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He’s here.

‘How – how—’ I stammer, gaze fixed on the Instagram Story Sam is holding in place with her thumb.

As usual, Tyler looks bone-achingly gorgeous, wearing a puffy jacket, his long dark hair squashed under a baseball hat as he smiles slightly at the camera. The wall behind him could be any red-brick building in Washington, DC, aggressively spotlit with security lights, the sidewalk slick from the rain. If not for the geo tag at the bottom of the picture.

‘He’s not supposed to be here,’ I say, grabbing Sam’s phone and holding it so close to my face, the white glow in the darkened room makes my eyes water. ‘How is he here right now?’

‘He probably also has a best friend that bought him tickets to see,’ Sam swallows, dropping her voice to quote the online poster, ‘the world’s greatest Cure tribute band.’

But Tyler is obsessed with the Cure. He’s seen Robert Smith live twice. Which is exactly why he shouldn’t be here, braving the rain on a Thursday night to see a tenth-rate version of his favourite band, especially when their name is as unforgivably bad as the Qure.

‘We should find him,’ Sam blurts suddenly.

The suggestion is so insane, so unbelievably out of the question, that for a second, I just blink at her, stunned. Sam misinterprets my pause for contemplation and not as a sign that I’m on the verge of fainting.

‘It’s perfect,’ she insists. ‘It’ll be your official meet-cute. We stand next to him and then you be like, Oh, hey, don’t you work at that record store Breakneck? And then he’ll be like, Yeah, I know you! You’re the girl that always rolls in and stares at me. Come hang out with me and my hot friends.’

Even the thought of getting anywhere near Tyler, the most beautiful boy I’ve ever seen IRL, makes my stomach plummet somewhere into the range of my knees.

‘We have to go.’

I shove Sam’s phone into her chest. It was me who insisted we go to the second floor and stand against the railing overlooking the stage. We would’ve had a perfect view of Not-Robert Smith, but now it means we’re completely boxed in by a crowd of two hundred pseudo-eighties goths.

‘Wait, what?’ she says. ‘Indie, we’ve had these tickets for like, a month.’

There’s movement on the stage, a group of guys adjusting their instruments. The opening band. The crowd whoops appreciatively.

‘I know, I’m sorry,’ I shout over the noise. ‘But I – I feel really sick.’

I clutch my stomach to sell it, even though this part isn’t a lie. I do, in fact, feel like I’m going to puke. I think I’ve lost all feeling in my hands.

When Sam gives me an incredulous look, I spin on my heel and start sidestepping through the crowd, not waiting to see if she’s following. I know leaving her here would be at least a 9.5 out of 10 on the Heinous Crimes Against Friendship Scale, but staying would be infinitely worse. I cannot, under any circumstances, be near Tyler.

It’s a wall of stomachs, chests, backs and the occasional dewy glass of beer shoving against me as I push my way towards the glowing green EXIT sign at the back of the room. On his Instagram Story, Tyler was standing outside the main entrance, which means he’ll come in the front. There has to be a back door, somewhere I can slip out without having to get anywhere near him. Still, I know I’m cutting it way too close.

The staircase leading down to the ground floor is eerily silent. Without the constant press of warm bodies against my own, my teeth start to chatter. Sam shoves through the crowd with a final indignant gasp.

‘Are you serious right now?’ she demands. Our footsteps thump down the stairs in sync. ‘Indie, I was kidding. You don’t actually have to talk to him, my God.’

‘I know, but like,’ I say over my shoulder. My voice is on warp speed, every excuse I can think of flying out of me in double time. ‘Now that I know he’s here, I’m just gonna be looking for him the whole time, and it’s gonna be weird, and I’ll be distracted and awkward. And I told you, I don’t feel well. It’s too hot in there, and everyone smells like strawberry vape juice.’

Sam finally manages to catch up with me just as I reach the bottom platform of the staircase. She spins me around. ‘What is wrong with you?’ she says. Her tone is furious, but there’s concern flashing behind her dark brown eyes. And like, I get it. I’m running away from Tyler – the boy whose Instagram pictures I’ve looked at so many times, I can basically quote every caption – like he’s an axe murderer.

My mouth drops open. A voice at the back of my head, one that’s been there for the last two months, whispers fervently, Just tell her. It would feel so good to tell someone. To not be totally alone with this any more. But I blink the voice into silence like I always do, shake my head and stumble into the main room. This is nowhere near the right time.

The opening band has started playing, the lead singer’s wail echoing through the cavernous room. Standing on tiptoe so I can see over the wave of bobbing heads, I scan the space for another way out, one that’s not the front entrance. After a few panicked seconds, my eyes finally land on a single door beside the bar, its EXIT sign like Lady Liberty’s torch in a sea of middle-aged men. I race towards it. Mercifully, no sirens wail as Sam and I push open the door and are spat out into an alleyway that’s lined by tall brick walls, a fine sheet of rain misting around us.

