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Dedication

To my husband.

You’re my wish come true.
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There are certain moments that define your life—a first date, a gut-wrenching breakup, making the winning goal.

Today would determine my entire junior year.

I had gotten up at 6:30 a.m. on the dot, giving me thirty minutes of a head start before either of my sisters woke up to shower. Three girls in one house are no joke on the water bill, as my dad likes to remind us often. By 7:00 a.m. I was dressed and wrestling my hair into submission as the house woke, which would leave me just enough time to zip over to Mimi’s Bubble Tea before first period to grab the classic with a double shot, the way Jake likes it.

Seems like a lot of effort, I know. But today I was going to ask Jake Nakamura to the homecoming dance—on the last day of the time-honored Edison High asking week. I had planned it carefully, from what I would wear to what I would say and, of course, the exact timing of it all. It was step one in my ultimate plan. Steps two to twenty were next (and outlined in my binder), all laid out to hopefully lead to one thing: getting the perfect boyfriend.

And finally finishing The List.

Lily, my best friend, and I had written our list—The List—after our first day at Edison High two years ago. It was the list to rule all lists, one that would tell us at graduation if we had managed to pull off the perfect Edison High School experience. Everyone always says high school is the most important four years of your life, so what better way to make sure you made the most of it than a plan?

Like my mom always said, a plan in hand was better than two opportunities in the bush. And it had worked out for her—award-winning ob-gyn, married to her high school sweetheart, three amazing girls (if I may say so). She was even halfway done with her plan to become the Dr. Sanjay Gupta of women’s medicine.

I’d already crossed off the smaller things, like performing at Edison’s famed International Night and getting Pete Hernandez’s sweaty jersey after the Edison–South Central soccer finals, and some of the bigger ones, like getting all As on my sophomore-year report card.

Now there were only two things on The List I hadn’t done, two things I had added at the last minute.

And this was the big one. This was my chance to clinch that coveted high school boyfriend, just one step away from high school sweethearts (like my parents), and three jumps and a skip from the perfect life. It had worked for my mom and dad; it would work for me too. My dad had been the first Josyula to find his true love during asking week and I would find mine too.

So, step one. Ask Jake Nakamura out to homecoming during asking week. Fingers crossed.

I smoothed my dress down and took a last look in the mirror. Hair tamed, fabulous dress on, and as a last touch, red lipstick. My aunt always said there was nothing a good red lip couldn’t cure, and if it could help the fluttering swarm of butterflies in my stomach, I was game. Plus, I liked the way it made me feel like a bolder version of myself.

That energy carried me down the stairs and to the kitchen.

“Hey, hey!” My dad popped his head around the corner, a cup of steaming coffee in his hand. His hair was a messy mop of curls, so different from mine. I inherited my straight, refuses to curl, yet is infuriatingly thick hair from my mom. “Easy there. We just got those floors in.”

“We got them in like a year ago, Dad,” I said. “Anyway, the hardwood guy said we could tap-dance in stilettos, and it wouldn’t matter.”

My dad chuckled. “There’s that steel trap of a mind that I wish you didn’t have.”

“You love it,” I said. “The car salesman last weekend hated me. I’m a fabulous asset.”

My dad took a long sip of his coffee. “That you are. Where’s the fire? You’re ahead of schedule for the day. I bet Mani hasn’t even showered yet.”

A bang and the sound of shuffling feet came from upstairs.

“That’s Mani,” I said. Then came the yelling. “And Ratna.”

Cue the fighting: one, two, three . . .

“Get out of here!!” Ratna’s voice carried down the steps, to the kitchen, and probably out to our neighbors as well. I ignored the chaos and tried to think, rummaging through the kitchen drawers.

Ballpoint pens, paper clips, scissors, and—ah, there we were. I pulled out the final touch I needed for my proposal, an old collector’s quarter I had hidden away from my sisters. Ratna’s special talent was finding anything you didn’t want found and then somehow losing it. I had avoided that whole mess by hiding it in the cutlery drawer, somewhere she would never want to look.

I held out the quarter and admired it. Well, I didn’t really get it, but I knew Jake had been looking for this last quarter, the 2004 Wisconsin state quarter with that squiggly little extra leaf. It was all he’d talked about during tennis warm-ups for the past six months.

