel the places where he thought the muscle was torn. One day since he’d whispered in my ear after German class, You look beautiful in green.

It had been a week since I’d kissed Trip in the hallway at Dion Matthews’s party. It was the first party of junior year and I’d left him midkiss, Shelby dragging me away so I’d make it home in time for my curfew, all the while reminding me of what didn’t feel true at the time but what we now know to be an irrefutable fact: if you want more, you’ve got to give less.

“Brey, get over here!” Shelby yelled, tangled up in Forest, who was using one hand to hold the champagne bottle and the other to hold Shelby.

I was grinning like an idiot as I jogged toward them. Trip was smirking at me, so I slowed my pace.

Past Trip, another figure appeared, a girl in a pink dress and a red coat, with dishwater blond hair pulled back in a French twist. At first I thought I was the only one who’d noticed her, but then Shelby asked with faux innocence, “Hey, Chiffon, what are you doing here?” Chiffon took one more step, putting herself right in the brightness of the headlights. She was probably more visible to us than we were to her.

Chiffon’s face paled and she stumbled back a little, tripping on her dress. She opened her mouth like she wanted to say something, but we knew Chiffon was horrible at firing out comebacks on the spot. Especially when the boy she liked was around. Especially when that same boy had his arms around Shelby.

“Did anyone invite her?” Shelby asked, her eyebrows raised, an expression of exaggerated naïveté on her face. Shelby is most insulting when she’s playing dumb. “I know Melissa certainly didn’t.” Melissa shook her head, her jeweled hair swinging around her. She enjoyed this. “And I didn’t, of course. Forest, did you?” Shelby shifted to face him, giving him an evil grin, but she stared at him only for a moment before she turned to see Chiffon’s reaction.

Chiffon didn’t give her this satisfaction. She ran away, bolting into the dark night.

Shelby laughed. “Oh, don’t leave angry!”

“You’re such a bitch,” Forest said to Shelby, but he was smiling, pulling her closer.

“Harmless fun.” Shelby said. It was the same thing she’d told us when we’d slipped the fake note from Forest into Chiffon’s locker, inviting her to meet him here after homecoming. “Besides, she deserves it.”

Everyone knows we hate Chiffon Dillon. They just don’t know why.

“There you are,” Trip said, pulling on the bottom of my jacket. Pulling me closer. “Are you cold?” he asked, even though I was in a coat and he was only in his tux jacket, wet from the champagne.

I shook my head. Trip slowly pulled my hands away from their position clasped in front of me. He put his hands on my face, and even though they were freezing, I didn’t flinch. “I’ve been waiting to see you.” He leaned in closer, like he might kiss me.

Melissa’s voice rang in the distance, high and easy to hear amid the light country music coming from the truck, and over the laughing and flirting. “We need more champagne!” Melissa was the hardest to get. That’s why she drank the most. She was standoffish and easily offended by anyone who wasn’t us, and she hated being looked at. Shelby said it was because Melissa watched one too many episodes of Dateline with her mother and thought that if someone—a guy especially—was looking at her for too long, he was devising something evil. This was a problem, considering Melissa was always attracting the usual suspects with her looks. Long, layered, California-blond hair, a paid-for nose, and big brown doe eyes. If a guy was going to get with her, he had to be someone Melissa didn’t mind having stare at her—someone who was exactly her type, the way Ronnie Adams had been sophomore year, or persistently charming, the way Liam Poole was being that night. Normally, though, they’d have to catch her right after her third drink, post-cigarette, before she took three sips of her fourth and started puking or passed out—a moment that had to be perfectly timed and therefore hardly ever occurred.

“We left the other bottles on the field,” Danica said.

“I’ll get them,” I said, breaking away from Trip. He sighed. It was the same noise I’d heard him make when Shelby had pulled me away from him in the hallway at Dion’s party. This time the noise didn’t disappoint me. It excited me. And the sound of footsteps, of Trip coming after me, was even more thrilling.

Keep moving and he’ll keep following. Stand still and he could be the one to move away.

My name was what stopped me. Made me turn around. “Aubrey.” He said my name so carefully, like it was breakable. He was a few paces behind me and getting closer still. When he caught up to me and stepped in front of me, he was looking at me like I was a million miles away. He stared at me like I was the only person he’d ever wanted.

I picked up both bottles of champagne and brushed past him as I walked back to the group. It wasn’t as hard to walk away as you might think. I knew for certain by then that what I liked more than kissing Trip was being pursued by him.

He caught my arm, took the bottles from me, and carried them by their tops with one hand. His free hand he put around me as we walked back to our laughing friends.

“I’ve been looking forward to this all night,” he whispered into my hair.