The alleyway doesn’t lead to the street in a straight line. I hug my denim jacket tighter around me and take off around the corner, too frantic to think about directions. We’re almost there.

‘Indie, where are you—’ Sam starts to say, her voice fading behind me.

My breathing ragged, I follow the lights, but the combination of the high alleyway walls and my panic has turned me around, so that when I reach the pavement again, I’m not on the next street over, like I expect. I’m standing directly beside the club.

‘No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no,’ I mutter under my breath, searching the sidewalk for Tyler, his friends – anything.

When I don’t see either, a swell of hope fills my chest. Maybe Tyler already went inside. Maybe he wasn’t ever really here. Maybe I was freaking out over nothing. Maybe—

‘That,’ Sam appears beside me, panting, ‘is one … big-ass dog.’

Just as she says it, my eyes lock on the massive black shape that’s crossing the street. There’s a wave of surprise, people who are still in line watching as the animal snuffles towards a row of garbage cans, no leash or owner in sight. As if noticing everyone’s attention, the dog swings its massive head around before picking up its pace and trotting down the street away from the club as its long, shaggy tail swings behind it.

I let out a long breath that ends with, ‘Shit.’

Obscured by shadows, the animal doesn’t actually look that big. It’s the size of a St. Bernard, maybe, or a freakishly big mastiff. Only I know that, when on its hind legs, it’s way over six feet tall, its paws as big as my face and its claws like medium-sized fishing hooks. That underneath all the fur are two stubby horns, beady eyes that look yellowish in the glow of lanternlight, fangs that are each the size of one of my pinkie fingers.

That it’s not even a dog, but a beast – a ‘monster’, actually.

Only I know that the creature in front of us is Tyler. Well, what he always turns into if I get too close to him. Him, or anyone else I fall in love with.

Ever since my life was ruined by a stupid freaking curse.
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At the time, ‘love’ wasn’t the word I would’ve used to describe how I felt about Tyler. I thought about him a lot. I scrolled through his Instagram every night. Even though he’s a few years older than me at twenty-one, he was the first crush I ever really admitted to out loud. At least twice a month, Sam and I went to Breakneck, the record store where Tyler works, so I could watch him practise guitar behind the counter and buy vinyl for a player I didn’t even have, in the hope that maybe just one time I’d have the courage to say something to him other than ‘hi’ and ‘thanks’.

Infatuated? Yes. Maybe even a little stalkerish? Sure.

Love, though? I wasn’t sure I’d loved anyone before, beyond my mom and Sam. But it seemed that, somehow, my crush had turned to love when I wasn’t paying attention.

Because the curse had been pretty clear: anyone you fall in love with will turn into a monster every time you go near them. Ipso facto, Tyler + Me-Just-Trying-to-Enjoy-a-Knock-Off-Robert-Smith = Wolf Man, and therefore, Me = in love with Tyler.

Not to mention, as a result, My Love Life = non-existent. But that was nothing new.

‘What is with your handwriting? Did you do this with your feet?’ Sam’s voice cuts through my thoughts of Tyler the next morning. She gestures down at my illegible calc homework, which is sitting in the middle of our pushed-together desks. ‘Is this a three or an eight?’ she asks, her pen landing on a particularly messy collection of numbers.

I frown at the page torn from my notebook, its surface crumpled and smeared with dirt. Letting Sam copy my calc homework was the only way to stop her torrent of questions about last night.

‘I had to do it standing up on the bus this morning,’ I say. Because I was too busy obsessing over a mutant werewolf last night. ‘And that’s a two, obviously.’

She copies down the answer, tucking a chunk of long, dark hair behind her ear.

My reflection in the window over her shoulder is faint, but clear enough to see the bags under my eyes, the way my dirty blond hair, chopped bluntly at my chin, hangs limp around my face. After flaking on the concert last night and ditching Sam, I followed Tyler to the cave in Rock Creek Park where he always shelters when he turns into a monster. There, the brand-new sleeping bag, a change of clothes for when he turns back, and the camping lantern I bought him a few weeks ago were waiting; I figured if he was going to have to wait out becoming human again, he didn’t have to do it on a cold cave floor and could at least get back to his house not, you know, naked. It seemed like the least I could do, since my stupid crush is what got him into this situation.

‘I’m honestly not sure what’s harder any more.’ Sam slides my wrinkled homework back to me. ‘Calc, or deciphering your handwriting.’

I press my lips together but say nothing. No matter how many times I’ve flirted with the idea of telling her about the curse, I still can’t bring myself to do it. Because I can just imagine that conversation: Oh, hey, Sam, sorry about last night. Someone close to me got cursed by their shitty ex-boyfriend a long time ago and it accidentally bounced on to me, so now everyone I fall in love with turns into a monster every time I go near them, including Hot Tyler from Breakneck. Want to sleep over at my house tonight?