We’d had pretty much the perfect meet-cute. It had been the first day of tryouts for tennis and we’d knocked heads going for the same down-the-middle ball. And when we got paired as partners for mixed doubles matches, I knew it was a sign from the universe that it was meant to be. We’d been talking for a while now and today was the day.

My mom walked into the kitchen then, white coat draped over one arm and keys in hand. She wasn’t particularly tall—none of the women in our family were—but she had a presence. Everything from her short, collarbone-length haircut to her sleek shoes and precisely applied makeup screamed “I have my life together.” She snapped her phone shut and sighed. “It’s worse than I thought, Suraj—”

She stopped the second she saw me, her eyes going wide.

“What is?” I said, even though these days, there was only one reason my mom took secretive phone calls. And it didn’t have to do with her book deal, which Ratna found out about in a day and told all of us about. She had totally stolen my mom’s thunder. “How’s she doing?”

My mom sighed and rubbed her temple. “Your aunt’s okay. Doing well, actually. Starting a new yoga retreat, I think. Or maybe it was a meditation workshop?”

“Still on that ‘finding herself’ kick?” my dad said. I thought I heard him snort, but when I turned around, he looked innocently out the window.

I grabbed two slices of whole wheat bread and popped them into the toaster.

“It’s not a kick, Suraj,” my mom said, swatting at his shoulder. “Or not much of one. You know what the past few years did to her. It takes time after something like that to figure out what you want. To make a new plan.”

A few years ago, just as I was about to enter high school, my aunt had come to stay with us out of the blue. It took a few days before I learned that my aunt’s marriage of six years had fallen apart, and my aunt with it. My beautiful, lively, free-spirited aunt’s entire life had vanished in front of her eyes, just because she had decided to give her heart away to the wrong person.

That was a mistake I wasn’t going to make.

I looked out to the garden as I prepped breakfast—tomato chutney and butter on sourdough—for my grandma. I knew she’d be gardening later. I was used to seeing her small sari-clad figure tending the flowers with a care that edged on reverential. I still remembered when my aunt’s news first broke—my grandma had spent day and night out there, taking it on herself to rebuild our patchy, dying garden. Like it might fix my aunt’s marriage.

It hadn’t, but my grandma hadn’t stopped her habit of spending the morning with her flowers and plants. Which was probably why we had a jasmine bush in our yard that was still alive after being transported from India forty years ago. I called it Maya.

“Your aunt’s coming by next weekend, so taco night?” my mom said.

My mom and her sister couldn’t be more different, but they were close despite their large age gap, and I adored my aunt.

“Of course,” I said. “We can do Cantina Fresca. By then, I’ll have clinched my best year ever. I can give her the entire play-by-play over guacamole and perfectly salted chips.”

“Best year ever? Does that include the prank war?” my dad said. “You used to always say high school wouldn’t be complete till you won it once.”

My mom laughed. “If that’s what you’re talking about, you have a hard road in front of you, what with Vik winning every year.”

I flinched. I had thought it was an unspoken rule that we didn’t speak of that thing or anyone related to it, especially not before breakfast.

“We were in middle school, Amma,” I said. “We weren’t that little.”

“You’ll always be my little baby,” my mom said in Telugu, reaching over to pinch my cheek.

I rolled my eyes.

My mom had been feeling especially sentimental since I had started my junior year of high school a month ago. I’d be doing something totally normal, like folding my laundry, and I’d look over and she’d be sobbing. Even Superwoman needed time to just be.

My mom took a big bite out of her gluten-free blueberry waffle, somehow managing to not smudge her pink lipstick. “I ran into Reshma yesterday while taking out the trash and she was saying he’s been spending all hours of the night working on his new plans,” she said. “She was complaining that she never sees her son.”

Maybe that was a good thing. Vik was the bane of my existence, the neighbor from hell, the nightmare I’ve known since I was ten.

I scoffed at that. “Vikram Mehta does not plan. He schemes. I’ll have to warn Lily that he’s ramping up,” I said. “Wouldn’t want her to wake up and put her foot into a bowl of peanut butter, like in seventh grade.”

“Peanut butter?” my dad said. “You didn’t tell us about that one.”

I grabbed my toast and started spreading mango chutney and cream cheese on it. There were some things you didn’t tell your parents, but I knew my dad loved hearing about the stupid prank war. Too bad it was the last thing I wanted to talk about today. Asking week could determine your entire year romantically, and for senior year too. Lines were drawn in the battle of love junior year, and if I wanted a high school boyfriend at all, this had to go well.