I’d been looking forward to this my whole life. But Trip had never been attainable—none of those boys had, with their lean muscles, perfect hair, and pensive smiles.

Now that we finally understood the only thing we needed to know about high school boys and love and how you couldn’t have both, we could have anyone we wanted. If you want more, you have to give less. This logic seemed backward compared to the you-get-what-you-give crap we’d always heard, but it worked. Maybe it was a backward time in our lives and that’s why. High school brought people together; graduation tore them apart. Love wasn’t forever; it was for a moment. And the only thing that made anyone special was the ability to spread out the moments of bliss. To savor them instead of gorging on them.

All our theories were right—tonight had proved that. Maybe I was the last one to really understand because I didn’t get to go to all the parties the three of them went to. I’d hear the stories the next morning, when they’d stumble into the French Roll hankering for coffee and a cinnamon twist, with tales that provided me with a collage of all the fun I was missing and gave me a glimpse into the teetering, fleeting, reckless, selfish people these boys turned into when they were mesmerized by a girl—correction: girls.

I was there that summer afternoon sitting on a blanket on Shelby’s front lawn, just weeks before the start of our junior year, when we came up with the theories. Melissa wrote them down on the back of a magazine and Shelby laughed, telling her that writing them down was such an Aubrey thing to do. She asked me why I didn’t think to write them down. She didn’t expect an answer; she was joking. But the real answer was that writing them down would make them official. And I wasn’t sure these theories were more than that. Theories. The night of the homecoming dance proved they were everything.

True and specific to high school boys:


       1. Don’t expect anyone to fall in love with you, because even if they do, it doesn’t matter. They’re just going to leave you. You have to leave them first, or treat them so casually that there’s nothing for them to leave at all.

       2. Sex is only for fun, and only for the moment. You can demand a good time, but you can’t demand anything afterward. If you don’t expect anything, you won’t be disappointed.

       3. High school guys are not capable of commitment, so don’t assume there’s something you can do to make them commit to you. You can’t. But it’s actually better and more fun this way because then you don’t have to give anything in return. Being a female free agent in high school is pretty much the best thing you can be. Embrace it.

       4. Boys will do whatever they want, no matter what you say to them and no matter what they tell you. You should never believe them.

       5. Don’t ask for an apology from a boy, because you absolutely will not get a sincere one.

       6. It’s only a matter of weeks (two weeks is the average dating cycle at Lincoln High) before he’ll get distracted by someone else. So it really doesn’t matter who the guy in question hooks up with, be it one of your friends or any other girl at Lincoln—it’s just a blip of your time and his. Nothing to waste more time fighting over. It’s definitely not worth it to fight with girls over boys—especially not your best friends—because boys really do come and go, and they definitely go.


Trip’s arms were around me, his eyes fixed on me. I let myself smile. He was beyond good-looking, and a notorious serial dater, but none of that mattered now. It didn’t matter that I didn’t go to as many parties as he did. I didn’t have to worry about whether he’d ditch me for the girls who did. I was in no position to be left. I was already gone. I didn’t have to be nervous. I didn’t have to be scared. It was a relief.

Shelby was right.

Even losing Chiffon as a best friend in the process of discovering the theories was worth it.

SHELBY WOULD APPROVE of what happened next with Nathan, of me leaving class early on the first day back from winter break. Of me climbing into Nathan’s car, because he insisted he drive. Of me telling him to hurry but acting like I didn’t really mean it.

Nathan and I are driving down the road and I picture what Shelby will do when I tell her—her mouth falling open wide in a shocked smile, her hands poking me, trying to get the story out of me as fast as possible, shrieking the way she does sometimes that makes Celine McGillicutty call her an attention whore but makes the rest of us laugh. I can’t wait to tell her. I almost want Nathan to turn around and go back so I can tell her right now, how much I’m being like her and Melissa and Danica. We always say that the four of us belong together, and it’s so, so true.

“Where to?” Nathan says. He keeps both hands on the steering wheel and his eyes on the road. But he smiles, this boy who doesn’t know I was never like this before, and it makes my insides pulse. There will be no going back to school now.
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CHAPTER THREE
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I walk into my house around midnight. On school nights I’m supposed to be in bed by now. My mom looks up at me from the kitchen stool she’s sitting on, a place that allows her a perfect view past the living room and the staircase, of the front door. She’s got a cooking magazine out, like maybe she’s been just been casually reading with a cup of tea. But I know better.

She squints at me and bites her lip. Waiting. Under normal circumstances she would yell, tell me that coming home this late on a school night is completely unacceptable and that I’ve probably woken up the entire household, i.e., my dad and two younger brothers. But this is my last semester of high school. I’ve already received my early decision acceptance letter from Barron. Circumstances have changed.