At the front of the classroom, a woman sits on the edge of her chair, eyes nervously scanning the room, mouth half open as though she’s waiting for an opportunity to jump in between everyone’s loud, jumbled conversations. But the moment she announced she was our substitute teacher for American lit a half hour ago, everyone shoved their desks together and forgot she existed. I’d feel bad, but after tiptoeing into my house last night at one in the morning, I’m too tired.

A chime dings above us. The room quiets as an overhead announcement starts.

‘Oh God,’ Sam groans. ‘Prom nominations.’

Sure enough, a chirpy voice spills from the speakers, declaring the arrival of ‘the moment we’ve all been waiting for’.

‘Who is this we they’re talking about?’ I grumble to myself.

Tiny holes lace the edges of my calc homework from where it rubbed against some grit on the bus window. I swirl my pen around them, drawing petals so each hole becomes a flower. There are few things in this world I care less about than prom nominations. The rest of the class has lost interest too, their loud conversations picking up where they left off.

‘Excuse me!’ a voice shouts over the din. A few rows over, Avery Sanderson twists around in her chair so she can take full command of the room, her long blond hair swishing over her shoulders. ‘Could everyone shut the hell up for like, five seconds?’

My hand clenches tightly around my pen. Avery’s prom queen bid has been legendary, complete with two weeks of cupcakes, Snapchat campaigns and flyers plastered on every bathroom mirror in school. Julian says the ones in the boys’ bathrooms have been drawn on so much, Avery’s selfie is almost unrecognisable under the weight of scribbled penises and casual misogyny.

A scoffing sound inadvertently escapes my throat. ‘Isn’t she enough of a stereotype without adding prom queen to the list?’ I say to Sam, my tone flat.

But just as I speak, the room goes quiet. Everyone slowly turns their attention to me, even the substitute. My eyes instinctively snap to Avery.

‘Some of us actually like having goals, Indigo,’ she says. She’s smiling, her voice viciously sweet. ‘We can’t all stay home after graduation and go to community college.’

Heat floods my cheeks, but I’m quick to tamp it down with a blank, careful look. Avery is the only person besides my mom that uses my full name. She has a particular way of saying it that very clearly conveys both how far beneath her she thinks I am, and how cringe it is to have the kind of hippie parents who would name their kid after a colour.

‘You’re going to college in Florida for the tan,’ I say evenly. ‘Calm down.’

Sam sniggers into her fist as Avery rolls her eyes and turns back around.

‘Okay, so about Flirty Friday tonight,’ Sam says to me. She may not be afraid to laugh at Avery in public, but her voice is still noticeably quieter.

‘I vote for The Wedding Singer,’ Julian interjects. He sweeps a hand over his short black hair. ‘But I could also be persuaded to watch Big.’

He and Elliott’s desks are parallel to mine and Sam’s, making us a clump of four, but they’ve been scrolling quietly on Elliott’s phone for the last five minutes, making my task of pretending they’re not here remarkably easy.

‘Big is not a romance movie,’ Elliott says. ‘And neither is The Wedding Singer, actually.’

Julian points a finger in Elliott’s face. ‘Don’t start with me.’

Sam smirks at them and says coyly, ‘Who says you guys are even invited to Flirty Friday?’

The urge to roll my eyes is physically painful to repress. Flirty Friday is my and Sam’s weekly ritual of watching romance movies. We started it in middle school, and since then, it’s become a kind of sacred tradition, us drooling over some heinously cheesy relationship in the pathetic hope that one day it would be ours. But the whole thing kind of isn’t the same with Julian there, since Sam spends so much time staring heart eyes at the back of his head in American lit, she’s started doodling in the exact swirl of his cowlick. That, and the fact that a love story is kind of out of the question for me.

‘Seconds just got a bunch of vintage PlayStation stuff,’ says Elliott, Julian’s best friend. He turns his phone around, revealing the Instagram page of Sam’s favourite thrift store in Columbia Heights. ‘We were gonna check it out today. You guys could come, and we can watch a movie after?’

‘That’s perfect.’ Sam grips my wrist. ‘We can see if they have any good prom dresses.’

Almost on cue, Avery lets out an ear-splitting shriek as her prom queen nomination is confirmed. Technically she still has to beat the other four candidates, but even they’ll know it’s a lost cause. Next to her, Avery’s best friend Cassidy claps with the speed of someone who knows her place in this school’s food chain depends on it.

‘Guess the cupcakes paid off,’ Elliott muses.

I slide my calc homework off the desk and cram it into my backpack, carefully avoiding the unabashedly hopeful look in Sam’s eyes. I should be happy for her that she’s getting a chance to hang out with Julian, but recently, I can’t stomach the thought of anything even remotely romance-related. Not since my falling in love with people started literally turning them into snarling, drooling hellhounds.