“Anyway, I have better things to do, especially today,” I said. “Today is the first day of the rest of my life. Today I will finally get the—”

Something caught my eye through the window.

I stared out the kitchen window, our driveway in full view. The bright early-morning sun glinted like magic off the disaster in front of me.

My car was covered in pink Saran Wrap like a badly wrapped gift from a mall Santa shop. Painted on top of the Saran Wrap were the words “YOUR MOVE.”

Vik had struck again.
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Okay, so Vik’s clear act of aggression wasn’t totally unwarranted. The prank war in our little cul-de-sac at the end of Oceania Court Drive was legendary, talked about at every neighborhood Fourth of July block party, every annual Diwali, Hanukkah, Christmas party—every party, period. And every single year, Vik beat me and Lily.

I always thought it was kind of funny that one of my neighbors became my best friend and the other my mortal enemy. The story began with Vik putting Silly Putty in my hair the morning of sixth-grade photo day (which is a pretty good reason for a never-ending vendetta, in my opinion), but it didn’t end there. Silly Putty is mild compared to some of the things we’ve done to each other over the years.

I took a deep breath. Closed my eyes. When I opened them, the disaster was still there.

“Oh my GOD,” I said. I abandoned my breakfast and grabbed my backpack from the counter, trying not to panic. Unwrapping the Saran would take me at least a half hour, effectively trampling whatever head start I had given myself for the big day. “Didn’t anyone look outside today?”

Their blank stares told me all I needed to know. I sighed and walked to the front door, my parents following close behind. I yanked the door open for the grand reveal, expecting indignation and declarations of loyalty in my impending war with our neighbor’s son.

Instead, my dad burst into laughter. Even my mom couldn’t contain herself.

“That’s pretty good,” my dad said, holding a hand to his side. He looked outside and snorted.

I had to agree, but why today of all days?

“Got to give him credit for innovation,” my mom said.

A head appeared over the banister. “He is bringing his A game,” Mani said, toothbrush in mouth.

Even Ratna, my baby sister, seemed pretty impressed. All of thirteen years old and way too smart for her age.

Traitors. All of them.

“I don’t have time for this,” I muttered, checking my watch. I was five minutes behind my schedule and I was pretty sure I’d have to nix the coffee from Mimi’s Bubble Tea.

My disloyal family was now reminiscing over the best pranks that the cul-de-sac had seen.

“—good thing he hosed it down before Reshma returned,” my dad said. “Though that white chalk was an improvement to the house.”

“It’s not that bad,” my mom said. “It’s a great lot. It just needs a fresh coat of paint. I’ve always wondered why it hasn’t sold yet.”

“The corner lot? I thought it was haunted,” Ratna said.

“Nothing that cool would ever happen on our street,” Mani said. “It was just empty because the old owners thought they might move back.”

“That wasn’t a prank, it was vandalism,” I said, deciding I’d had enough of my family talking up the enemy.

I marched to my car. Up close, even I had to admit it was one of Vik’s better pranks. The craftsmanship was pretty solid. He had clearly spent time practicing and planning all of it—from the Saran Wrap to the placement of the letters for optimal viewing.

But I didn’t have time for the war this year. Prank wars were too messy, too unpredictable. I liked rules and order. And that was one thing Vik had never agreed to—no rules of engagement or terms. Just utter chaos.

And the result was in front of me.

“Deeps!”

I turned around to see Lily stepping out her front door. Her hair was streaked a new color—blue, this time—and it kept trying to escape the beanie she was wearing. Only Lily could get away with wearing a beanie in September.

She looked at my car, eyes wide.

“Whoa,” she said. “That’s—” Lily’s growing smile stopped in its tracks when she saw my face. “That’s horrible. Totally horrible. Especially today.”

“Please, please tell me you can take me to school. If you speed a little, we might even be able to pick up Jake’s favorite bubble tea.”

I put on my ultimate “we are best friends and you love me” smile.

Lily gave me a sheepish shrug. “Sorry, Deeps, but I took my car to the shop yesterday. Remember I was telling you it kept sputtering? Nearly broke down on I-95.”

I’d been telling Lily to take that hunk of junk to the shop for months and now she listened?

“I really need to get to school early today,” I groaned.

“I have a car,” a voice said.

