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  Chapter one
Falling for Lila  


The bench at Riverside Park was older than Crestwood High, older maybe than the river itself, if you believed the local legends about WPA workers and ghost stories carved into wet wood. Alex sat on the far end of it, knees drawn up, hoodie bunched tight at the wrists, and tried to breathe as slow as the water below them. The river didn’t care about AP classes or school board conspiracies or threats texted in all-caps. It just swallowed the town’s runoff, reflected the last dirty orange-pink light, and rolled on.
Lila Chen arrived late, as always, but this time with a thermos and an apology so elaborate it might’ve been performance art. “Sorry,” she said, “the ceramics teacher had a meltdown, literally, and I got roped into mopping up the slip.” She shook her sleeve, which was dotted with clay, and flopped down next to him with zero respect for personal space.
Alex watched the ripples of dusk on the river, unsure how to start. He wasn’t used to meeting up with someone for no reason, wasn’t used to having “plans” that didn’t involve spreadsheets or orchestrated sabotage. But Lila had texted him,“Meet me by the haunted bench, 6:30, I’ll bring provisions”,and he’d agreed, not because he wanted to, but because it was the only message all week that didn’t feel like an attack.
She opened the thermos, poured half into a dented travel cup, then offered it. “Careful, it’s scalding, and also mostly cinnamon.”
He sipped, burned his tongue, didn’t care. “What’s the occasion?” he asked, watching as a family of ducks navigated the current. One of them swerved hard and spun, like a tiny outboard motor, and for a moment he envied it.
Lila shrugged. “You looked like you needed rescuing. Or at least caffeine.” She set the cup down between them, just off-center, the rim catching a little leaf that tumbled from the tree above.
The bench creaked under her as she shifted. “So,” she said, “how’s your week of being a viral sensation?”
Alex let out a slow exhale. “Is that what they’re calling it now?”
Lila grinned, then sobered. “Heard your brother’s rally was epic. I watched the live stream. You guys do drama like it’s a blood sport.”
“It’s hereditary,” Alex said. He meant it as a joke, but it hit something sour. “Honestly, it feels like we’re all just waiting to see who gets cancelled next.”
“Is it that bad?”
“Worse,” he said, surprising himself. “The threats are getting more specific. And it’s not just online. Someone was in our yard last night.”
Lila’s eyes narrowed, serious for the first time since she’d arrived. “Did you call the cops?”
He almost laughed. “You really think the Crestwood PD is going to solve anything?”
She conceded the point with a little tilt of her head. “So, what do you want to do about it?”
Alex wasn’t sure. The spreadsheet in his head had gone haywire; every possible outcome looked like a trap. He looked at Lila’s hands,short nails, fingertips stained with indigo from some long-forgotten art project,and realized he wanted to trust her. More than that, he wanted to tell her things he hadn’t told anyone, not even his siblings. 
The silence stretched, but she waited him out. She was good at that.
“Did I ever tell you what I wanted before we moved here?” he asked, eyes still on the river.
“You wanted to go to State,” she said, “get a computer science degree, then move to Seattle and never come back to the Midwest. You told me that after like two hours.”
Alex barked a laugh. “Right. Guess it wasn’t much of a secret.”
“Dreams don’t have to be secret,” Lila said, “just stubborn.” She nudged the cup closer to him. Their fingers brushed. He felt it like a static shock.
He took another sip, then said it: “I’m not getting into State. I missed the early deadline, and my GPA’s tanked since the move. Best case, I go to community college, maybe transfer if I don’t lose my mind first.”
Lila studied his face. “You’re allowed to be mad about that, you know.”
“I’m not mad,” he lied.
She smiled, all empathy and sharp teeth. “Liar.”
Alex blinked, tried to regroup. The dusk was deepening, the river now the color of old bruises, streetlights popping on one by one along the distant shore. The sounds of the town faded behind them,occasional car, a dog barking,but up close, it was just their two voices and the hush of water against rocks.
He turned to her. “What about you? I never got your five-year plan.”
Lila’s expression went briefly glassy, then she leaned back and kicked her feet up onto the bench, soles muddy, no apology. “I want to get out, too. Not the coast, just… anywhere else. Maybe work with kids. Art therapy or something. I could teach, but only if I get to be the weird one.”
He liked the idea of her as a rogue art therapist, painting bad murals and telling elementary students the truth about the world in exchange for playground cigarettes. “You’d be good at that,” he said, and meant it.
“Maybe,” she said, “if I don’t get expelled first.”
Alex snorted. “You? They’d have to actually catch you breaking a rule, and you’re too careful for that.”
Lila’s face changed, just a little. She traced a finger along the grain of the bench, not meeting his eyes. “I’m not as careful as you think.”
He wanted to press, but she beat him to it. “What’s the next step, with the scandal?” she asked. “You still going to take down the board, or did the mysterious threats scare you off?”
“They scare me,” he admitted. “But I can’t back down now. Vanessa’s all-in, Ricky just outed himself to the entire school… if I bail, I’m basically the worst big brother in history.”
“You ever consider just running?” Lila’s voice was playful, but her knuckles went white on the thermos.
“Every day,” Alex said. “But even if I did, the mess would follow. That’s the Zarate family curse.”
“Maybe you could break it,” she said, and the way she said “you” made it sound almost plausible.
He let that thought hang. The wind off the water was colder now, but neither of them reached for jackets. They sat shoulder to shoulder, not quite touching, both pretending it was just a friendly hangout and not an unspoken confession.
A branch cracked behind them. The sound was loud enough to make both of them jump. Alex turned,instinctive, half-expecting a cop or one of the school’s junior stalkers. Instead, it was Jake Miller, hands stuffed in his varsity jacket, striding down the path like he owned the world and all its darkness.
“Shit,” Lila whispered.
Jake didn’t slow down. He stopped in front of the bench, shoes crunching on a thick patch of leaves, and fixed Alex with the same look he’d worn in the computer lab, equal parts boredom and calculated threat.
“Didn’t take you for the riverside date type, Zarate,” Jake said. He eyed Lila, then back to Alex, as if weighing how much trouble he could make with the right phrase. “Hope you’re not spilling too many secrets out here. The air carries.”
Alex wanted to shrink, but forced himself upright. “We’re just talking.”
Jake’s grin was practiced, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Yeah, well, careful who you trust around here, new guy. Lila’s got more secrets than she lets on.” He gave Lila a look, something that passed between them in an instant. For a second, Alex wondered if he’d missed an entire season of a show everyone else was watching.
Lila didn’t move. She just stared at Jake, unblinking, until he shrugged and walked on, boots scraping the pavement, humming a tune Alex recognized as the theme from “Law and Order.”
The silence that followed was twice as heavy. Alex’s hands balled up in his sleeves, thumb rubbing a groove in the seam until the skin underneath burned.
“Don’t listen to him,” Lila said, not quite looking at him. “Jake enjoys messing with people. It’s his only hobby.”
“He’s not wrong, though,” Alex said. “Everybody’s got secrets.”
She nodded, then stood up, tossing the last of her coffee into the weeds. “Mine just aren’t interesting. Trust me.”
He wanted to. Desperately.
They walked together along the edge of the river, not speaking, letting the cold sting their faces. When they got back to the parking lot, Lila stopped and fished something from her pocket. A keychain,a tiny plastic alien, head too big for its body.
She handed it to him. “For luck,” she said. “You’ll need it more than I do.”
He turned it over in his palm. “Thanks,” he said, and meant it.
Lila smiled, softer now. “See you tomorrow, Alex.”
He watched her leave, the shape of her hoodie catching the wind, her steps light and fast. He wanted to run after her, ask the questions that burned his tongue, but he stayed rooted to the spot. Hands jammed in his pockets, sleeves twisted tight around his fists.
He looked down at the alien. Its eyes were black, bottomless, and it stared up at him like it understood something he didn’t.
Alex stood there until the sun was gone and the streetlights buzzed to life, the weight of other people’s secrets pressing in on every side.
Then he turned for home, hoodie sleeves pulled down to the knuckles, a plastic alien clutched in his hand, and walked straight into the darkness.