‘I can’t do anything later, I have plans with my mom,’ I lie. Plus, Tyler only stays a goat-dog for a couple days at a time, and I like visiting him at night to make sure he’s okay.

‘Indie,’ Sam whines. ‘This is like the fortieth Flirty Friday you’ve missed in a row.’

‘I know,’ I say, ignoring the burn of guilt in my throat, ‘but my mom needs help with her sound bath workshop.’ It’s not the worst fake excuse; my mom does often need me to help make sure none of the ladies pass out. ‘You’d think rich women in beige Spandex would know how to properly hydrate.’

‘You can still come to Seconds, though,’ Sam insists. ‘We’ll go straight after school. No rich woman shall go parched.’

‘To look at prom dresses?’ I say. ‘You’re conveniently forgetting I would rather scrub my eyes with razor blades than go to prom.’

Elliott’s eyebrows knit together. ‘You’re not going to prom?’

I snort. Prom. Romance ground zero. Never Been Kissed, 10 Things I Hate About You, High School Musical 3 – they all centre around the same stupid, forgettable, all-encompassing teenage love fest. Or, as I like to call it in my head, the danger zone.

‘Even if I had accepted that you won’t go to prom, which, to be very clear, I haven’t,’ Sam says, ‘it would still be cool if my best friend went dress shopping with me.’

‘It’s not your wedding,’ I say. ‘Although I can see why you might confuse the two. They have similar rituals. You know, spending a stupid amount of money on a dress you’ll never wear again.’

‘Hence getting one from Seconds,’ Sam says.

‘Or,’ I say, lifting a finger, ‘I could just save the twenty bucks and spend it on something I actually care about.’

‘Don’t you have to actually care about something first?’ Julian says.

Sam’s forehead wrinkles with a wince so fleeting I almost miss it. ‘Just come to Seconds,’ she says quickly, then sighs. ‘Look. I’m willing to forgive the fact that you’re ditching Flirty Friday again. Plus, I missed the new episode of 90 Day Fiancé: Love in Paradise last night because I was busy not-seeing the Qure with you. So, when you really think about it, you owe me.’

My lips clamp shut, the scorch of guilt in my throat overriding any excuse I might’ve had.

I let out a long breath, and it’s all the confirmation Sam needs. She squeals with excitement and starts pretend-arguing with Julian about how we’ll get to Seconds as my eyes wander back to Avery. Kneeling on the chair, her khaki cargo pants slung low on her hips, she’s deep in conversation with Cassidy about what can only be prom. A single oversized clip crusted with plastic pearls pins back one side of her hair, glittering under the fluorescent lighting. She sweeps the other side off her shoulders and tilts her head back, exposing the long pale slope of her neck.

As I watch her, Julian’s words needle their way under my skin. Obviously, I care about things. My mom. Sam. Tyler. Climate change. I just care about them quietly, the way humans breathe without thinking. Sometimes, though, I think it would be nice to care about stuff outwardly, loudly – the way Avery does. Even about something as vapid and pointless as prom.

It’s just – the last time I did, he grew horns.
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Tyler is trying to kill me. I’m genuinely convinced.

‘No,’ I bark down at my phone screen. ‘Tyler, no. Don’t – don’t you dare.’

Through the grainy night-vision live feed video on my phone, I watch as wolf-Tyler locks his jaws around a corner of his sleeping bag and pulls, tearing the fabric in half.

‘Damn it, Tyler,’ I say, tossing my phone down on the table in front of me. ‘I literally just bought that.’

The sleeping bag now torn open, Tyler uses his teeth to begin extracting its fluffy white innards and spews them out across the cave in a drool-filled snowstorm.

‘I get it, okay?’ I say to my phone. ‘You’re bored. I’ll buy you a ball or something, just – ugh,’ I groan, ‘not the sleeping bag.’

Tyler, unable to hear me, continues ripping.

The cheap nanny cam I installed in Tyler’s cave doesn’t have audio, but for the most part, I don’t need it. It’s motion-activated, so I get notifications on my phone any time movement is triggered after a period of stillness. This means I get to watch a lot of squirrels and rabbits sniff the cave walls, but also know immediately when I’ve accidentally dropped the ball on staying out of Tyler’s path and he’s turned again.

Like yesterday.

I click my phone screen off and slide my cell into my backpack. Mount Luther High School’s library is always next-to-dead, which makes it the perfect place for my free fifth period. Even our librarian spends most of her time in the back office watching YouTube tutorials on contouring. The library is just one big room, the left half of which is made up of five round tables and a few listless book displays that look like they haven’t been updated since Barack Obama was president. In the right half are four narrow aisles divided by floor-to-ceiling shelves, crammed mostly with textbooks, biographies and the entire works of Ernest Hemingway.