Vik walked out of his garage and pressed his key, his car unlocking with a loud beep. He leaned his tall, lanky frame against his driver’s-side door and crossed his arms, looking over at me with a smile. His full attention was on me now, all six foot two of him. I tried to make myself as tall as possible, which was hard given that I was almost a foot shorter.

“You?” I said. “This is your fault.”

“Well, technically, it’s not. See, if you had just been at our prank war summit at the end of summer, you would’ve known after Labor Day is open season. Lily was there,” he said. “She knew the rules.”

Lily threw up her hands. “Don’t put me in the middle of this. Deepa, you told me you didn’t want to hear anything about the prank war.”

I didn’t have time for this. I started to grab fistfuls of Saran Wrap and attempted to peel it off.

A throat cleared at my side. “Need a ride, Dee?”

I tugged at a particularly stubborn piece of wrap.

From behind, I could hear his car door opening. The ignition turned on, and still, I didn’t turn around.

Lily grabbed another strand of Saran Wrap, but it became clear pretty quickly that we were going to need help, and lots of it.

“Deeps,” Lily said quietly. “I don’t know if we’re going to get this off by ourselves, and definitely not anytime soon. And you said you wanted to start today off right. . . .”

Tires squealed against asphalt. Vik reversed out of the driveway and pulled into the street. I yanked at the Saran Wrap one more time, but Lily was correct.

I whipped around just as Vik rolled down his window and leaned out.

“Last call, Dee,” he said. “You too, Lily.”

Finally, my common sense won out. I ran over to the side door and yanked at it, but it was locked.

“Rule one, don’t mess with my radio stations again,” he said. “If you accept, I’ll let you in.”

“That was one time,” I said. “Your music is depressing. I can’t help it.”

“Well, help it.” He looked me up and down. “Especially if you want to get to school early. You’re lucky I’m all ready to leave.”

I sputtered. “I’m luck— You’re the reason I’m in this mess!”

All he did was smirk at me. “Open season, Dee. Open season.”

I heard the door lock click. Before he could say anything, I opened the passenger-side door, slid in, and yanked it closed.

“Ugh, I never get shotgun,” Lily said as she plopped herself into the back seat.
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A short, only slightly unbearable car ride later and we arrived at Edison High. The buses hadn’t come in yet, so it was easy enough to zoom around the school and snag a great spot in the senior lot. I had put in a motion for randomized assigned spots during the last student council meeting, which I thought was the most fair and orderly option, but that had been shot down quickly. I guess people thought there was something fun about the free-for-all.

I didn’t get it.

Nineties-era grunge music blared from the speakers as Vik made a tight right into the senior lot and squeezed between two parked SUVs.

“You couldn’t have picked one of those wide-open spots over there?” I said in exasperation, pointing at the half-empty lot. Nothing Vik did made sense to me. Of course, he had been one of the loudest voices against my motion for randomized assigned spots.

“Why? I like a challenge,” he said, turning off the ignition.

“What? Are you saying something?” Lily yelled from the back, just as the music went out. “Oh, sorry. That was loud.”

I eyed the two SUVs we were parked between, sighed, and checked my watch again. “I might actually be on time,” I said, mostly to myself.

“I was wondering about that,” Vik said. He leaned across the cup holders, getting into my personal space. “Why, exactly, did you need me to come to your rescue? Big meeting with the school counselor? Planning every second of your high school life again?”

I rolled my shoulders back. “At least some of us take things seriously.”

“Oh yes, like those lists you and Lily would make? What was that one you made freshman year? The perfect boyfriend?” Vik’s eyes danced. “Number twelve, he must love the same bands as me. That’s how we know we’re soul mates,” he said in an affected, high-pitched voice.

“You’re the worst,” I said.

He smiled, like it was the world’s best compliment.

“Deepa, the time!” Lily said from behind us. “We’ve got to go!”

My watch beeped at me at that moment. I threw myself out of the car and yanked my backpack on. “Lily!”

“Right behind you,” she said, tumbling out of the car.

I stopped and swiveled around. “Uh, thanks, Vik,” I said quickly. “For the ride. Not for the music.”

We sprinted toward the doors, leaving Vik yelling after us.

“You’re welcome! For both!”

“We made it,” Lily said as we reached the doors. “Now it’s time to get you ready.”

I straightened my clothes and patted my hair down while Lily applied another coat of red lipstick to my lips. And the quarter was in my backpack.