I still have a full schedule, but instead of taking all AP classes, I’ve got a few breezy, minimal-study courses on my schedule as well. Exhibit A: Senior Drama. I’m still student council committee chairperson, but by now most of the committees are assembled and self-sufficient. Swim season is over, I didn’t sign up for debate team this semester, and my volunteer work for Key Club ended with the holiday toy drive. Even my work schedule has slimmed. The French Roll, a bakery owned by one of my mother’s college sorority sisters, is where I’ve worked every weekend since I was old enough. Five a.m. to two p.m. is my shift. I only ever took time off for family vacations, swim meets, or volunteer work. After I got my Barron acceptance letter, I asked my mom if I could ease up on my schedule. She hesitated. I could tell she didn’t like the idea, but my dad piped up right away. He thought I could use the rest. I’d earned it, after all. Ms. Michel, the owner of the French Roll, was fine with me changing my schedule to every other weekend. She even gave me the entire month of January off, claiming it was a slow month anyway. I can’t remember the last time I had this much free time.

All my friends work too—short shifts, adding up to about twelve hours a week, that produce at least enough money to pay for stuff our parents wouldn’t approve of. Booze. Cigarettes. Birth control. Brazilian bikini waxes. Shelby waitresses once a week at one of her mother’s boyfriend’s restaurants, and Danica and Melissa work at Target. Mine is the only job that infringes on my social life. I think my mother hooked me up with this job on purpose, to keep me from staying out late with my friends. To keep me from having the kind of fun you’re supposed to be having in high school. If it wasn’t for Barron, I’m not sure it would have been worth it.

Throughout all these easements made on my once-rigid schedule, a school night curfew was never discussed. On the weekends my curfew only changed from eleven to midnight, but I planned to get around it the way Melissa escapes her curfew, the way I, too, had avoided mine before on those few special-occasion nights I’d been out with Danica, Melissa, and Shelby: I stayed the night at Shelby’s, and because she had no curfew, I’d have no curfew.

I can see the wheels turning in my mom’s head. She doesn’t know if my coming home late on a school night should be something she’s “cool” with.

I sent her a text, of course, so she would know I wasn’t bleeding to death in an alley, the place she always seems to think I am if she doesn’t hear from me. She knew I’d be later than expected. Though I can tell by her tight forehead that she didn’t expect I would ever come in this late during the week.

“Try not to stay out so late on a school night,” she says, giving me a forced smile. But tonight was one of the best nights of my life. “Well, I hope you had fun with your friends,” she says. She lies.

“I did,” I say.

It’s pure assumption on her part that I’ve been with Shelby, Melissa, and Danica, because with my break from extracurriculars and Trip away at college, who else would I be with? If she knew I’d spent the past several hours skipping school to hang out in the backseat of a BMW with a boy I hardly knew, she wouldn’t be smiling at all.

I trudge up to my room and get ready for bed. I pull my long dark brown hair into a ponytail and check for signs that Nathan’s lips haven’t left love prints along my neck. All clear. For some reason this disappoints me. My hair still smells a little bit like his cologne, which is the same Calvin Klein Eternity stuff all the boys wear, but for some reason it smells better on him.

I crawl into bed and turn my iPod on low volume. I am still buzzing. Booze and cigarettes be damned. This Nathan high is my new favorite.

My phone beeps and I read a text message from a number I don’t recognize, but am now destined to remember forever.

YOU’RE INCREDIBLE AUBREY, NATHAN.

It’s the third text I’ve received today. The first was from Shelby, around noon: DUDE, WHERE ARE YOU? I could see it, the three of them looking for me in the cafeteria. Melissa getting worried; Danica telling her to knock it off, I was probably fine. Shelby telling them to shut up, she was going to text me. The next two texts were from Ella Benson and Marnie Rickard, informing me of what I’d missed in AP Physics and American Lit. Ella’s message ended with I HOPE YOU FEEL BETTER. It makes me smile to think Shelby might’ve planted this in Ella’s head, covering for me before I’ve had the chance to cover for myself—looking out for me when I didn’t know I needed looking out for, like in fifth grade when she told me to carry tampons around even though I hadn’t gotten my period yet.

Three seconds later I get another text from Shelby that says, WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN? SPILL!

I text back, IN THE MORNING.

Because what I want right now, more than to talk about it and rehash it out loud, is to let the tingles take over just as they did the second I left the auditorium. And as soon as I tell Shelby, or anyone, what I’ve done, I’ll be opening up the gauntlet. Aubrey, you’re doing it, you’re living, finally!

It does feel like that. Living. Nathan followed me out of the auditorium after I told him that if he didn’t leave with me, he’d be sorry, and when he caught up with me he said, “Are you always this threatening?”