From across the room, the automatic double doors to the library whoosh open. I glance up in time to catch Avery as she manoeuvres around the long, L-shaped desk, textbooks pressed to her chest. When she passes my table, one corner of her mouth tilts up in a smirk. She’s obviously still feeling smug about her jab in American lit.

I push myself to my feet, hands swiping down the front of the oversized white button-up I got from Seconds. With my customary black loafers and skinny jeans, Sam says I dress like someone’s older brother in an eighties movie. Avery disappears behind a row of books at the very back of the room, where the Greek tragedies are kept, their spines buried underneath a coating of frosting-thick dust. When I reach her, she’s staring intently at a line of books, her fingertips tracing the ornate A of Agamemnon.

‘Excuse me,’ I say to the back of her head. ‘This library is reserved for community college trash only. No prom queens allowed.’

The sweet smell of her rose perfume is suddenly so strong, my sinuses prickle. Avery turns, that same smug smile playing at her lips. ‘I haven’t won anything yet.’

Crossing my arms over my chest, I say, ‘I didn’t even think you knew how to read.’

Avery chuckles darkly. A sliver of stomach is visible where the bottom of her tiny grey T-shirt doesn’t quite meet the waist of her pants.

She shakes her head and says, ‘You know you’re not as smart as you think you are, right?’

Believe me, I almost say as she steps towards me. I’m aware.

Then she cups her hands around either side of my face and kisses me.

After Tyler first changed, I spent hours and hours trawling through Wikipedia and Reddit, and re-watching every movie Sam and I had ever picked for Flirty Friday, looking for anything that would tell me how to know I was in love. What made it different from some lame, embarrassing crush?

Nothing in the Flirty Friday archive was helpful; Tyler and I were clearly no Elizabeth and Mr Darcy, mostly because she actually talked to him. Even though I obviously liked Tyler, there wasn’t any outward passion on my end, like in Red, White & Royal Blue, no Titanic-level desperation. I thought Tyler was gorgeous and interesting, and even the idea of him talking to me, much less touching me, made my whole body erupt in flames, but the movies Sam and I adored always made love feel like more than that – an inherent connection with someone. I didn’t even know Tyler’s middle name, but he’d still fallen victim to my love curse. Was it possible I’d misunderstood love that much? Even the question was mortifying. Before he’d started becoming a monster, I never would’ve dreamed of second-guessing the gospel of Nora Ephron or literally anything with Drew Barrymore. But suddenly everything Sam and I grew up worshipping started to feel like a lie.

With Avery, though, it was obvious to me from the start that whatever we were doing wasn’t love. I knew this, no matter how confused I felt about Tyler. How could you love someone you could barely stand? When your favourite part about kissing them, second only to the electric shock you got whenever they touched you, was shutting them up?

The first thing I do when Avery’s lips meet mine is get rid of her stupid pearl clip and shove it in my back pocket so I can dig my fingers in her hair. Avery skilfully shifts us around so that somehow within seconds she has her back against the wall of books, me pressed between her legs.

‘This is probably the last time we can do this here,’ Avery says breathlessly as my mouth trails down the side of her neck. ‘Mrs Reisbeck definitely doesn’t think I’m in the bathroom.’ She lets out a lazy laugh, head tipped back. ‘I swear to God, if you give me another hickey—’

‘That was literally one time,’ I say against her skin. ‘Buy a turtleneck.’

This thing with Avery started a few months ago, when Mr Vorak partnered us together in American lit to give a presentation on Wuthering Heights. Having not only read the book four times before but also authored a very embarrassing and vivid fanfic about Cathy and Heathcliff when I was thirteen, I was in charge of the content of our PowerPoint and Avery dictated the ‘style’ (AKA the font, picture placement and whether or not the slides transitioned with a fizzle or folded up and flew off as a paper airplane). But instead of happily accepting the bulk of the work – which is what I suspected pretty much anyone who’d ever been partnered with her before did – I made it very clear I found her lack of help profoundly irritating. Just because the rest of Mount Luther High School worshipped every tear in her sparkly black tights didn’t mean I had to.

Over the week or so that Avery came to my house to work on our presentation, I became aware when my half of our jabs turned flirty. But I genuinely had no idea she might be enjoying any of it as much as I did until one day, when I sighed so hard at the new ombré-pink background she’d picked for our closing slides, Avery leaned across my bed and kissed me.

Now Avery’s arms are resting on my shoulders, stretched out so her hands clasp together behind my head. ‘Don’t make me cut you off before prom. My dress is strapless.’

I laugh against her mouth. ‘I’m sorry, you want to talk about cutting me off?’ Her lip gloss flavour is different today. Orange, maybe. Or mango. ‘Who’s stalking who on their free period right now?’

‘Stalking?’ Avery laughs. ‘This is a library, Indigo. I know I only got into college because of my tan, but I have actually heard how libraries work.’