“You ready?” Lily asked. “I know this morning was a lot.”

I waved my hand. “It doesn’t matter. Vik is the past and today is all about the future.”

“The future?”

“The big, bright, shiny future.”

But when I got to the hallway, at exactly the right time, everything was wrong.

Jake was there, looking cool and sexy and absolutely perfect. But he wasn’t alone, and normally he was always alone, or I was there. Today, one of the Jennys, Jenny Porter, was chattering away next to him. She was pointing at something on her phone that they were both watching.

I had really hoped I wouldn’t have an audience. That’s what I had been nervous about all week and why I had waited so long. It was Edison asking week, sure, but it was also early on a Friday morning. Didn’t people have alarms to sleep through?

Lily squeezed my hand. “You got this. You are a goddess. He is going to be so in awe that he will bow down in front of you and thank you for choosing him.”

I hid a smile. “Unlikely, but I appreciate it.”

I threw another nervous look over at Jake and Jenny. Lily caught my eye and winked.

“Hey, Jenny!” Lily walked over to the lockers and pulled Jenny aside. “Quick question about the calculus homework. Did you—”

Best friends really were amazing.

I took a deep breath and approached Jake now that he was alone. I had to do it before I lost my cool. I reminded myself that this was the Josyula tradition, that our family went after what we wanted. My parents’ twenty-year-long marriage was the result of my dad’s nervous gamble during his own junior year asking week. My mom had said yes, and the rest was history.

I could do this.

“Hey, Jake!”

“Hey, Deepa.” He smiled that bright white, gorgeous smile at me.

“So, um—” It was like my entire brain had flown out of my skull and launched itself into the trash can. “The weather. It’s great. So great.”

Jake gave me a small smile. “Sure, super nice. Sunny for almost October.”

“Yeah! So sunny.”

I winced. I sounded like a complete idiot.

“So, it’s almost October. . . .”

“Yes,” he said. It went to show how amazing he was that he didn’t point out I was blabbering. “It is.”

I took a deep breath and finally my body settled. “And it’s been super fun being doubles partners with you for tennis for the past few months.”

“Dream team!” Jake said, throwing his hand up for a high five. I high-fived him back. “You’ve been a great partner. And you got to love all that extra time with Coach Robertson.”

I laughed, loosening up. “Yup, and learning all about his goat farm. We totally have to go check out if it’s real. I have my suspicions.”

“Same,” he said. “It’s like, after everything we’ve heard, I’ve got to see it in person. If only for the photos. Especially after that story about Milo, the Taylor Swift–obsessed goat.”

We smiled at each other, and I remembered again why I was asking Jake. Jake was the nicest boy you’d ever meet. We clicked, we liked the same stuff, and it was so easy talking to him. What was better boyfriend material than that?

“Jake, I’ve really enjoyed getting to know you, and the goats, of course. And it’s been really fun. I wanted to know, uh, will you go to the homecoming dance with me?”

I said the last bit all in one rushed exhale. He turned that gorgeous smile on me and I couldn’t help it, but I had little visions of me and Jake, hand in hand at the dance. And then hand in hand at football games, and Winterfest, and—

Wait, that wasn’t a smile.

My brain screamed a warning to me.

“Uh, I’m sorry,” Jake said. He actually did look sorry, and a little uncomfortable. “Jenny just asked me, like a few minutes ago . . . and I said yes.”

“Oh.” I blinked. “Oh! Congrats! That’s . . . great. So, so great. You guys, you two—” I did finger guns, because that’s what the moment really needed. “You both are . . . going together.”

Jake’s smile weakened. And I needed to stop talking.

“Fantastic. Great. I already said great, didn’t I?”

But for some reason, I couldn’t stop talking. If I stopped talking, I would have to register that I had a collector’s quarter in my pocket that was now totally useless and my entire plan had gone down in flames.

“Are you okay?” Jake started. “I’m really sorry. It’s just a timing thing, you know. You’re great. Like really, really great. I just couldn’t say n—”

“Yeah,” I said brightly, pulling my backpack straps closer to me. It was a nervous habit I hadn’t been able to break since I was in elementary school. I’d frayed more straps than my mom knew how to deal with. “Yeah, yeah, ye—”

“Dee,” a voice said.

I whipped around, thankful for the interruption. It had somehow unlocked my body—and shut my mouth. Then I saw who it was.