      ***Crestwood’s student council called it “Club Carnival,” but Ricky thought of it as a panic attack with snack tables. It was that blue hour right after sunset, when the air got just cold enough to sting bare wrists, and the string lights flickered to life in the school courtyard. They’d set up rows of folding tables draped in whatever tablecloths the clubs could dig from the storage closet, which meant a visual assault of red, yellow, tie-dye, and “Class of 2019” banners repurposed with sharpie. There were booths for chess and Model UN and something called “Future Entrepreneurs,” which looked like a pyramid scheme with better snacks.
Ricky drifted on the edge, scanning the crowd for exits as much as for familiar faces. He’d promised Eli he’d come, and in a moment of questionable judgment, he’d promised Vanessa, too,who’d threatened to hack the PA system and introduce him as “Renaissance Man” if he bailed.
The first person he saw was Alex, orbiting the AV club table, talking too fast to a group of juniors in black hoodies. Alex caught his eye, gave a nod, but didn’t wave. Ricky didn’t blame him; the last time they’d made eye contact in public, someone had snapped a pic and posted it with the caption, “Zarate Family Boredom: A Study in Four Parts.”
He wove between the booths, past the anime club (all cat ears and nervous energy), past Debate (Vanessa’s yellow blazer already visible at twenty paces), past a table for student government where Jake Miller, in a windbreaker and nothing else over his t-shirt, was holding court with a group of younger kids. Jake was laughing, tossing stress balls like he was auditioning for a cereal commercial. He didn’t look Ricky’s way. Yet.
The art club was at the far end, under an awning that leaked from the afternoon’s rain. Someone had hung a garland of paintbrushes over the table, bristles splayed and stained from years of use. Eli stood behind the table, arranging flyers into meticulous stacks, his hair a little damp and clumping at the crown. He wore a faded NASA shirt, sleeves pushed up so far it looked intentional.
“Hey,” Ricky said, too quiet at first. Then louder, “Hey.”
Eli looked up, surprised, but then his smile cut through the evening gloom. “You made it,” he said. “I owe Vanessa five bucks.”
Ricky grinned, tried not to bounce on his toes. “She never doubted me.”
Eli handed him a flyer, then pointed at a poster on the table. “We’re doing a mural for the new rec center. Want in?”
Ricky skimmed the flyer. “Depends. Are you in charge, or is Ms. Benet?”
“Me,” Eli said. “She’s letting me run it as my senior project. I even get a key to the supply room.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Which is huge for my criminal career.”
Ricky laughed, felt the knot in his chest loosen. For a second, he forgot the whole town was watching, forgot the warning texts and the surveillance and Jake Miller’s voice in the back of his skull.
He set the flyer down, hands jittering. “I can’t paint,” he said, suddenly nervous. “Like, not like you. I’m only good for banners and spray paint, maybe stencils if you squint.”
Eli shrugged. “Mural needs all kinds. Plus, you have a better sense of color than me. I tried orange and

      ***
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