‘That’s not what I said,’ I say, changing course back to her neck again. ‘I said you’re going to college in Florida for the tan, not that you got in because of it.’

She lets out a happy little sound, and I know from experience that her eyes are closed. When she speaks again, she’s bordering on breathless.

‘What, and I’m guessing I only got in because the principal’s my sugar daddy?’

When my teeth graze the shallow dip in her neck behind her ear, Avery squeals. I pinch her side gently.

‘Dean.’

‘What?’

‘Colleges don’t have principals, they have deans. So, I don’t know who you’re hooking up with, but—’

She pretends to push me off with one arm, but the other is wrapped behind my neck. ‘Oh my God, shut up.’

Since our presentation, we’ve been periodically meeting in the second-floor janitor closet, the always-empty library on my free period, and the music room when it goes unused for most of the afternoon, places we dubbed ‘safe zones’ we could hook up in after school or during fake, synchronised bathroom breaks.

It’s bad. The whole dynamic, I know it’s bad. But part of what makes it so appealing is that we both know it’s stupid, that we’d never be caught dead kissing each other in public, much less tell our friends it was happening in the first place. This is Avery. The girl with the highly organised prom queen campaign. Whatever it is, it’s nowhere near love; it isn’t even a crush. It’s lust. A distraction. And after Tyler, that’s exactly what I need.

‘I bet you voted for Grace for prom nominations.’ Avery gives a low, breathy laugh. ‘No, Mia.’

From the way she says it, she makes it sound like a vote for Mia is a vote for nuclear warfare and not the girl who voluntarily spends her Thursday afternoons turning Mount Luther’s compost heap. When I don’t answer, my hands drifting across the smooth small of her back, Avery continues.

‘Was it her snaggletooth?’ she says. ‘The way it’s almost always covered in lip tint? I feel like you’d be into that.’

Guiding my hand back up to her face, I tilt her mouth towards me again, but this time Avery edges back, frowning.

‘Are you even listening to me?’ she says.

I huff a laugh. ‘Oh my God, yes, please keep tearing other women down to me. It’s so hot.’ But when I lean in again, it’s like we’re opposing magnets. I move two inches forward, she moves two inches back.

‘Is this your way of telling me you voted for Mia?’

She’s smiling, but her eyes, so ice blue it hurts, search my face, her forehead scrunched. That’s when it clicks.

A laugh explodes out of me, too loud for the otherwise quiet space.

‘Holy sh … are you trying to get me to admit I voted for you for prom queen nominations?’

Her hands curl over my shoulders. ‘Yes, because the entire varsity cheer and football teams weren’t enough for me.’ Avery rolls her eyes. ‘I just think I have a right to know how low I’m stooping here.’

This time when I lean in and nip the curve of her earlobe with my teeth, she doesn’t pull away. She kisses my neck instead, just one soft, lingering movement that sends fire blistering across my skin.

From her front pocket, Avery’s phone chimes with the alarm we usually set for five minutes every time we meet, to make sure neither of us are out of class too long. Hands twining in my hair, Avery presses one last kiss to my mouth before manoeuvring around me and heading back towards the main library floor. I wait until she’s almost disappeared around the edge of the bookshelf before clearing my throat.

‘Well, joke’s on you,’ I say to her back, ‘because I didn’t vote for anyone.’

Between Tyler and sneaking around with Avery and not lying, exactly, to Sam – more like withholding mostly irrelevant information, when you think about it – casting a prom queen nomination didn’t seem particularly important.

Avery looks at me over her shoulder, a little smudge of lip gloss shining on her chin.

‘Just when I thought you couldn’t get any more predictable,’ she says, her mouth pulling up in a smirk that doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

She slips out of the library as quietly as she came in, my lips feeling stung and the smell of her perfume still filling the air. I yank down the bottom of my shirt, smooth my hair. The urge to laugh bubbles up in my throat. Predictable. Predictable?

Tongue slicking across my top teeth, I re-emerge into the empty library and retrieve my backpack.

I would kill to be predictable.
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‘Because limos are like carriages for douchebags,’ Elliott insists. ‘Think how rad we’d look showing up to prom on the Metro.’

‘You’re acting like anyone will see us on the Metro,’ Sam says. ‘The Waterfront stop is still, like, two blocks from the pier.’

Julian leans around the rack of dresses, ignoring his best friend. ‘Thank you, Sam,’ he says, sounding triumphant. ‘That is an excellent point.’ He turns back to Elliott, who’s rolling his eyes underneath the shag of his thick black hair. ‘Limos are a prom rite of passage. Of course they’re douchebag carriages – but when else will we have an excuse to be those douchebags? Haven’t you ever wanted to stand through a sunroof like a complete and total loser?’

‘Do limos even have those any more?’ Elliott asks.