Vik.

“You left this in my car,” he said. Vik held up a little yellow coin purse embroidered with pink flowers.

That was not my purse. I’d never be caught dead with a purse like that. Was it his younger sister’s? I was about to ask exactly that when Vik caught my eye and stared me down.

Was he trying to save me?

“Oh, hey, Vik,” Jake said, a sudden spark of interest in his eyes. “I didn’t know you two knew each other.”

“We’re neighbors,” I said, just as Vik said, “We grew up together.”

“Nice,” Jake said, in a tone that didn’t really seem to mean it. I could see the confusion in his expression as he looked between us. Most people didn’t realize that we knew each other. We were kind of on different wavelengths, maybe even entire spectrums, at Edison.

“So, your purse?” Vik said, eyebrows raised.

I blinked. “Oh, yes. Thanks, Vik!” I grabbed the yellow purse and waved goodbye at Jake as I jetted down the hallway to my locker.

Mixed doubles had just gotten a lot more complicated.

A few minutes later, I arrived at my thin blue locker. My body felt flushed, and I was so warm, like I had just run a marathon.

I noticed Vik had followed behind me. I opened my locker and hid behind it as much as I could. Vik was tall enough that my locker maneuver didn’t work at all. He looked down at me over the top of the locker. He grimaced, seeming to make up his mind. “Are you all ri—”

I held up my hand. “I’ll give you back the purse after school. It’s Pooja’s, right?”

“Yup,” he said. Vik leaned against the locker next to me. I pretended to be rummaging around, taking deep breaths. “How did you figure it out? The yellow or the daisies?”

I snorted. “Both. But, uh, really. Thanks. You saved me.”

The problem with Vik was that he knew me, unfortunately. He knew my buttons, he had known them since I was ten, and I was waiting, just waiting, for him to push one.

This was an ultimate coup for him. What could be better than seeing me so hideously embarrassed? But he wasn’t saying anything. And he really did save me when he really didn’t have to. He was being . . . nice.

“No problem, Dee,” he said. He crossed his arms. “So, this is why you came early? Homecoming asking week?”

“Yeah,” I said. My voice sounded unsteady, even to me. “I had it all—”

“—planned out?” Vik finished.

I rolled my eyes. “Yup. But it looks like I missed the boat narrowly. Apparently, Jenny got to it first—”

That’s when it hit me. Jake had said Jenny had just asked him, which meant . . .

He seemed to figure it out too. We both knew it wasn’t my fault that I had been late. I waited for that righteous anger to fill me, but I just felt tired. I shut my locker door.

Vik opened his mouth, fish-style, like he was going to say something.

But I was already halfway down the hallway.

The end-of-day bell rang, telling me that I was late for the after-school student council meeting. I hated being late. Not only did it set you up for a disadvantage, but it plastered a sign on your forehead that said “I can’t be trusted.”

Worse, today’s student council meeting was the one where we would volunteer for committees for the semester. I had been hoping to get put on the Winterfest Dance planning committee, something I’d been dreaming of organizing since I had started at Edison High.

But after the Jake incident, my whole day had been off. Being late was just the cherry on top.

Vik and I arrived at the classroom door at the same time. Everyone was already seated inside and the meeting had started. Vik raised that stupid eyebrow at me and bowed, indicating I could go in first. I breezed past him.

“—and Jenny Lee and Jenny Porter for the Winterfest Dance committee. That rounds out our committee,” Mr. Costa said. “Wow, didn’t think that one would have so much interest.”

My stomach sank. I took one of the empty seats and Vik sat down next to me. I ignored him. Pretty quickly I realized they had filled up all the other good committees already—Winterfest Catering, Talent Show, Field Day.

“Nice that you two could join us,” Mr. Costa said with a sidelong glance.

I flinched and murmured an apology.

“We’ve almost finished with assignments,” he said. “All that’s left is the Junior Lock-In and Teacher Relations.”

I straightened, ready to make my case for getting put on Teacher Relations, but Mr. Costa wasn’t done yet.

“But Rowan and Sheila asked to be Teacher Relations, and seeing as they did such a good job last year, I’m giving that to them. Which leaves Deepa and Vik on the Junior Lock-In.” Mr. Costa looked up from his notepad at us.

This was officially the worst day ever.

“Wait, Mr. Costa,” I said. “Are you sure there isn’t room on any other committee? Any other committee?”