I had to suck on my bottom lip to keep from smiling like a moron. No one had ever called me threatening before. And I’d never threatened anyone before, especially not with something as daunting and bitter as regret.

“My car is this way,” he said, and I was so glad he was talking so I wouldn’t have to. I was sure my voice would shake and give me away. “Where to?”

The theories were in the back of my mind, calming me. So what if this was the only time I got to threaten him? So what if after today Nathan Diggs moves on to a cheerleader or a sophomore? Today, he was mine. I got him for nearly ten hours.

I fall asleep reliving every second.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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I’m late this morning. I slept in.

But for once, I’m actually glad. I’m a little nervous, a little shaky, and a lot afraid of being seen this way.

Shelby, Danica, and Melissa have been assaulting my phone with text messages all morning, demanding an explanation as to why I defected after fourth period yesterday and was never seen or heard from again. Shelby threatens not to forge me a note excusing me if I don’t tell her what the hell I’ve been doing that I couldn’t be bothered to call and fill her in. It’s just a threat, though.

They text me the rumors floating around about my drama class skip-out. Almost all of them are true.

I see Nathan’s silver BMW parked in a third-row spot as I walk through the parking lot to school. It makes me smile, imagining Nathan arriving early enough to get the spot. I used to always arrive early enough to get one of the close spots. My friends all park way, way in the back of the lot, where, as Shelby so delicately put it, Those of us who are normal and have lives, and don’t go to bed before ten, park.

I press my lips together so that anyone who sees me right now won’t catch me smiling and assume that the new boy is the reason.

So I left with the new guy?

So we hooked up?

So what?

I lost my virginity to Trip Chapman. This is not a big deal.

The second I sit down in first period, Mr. Johnson hands me a note bidding me to go to the counselor’s office. Ella Benson rolls her eyes at me like she feels my pain. Marnie Rickard starts chewing on her mechanical pencil. Ella and Marnie have been in most of my honors classes since freshman year. Marnie is student council vice president. Ella is the rumored valedictorian. Danica is in a lot of our classes too, and she winks at me from where she’s seated in front of me, because even though I haven’t yet had time to fill her in on what happened with Nathan, she’s heard the rumors. She probably helped spread them.

Really, the counselor probably just wants to chat about college stuff—classes, my major, work-study programs—the usual crap they always want to discuss. But when I get there, Nathan’s there too, sitting with his hands in his lap on one of the three plastic chairs lining the wall outside Mrs. Harris’s office.

I act casual. “Hey.”

He does not. “Hey, you.” He grins, large and with his teeth showing.

And then, damn it, I’m blushing, and probably smiling, though it’s hard to tell because my face is on fire.

“Hi, kids, how you doing?” Mrs. Harris greets us. It’s the first time I’ve ever been glad to see her.

Nathan and I exchange a look, and I can’t help but let out a laugh. How am I doing? I’m sitting next to Nathan; I’m flying. Nathan’s looking at me like he’s flying too, so it’s all right.

Mrs. Harris tilts her head and her glance shifts between the two of us. “Well. Isn’t that sweet. Come on in.”

“Both of us? Together?” I ask.

“Yes.” Mrs. Harris seems annoyed, but the I’m-your-guidance-counselor-you-can-tell-me-anything smile doesn’t leave her face. “Come on, get in here and we’ll have ourselves a little chat.”

Nathan is no longer the reason my heart is racing—the reason I feel like I need a trash can to vomit in. We’ve totally been caught. Skip school once and it will ruin your senior year. Screw my new mantra.

We sit in the chairs positioned opposite Mrs. Harris’s desk. I can’t stop fidgeting with my sweatshirt drawstrings. Nathan seems nervous too. He’s folded and unfolded his hands at least three times since taking his seat.

“So, I gather you two have met,” Mrs. Harris says, like she’s expecting a response but never gives us a chance to speak. “Which is fantastic, I think. It’s good to know others when you move away from home, and before you got here, Nathan, Aubrey was the only one from Lincoln attending Barron University in the fall.”

I’m shocked. I catch that my mouth is hanging open and slowly shut it. It seems weirdly coincidental that Nathan Diggs—who’s just moved from an entirely different state—will be attending the same college as me next year. And not just any college. Barron.

Mrs. Harris is rambling on about Barron University’s orientation programs, but I’m not listening. The truth is slowly sinking in, and it stings just as badly as when I thought that the fake note Shelby wrote to excuse me from missing school yesterday didn’t work.

The truth: I’ve just skipped school with a guy I hardly knew. I took off his shirt, he peeled away mine, and I let him undo the top button on my jeans. And I was overly impressed by his BMW. But the worst thing is, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him since.
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