‘Health and safety,’ I mutter, not even sure when I started paying attention to this conversation.

Elliott smirks at me over the clothing rack.

His and Julian’s voices echo over the concrete floors of Seconds as their argument continues, mingling with the Spanish radio station that streams softly from the overhead speakers. A small woman with a long dark ponytail watches them both wearily from behind a cash register as they cross the large room back towards the box of old PlayStation games and ancient DVD players. 

Seconds’ dress collection is surprisingly big, comprised of one huge circular rack. Trailing behind Sam while she circles it, shark-like, I try not to look bored as she peels apart each dated dress and chews her bottom lip.

‘What about purple?’ she says, pulling out what was definitely once someone’s debutante ballgown in the seventies, all puffy sleeves and a periwinkle skirt that’s twenty-five per cent polyester, seventy-five per cent rhinestone. ‘But like, not ugly.’

I retrieve a tangerine-orange dress striped with black lace. ‘Or orange, but very ugly.’

Sam snorts.

I hook the heinous orange dress back on the railing and continue flicking through the rack until I reach a flash of blue. It’s a jewel colour, almost aquamarine, a slip dress with razor-thin straps in a smooth, slinky silk.

‘What about this one?’ I say, holding it up. It’s way too long for Sam and the zipper at the back looks broken, but Sam’s mom is good with that kind of stuff.

‘Hmmm,’ Sam says, reaching out to touch the fabric. ‘It’s cute, but my boobs would look crazy.’ Our eyes immediately level on her chest. Since about age fourteen, Sam’s boobs have been in the C/D territory, something she’s always tried to keep covered with high-necked tees and sweatshirts. It seemed necessary when having a younger brother meant there were almost always prepubescent boys at her house. ‘You know who it would look really good on, though …’ She narrows her eyes at my non-existent boobs, likened once to mosquito bites by some moron at the McDonalds by her house.

‘Yeah, no thanks.’ I slot the dress back on the rack.

‘I don’t get why you’re being like this about prom,’ she says. ‘We’ve literally been imagining this moment since we were thirteen.’

‘Exactly!’ I exclaim, following her around the rack. ‘We were thirteen. Now, I see it for what it is – just bad music and bad food, and all this hype for something that always ends up being really lame.’

‘But I’ll be there,’ she says. ‘We can make fun of Avery’s prom queen speech and judge everyone’s outfits together.’

‘We’ll do that anyway,’ I say, ignoring the way my fingertips prickle at the mention of Avery. ‘It’ll be no different than any other time we hang out.’

‘It’ll be different if we have dates.’

Her words come out so coolly, Sam’s eyes never leaving the pink taffeta ballgown currently within her grip, as though what she’s just said isn’t completely unhinged.

‘Dates?’ I say incredulously. ‘And who, exactly, am I supposed to go with?’

‘Well, maybe if you weren’t such a weirdo last night, you could’ve finally made progress with Tyler and asked him.’

A laugh explodes out of me.

‘Oh my God, you’re right,’ I say, smacking my forehead. ‘If I hadn’t left, me and the hot twenty-one-year-old I’ve barely spoken to before would’ve slow-danced to “Pictures of You” while a bunch of old dudes moshed around us.’ And monster-Tyler slobbered all over my shoes. ‘Peak romance.’

Sam fixes me with a glare, her cheeks pink. ‘For the record, I have no idea what song that is, but the scene still sounds magical.’ Her eyes flick surreptitiously towards Julian and Elliott, who are trying on different wigs from a cardboard box marked HALLOWEAN 30% OFF. ‘You know who would go with you, though …’

Heat sweeps up my neck. ‘Don’t. Finish. That. Sentence,’ I growl.

Sam’s voice drops to a whisper. ‘You know Elliott would die to go with you,’ she says. ‘Think about how perfect it would be if we all went together.’

My eyes roll without even needing instructions from my brain. Ever since Sam started liking Julian at the start of senior year, she’s had it in her head that Elliott and I are also destined to be together, making us the world’s dreamiest (AKA most nauseating) foursome. It doesn’t help that Elliott has been my neighbour since I was born, and our moms are best friends who used to plan our wedding.

‘In what world does Elliott like me?’ I say, glancing back across the room.

‘I’ve been telling you for years, he’s always watching you. You’ve been hanging out with him since you were babies,’ Sam says. ‘I mean, you’ve seen him naked!’

The heat on my neck only intensifies. ‘When we were three,’ I hiss. ‘And in a blow-up pool.’

It’s Sam’s turn to roll her eyes. ‘Same thing.’

‘Yeah, except it isn’t. Like, at all.’ Elliott, who has sat at my dinner table with his mom for every birthday celebration of my life, who blushed almost harder than I did when he watched me unwrap the training bra his mom bought me when I was ten. ‘He’s like a brother to me,’ I say. ‘Or like, a really close first cousin.’