Mr. Costa gave me a half smile. “What? And abandon poor Vik? He’s going to need a good partner. Planning the Junior Lock-In is one of the hardest things every year. It requires creativity, strategy, and a little bit of magic. You’ll both be great for it.”

A few minutes later, Mr. Costa finished our assignments and broke us into our first committee meetings. Which meant I had to turn around and face my new partner in crime.

I glanced over at Vik and he had the audacity to grimace at me. Like I had somehow offended him.

A beat of uncomfortable silence followed.

It was all too much. The rejection from Jake, the embarrassment, the save from Vik. Being late and losing the best committees. And worst, all my plans and hopes falling to pieces.

I took a deep breath and steadied myself by pulling out my notebook and flipping through to find a blank page.

“Looks like we’re partners, Dee,” Vik said finally, his voice tight.

“Vikram, you know I don’t like that nickname,” I said.

He made a face. “You used to.” His wavy hair fell into his eyes as he leaned forward to place his forearms on the table. “Just so you know, I’ve been working on Junior Lock-In ideas for the past two years. This is important to me.”

I bristled at that but didn’t say anything at first. I smoothed the notebook page down and quickly sketched out “Junior Lock-In” in broad bubble letters. And added a little doodle of a stick man with a party hat.

“Did you hear me?” Vik said.

I slowed my doodling down. “I’m offended you think I’d do anything but my best, even for a committee I absolutely, positively didn’t want to be on.”

“I’m just making sure I’m getting A-team Dee, not . . .”

“B-team?” I sniffed.

Vik leaned back in his chair and put his arms behind his head. “You’re so unhappy it’s oozing off you.”

“I wonder why,” I snapped back.

“I bet you wanted the Winterfest Dance,” he said. “I bet you—”

He caught me glancing over at Jake and Jenny laughing together in the corner.

“Oh, man, please tell me it’s not true. You even made a plan for that? What, were you hoping to get paired together?”

I huffed and crossed my arms. “It could’ve happened.”

This was what Vik was good at—getting deep under my skin and pushing buttons like he was a five-year-old in an elevator. But I would not rise to the bait; I would remain calm and cool and collected.

“I’m so right. I can tell because you’re blushing.”

“I’m brown, I don’t blush,” I snapped back. “Look,” I said with a sigh. “Let’s agree to a truce. We have to work together, so let’s make this the best stupid damn Junior Lock-In or whatever.”

He stared at me. Like he didn’t believe me.

“I have a reputation to uphold,” I said. That seemed to convince him.

“Okay, you have a deal,” he said.

He stuck a hand out. His skin was surprisingly warm and his fingers were calloused, which I remembered was thanks to the Fender in his room.

We shook on it just as Mr. Costa ended the meeting, bringing the day, thankfully, to a close.
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I found myself in our home garden that night. To my eternal happiness, Mani had come home with a B in English on her report card, and that horrific travesty took up most of the dinner conversation. No one bothered to ask me how my day went.

I slipped outside after doing my chore for the week, clearing the table. There was a “discussion” brewing between my parents and Mani anyway and I really couldn’t deal with it that night. Also, the freezer had been woefully devoid of any ice cream and Ratna had polished off all the leftover chocolate cake from that birthday party last weekend, so I was out of luck for a post-horrible-day sugar binge. The lack of peace and sugar led me to escape outside.

The evening air was cool, indicating that fall was truly on its way. The garden felt like it was on the precipice of turning and leaving behind its lush green for the crisp reds and oranges of autumn. A number of our flowers were already going into their mini hibernations.

I gently plucked the last few stragglers from the jasmine bushes. Jasmine flowers normally bloomed in the summer, as they were tropical plants, but somehow my grandma had coaxed these bushes to keep offering up beautiful little white flowers well into fall. I had always wished I had inherited her green thumb.

One of the branches snapped in my fingers and I winced.

“Sorry, Maya,” I said to the bush I had fondly named as a child. “Been a long day.” I tried to fix the little branch as best I could, but it hung limply.

I sat back on my haunches. Tears prickled at the backs of my eyes. I blinked rapidly, trying to keep them at bay. Really, in the grand scheme of life, this was just another crappy day. It wasn’t like I was the first person to be devastated by homecoming.

Also, I would not cry over a boy.

The backyard door opened, the light tinkling of a bell announcing someone else’s arrival. I quickly wiped the few drops of moistures from my cheeks.

My grandma walked outside as I released a deep, pent-up sigh.

“Deepa?” she said in a worried tone, eyes skimming over the broken branch and then me. “Are you okay?”

“No, Amamma,” I said. “My life is over.”

I expected some huge dramatics from my grandma. Questions, denials, the whole thing.

She only laughed. “Oh, is that all?”

I couldn’t help the smile that crept up my face. “Isn’t that enough?”

“Lives are ending every day; that is the fate of humans.” She waved her hand. “What to do?”

“Thanks, Amamma, but that’s kind of depressing.”

“Life is depressing.”

I snorted and let her pull me to my feet. She pinched my cheek. “Don’t worry, kannamma. Things will look up. Remember what that movie with that cute Dev Patel said? Everything will be okay in the end, and if it’s not, then it’s not the end!”

I laughed into the cool air. It felt nice.

“I guess so, Amamma. I guess so.” As always, my grandmother knew how to make me feel better, even if it was in an unconventional way.

“I have something for you, Deepa,” she said. My grandmother opened her hands to reveal a velvety white jasmine flower. “My mother always used to say the last bloom of jasmine is magical, that it hears your heart’s greatest desire and honors it. It’s a saying we’ve had in our family for generations.”

I couldn’t help my skeptical look. “Oh-kay. Why are you giving it to me?”

“It’s time for you. You’re of age,” she said. “But more important, you seem like you need it today. You looked quite melancholy during dinner. Now, you’re going to say, oh, what do you know, Amamma, you’re so old,” she said, mimicking Ratna’s tone to a T. “What is this magic-schmagic, we live in the modern era.”

“I would never say that.”

She tapped me on the forehead. “But some things are better done the old way. You young people don’t know. Now, here. Do not deny the gifts of our ancestors.”

Welp, that sounded bad. I took the flower and held it gently. It looked so fragile.

“So, you’re saying this flower is going to give me some three wishes type of thing?”

My grandmother clucked her tongue. “What nonsense. You merely tell it what you desire. Perhaps the universe will listen tonight. Perhaps it won’t.”

“Mhm,” I said. I had just remembered that I had a physics problem set I hadn’t finished. My desk upstairs beckoned.

Cool fingers lifted my chin up. My grandma’s eyes were warm, her grip firm. “Tonight is the last bloom. Tonight, you ask.”

I nodded, mostly to let her think I had given in, and she looked pleased. Amamma headed farther into the garden and I went back upstairs to my room, where I took out my problem set and placed the jasmine flower aside. A half hour and twenty mind-numbingly hard physics questions later, I was done.

There were no more distractions. No more things to do.

I slumped onto my bed and stared at the ceiling.

Immediately, Vik’s face popped into my mind. That infuriatingly annoying mouth that was curved into a perpetual smirk, those frustrating unreadable eyes that always seemed to be judging me.

Sure, blaming Vik was as easy as pie and old as time. And he had ruined my whole homecoming proposal.

But something else caught on the edges of my mind. A thought, a feeling, one I wanted to push away the moment it fluttered along.

Junior year was going to be a failure. If I had just planned a little better, I might be on track to having a high school boyfriend, maybe even having a romance like my parents. My heart squeezed, like it always did when I thought of Urmila Pinni’s heartbreak—my aunt’s face, streaked with tears and mascara.

That’s what a good plan did. It made sure you didn’t get hurt. It made sure you got what you wanted. Now it was very likely that The List would never be finished, I would never have a high school boyfriend, and that perfect high school experience would be out of my grasp.

Jake was snatched up, and Jenny wasn’t going to let go of him that easily. There was a rumor she had been crushing on him since freshman year, but I didn’t give a lot of weight to most rumors. Most likely she had also identified his perfect boyfriend potential. I mean, he loved reading and preferred foreign art-house cinema. Which was exactly like me.

True, Jenny was more of a photography-and-thrillers type of girl, but Jake was also punctual, always raised his hand in class, and had never started a spitball fight that made me lose a chunk of hair (unlike Vik).

I groaned into my pillow. Thankfully, Mani was blasting music a room down, so no one heard or acknowledged my dramatics. I didn’t need the entire Josyula family raining down on me with their hugs and sympathy.

How would I find another Jake on such short notice?

Out of all the boys in my high school class, he was really the only one
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