‘But think about how cute we’d all be hanging out this summer,’ Sam says, her face going dreamy at the thought.

‘John Green has officially rotted your brain,’ I say. ‘Plus, Elliott always goes to Seattle to see his dad for the summer. He’s not even gonna be here.’

Sam huffs, frustrated that I’ve finally gotten her. She and I have rounded the entire dress rack, landing back at the beginning. I turn away from Elliott and Julian, who have moved on to debating the merits of buying a VCR ‘for the lolz’.

‘What about something brown?’ I ask, pulling out a beige-coloured halter dress. Somehow the tables have turned enough that I’d rather talk about prom dresses than Sam’s matchmaking. ‘Or like, not actually brown. More like tan. Or even, like, a sandy colour.’

Sam takes the dress from me and holds it at arm’s length. ‘You’re talking about champagne,’ she says, tilting her head as though she’s trying to make sense of a weird painting. ‘And I can’t wear champagne. It’s what everyone in Avery’s prom group is wearing.’

I frown. ‘How do you know?’

‘Because it was all over her Snapchat Stories last night.’

‘You follow Avery on Snapchat?’

Sam shrugs. ‘I don’t want to, it’s just what people do.’

Within seconds, Sam’s phone is out of her hoodie and opened to Snapchat. She taps Avery’s name, then her avatar. Pictures of Avery, Cassidy and the rest of their group overtake the screen, all of them crowded around a dressing-room mirror, each wearing a slightly different shade of goldy-brown. The caption on the picture says, when yr #squad look 🔥 in champagne.

Sam taps her phone screen so the pictures fly by at lightning speed. Seeing Avery’s face now, the image of her expression before she walked away from me in the library flashes in my head. The smirk she wore when calling out my ‘predictable’ nonchalance towards school-sponsored activities. But was it actually smugness in her eyes, or hurt?

I blink the thought away. ‘She can’t claim an entire colour, can she?’

Sam slips her phone back in her pocket. ‘I mean, not officially,’ she says, putting the dress back too. ‘But do I wanna roll up looking like I’m trying to match Avery? It’d be like wearing white to a wedding.’

Nestled between two skirt-suits is a familiar sliver of vibrant blue. I leave the hanger on the rack but pull out the body of the turquoise slip dress, thumbs absently stroking the fabric. There was a time I might’ve wanted to wear a dress like this, wanted to go to prom. Maybe, if I’m being really, really honest with myself, there’s a part of me that still does. But I have to shut that part of my brain off – the part that still melts a little when Cameron Diaz runs back to the cottage at the end of The Holiday, or Natasha Lyonne surprises Clea DuVall with her cheer routine in But I’m A Cheerleader.

The fabric whispers out of my fingers as Sam tears the hanger off the rack. ‘That’s it,’ she says briskly. ‘I’m buying it for you.’

‘What?’ I say as she turns away. She’s already gone too far for me to snatch the dress back. ‘No, I – there’s no point.’

‘You say that, but I’m an optimist, Indie. It would be a crime against baby us to give up on you and prom. Plus, it’ll look very, very hot on you.’ She fans the fabric out and grimaces at the folds of extra silk. It’s way too big. ‘When my mom can fix it. But – this blue, with your colouring?’ Sam lifts her fingers to her mouth and gives a chef’s kiss. ‘Perfection.’

I purse my own lips. ‘I’m still not going.’

Sam hugs the dress to her chest. ‘Then you can wear it to my funeral,’ she says. ‘When I die an old, lonely nun. Thanks to you.’

She turns towards the cash register without waiting for my response. And as she hands the dress over and starts chatting happily to the lady behind the counter, I hate that I’m smiling.
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The four of us split at the Metro, me disappearing into the deep concrete cavern of the station while Sam, Julian and Elliott are going for half-price green chia seed smoothies at the idiotically named F’resh: the world’s most soulless salad bar chain, where Julian works a few days a week. Sam gives me a look before she rounds the corner, just as Julian loops an arm over her shoulder and jokingly messes up her hair. But as a flash of jealousy ignites in my stomach – their ease, the way Sam doesn’t even jump at Julian’s touch – I glance away quickly, pretending not to see.

When my train arrives, I find a seat at the very back of the car, one that’s blocked in by a plexiglass wall. The lady at Seconds wrapped my dress in a trash bag, which I set on the empty seat beside me.

From the back pocket of my jeans, something sharp digs into my skin. I squirm to adjust whatever it is, my fingers closing around a hard object. I pull it out and let the fake pearls crusting the gold plastic surface catch under the Metro car’s fluorescent lighting. Avery’s hairclip. In the library, between the feeling of her hands around my shoulders and my mouth on her neck, I forgot I’d even pocketed it. I bring the clip to my lips, let the soft skin press against the pearls’ smooth, shiny surfaces. I can
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