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      This is for all the neurospicy’s out there.

      You are not too much.

      Don’t let anyone dull your sparkle.

      Wear the headphones.

      It’s okay to say no.

      

      Autism can present differently in people and everyone’s experiences vary, Vada has been developed based on multiple influences of those we know and love with autism.

    

  


  
    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        Author Note

      

      

      Please note, this book is set in a fictional Australian town. Although it is very much Australian, some things have been embellished for the story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          VADA

        

      

    

    
      Every family has one person you warn outsiders about, but not mine. They should all come with a warning label that reads: “Approach with caution.” Monday through Friday we are just your regular run-of-the-mill family, with loving parents, an annoying little brother, and a grandfather—the biggest pain in the ass of all—who thinks because he is old he can get away with anything. But Saturdays are the worst, as our entire family visits for lunch. It’s pure chaos, with my mum’s two older sisters, their husbands, my dad’s brother and sister, plus a mix of cousins on both sides.

      I know what you’re thinking—that sounds normal, right? Well, you’re wrong.

      I’m currently hiding on my balcony, as it’s safer here. It overlooks the backyard, and I peer down at my father manning the barbecue. Again, it’s a typical situation that doesn’t seem off, except it faces our neighbours’ yard, and Dad is cooking seafood. Apparently, the smell makes the neighbours feel sick. Especially Sloan, the father of the house, who is now also in his yard, burning the shit out of the meat on his barbecue to overwhelm the smell.

      My mum and aunts are sitting around the table drinking cocktails at eleven in the morning. They are ignoring the fact that their spawn are giggling, having made a homemade slingshot, and are shooting crap over the fence—yes, actual crap.

      My grandfather is yelling at Grandpa Kelly, who has his hands thrown in the air, the fence the only thing between them. That stupid bloody fence is how this whole neighbour war started, way back in the late seventies. When my grandparents bought this house, there was no fence. My grandfather says that when Grandpa Kelly built the fence—though built is a strong word for a shitty three-foot wire monstrosity—it was placed three inches too far onto his land. Grandpa Kelly swears blind that he put it exactly where it’s supposed to be.

      The worst part about the stupid fence is that it has sparked three generations of neighbour wars. Our fathers’ barbecue battles and their obsessive lawn mowing, while my mother, aunts, and Mrs Kelly joined the P&C just so they can argue about who is doing what. Then there’s the climax every year at the school AGM, when Mum and Mrs Kelly fight over being president, yet Carey Fisher’s mother, Monique, always wins. Thank god or it would become an actual nightmare.

      My life flashes before my eyes, and I jump in fright as Taylor’s face pops over the balcony. His mouth moves, but I can’t hear a word he is saying with my headphones on; they don’t play music but are the special noise-cancelling kind that completely block out the sound and chaos around me. He points to his ear, and I remove them. I stare, waiting for him to say something—pleasantries are not for me, especially now the moment has passed, and I would be left feeling awkward.

      “What are you listening to?” he asks, falling into the chair beside me.

      “Nothing, they are just blocking out that ridiculousness down there.”

      Taylor throws his head back and laughs. He isn’t classically pretty like his friend Grayson, who is your typical poster boy for Australia, with dirty-blond hair, steel-grey eyes and a swimmer’s body. Taylor is more boy-next-door cute, with dark floppy hair that always falls in his face and striking baby-blue eyes. He is solidly built, more like a football player, even though he plays on the New Hope Villains basketball team.

      “You know, you could join your family. It isn’t good for you to always lock yourself away.”

      “Ha, ha, ha. Now you’re just trying to be funny. You know I hate loud noises, awkward situations, and generally any social situation that has people in it.”

      I point to the T-shirt from Mady’s Gizmos and Gadgets. It’s from the “Ella Collection” and says, “It’s Too Peopley.”

      Taylor stands and holds out his shirt, which makes me laugh. He is wearing the one I brought him for his birthday that reads, “Admit it, life without me would be boring.”

      “How come you’re not hanging out with Grayson?”

      Taylor shrugs and sits back in the chair.

      For my entire life, the Kellys have lived next door. Grayson Kelly is slightly older than us, and Roman Kelly, who is almost a clone of his brother, is slightly younger. Taylor moved in with the Kellys after his parents died, as his mum and Grayson’s were best friends. I know Taylor sometimes struggles with seeing how perfect they are—I personally can’t see it, not that I have told him that. Years of therapy have taught me I can’t just say what I’m thinking because it can come across as rude. My little quirks, as my mum calls them, are not for everyone.

      “He went to pick up Isabelle, so I thought I would come and hang with you. My other option was Roman . . .”

      We both laugh as he trails off.

      Roman Kelly. The notorious playboy. Spending every weekend at a different party with a new girl hanging from his arm. I’m all about sexual freedom, but hopefully he wraps his ding-dong, as the last thing we need is a fourth generation to keep this neighbour war alive. Plus, Roman annoys me. There is just something about him that really gets under my skin, so I try to avoid spending time with him if I can.

      “Yo, Taylor. Where’s your loyalty?”

      Taylor looks over the balcony at Roman. I follow his gaze and catch an eyeful of shirtless Roman, where he’s standing next to their inground pool. I wish my parents would become jealous over that and get one installed. Gramps would probably have a coronary though, as the only way we’d have space is if we got rid of his pumpkin patch.

      “Sorry, bro. The girl has tits, so you lose,” Taylor shouts, causing both our families to look up and my cheeks to heat.

      My whole family loves Taylor—they were also friends with his mum, so the guy is Switzerland in this crazy war. Mum and Dad know Taylor has helped me survive at school, especially during the past two years. Being a senior is freaking hard.

      “Taylor,” my mum chastises. “Keep that business behind closed doors.”

      Oh god, if my face wasn’t already red, it sure as crap would be now.

      And Taylor, being his annoying self, has a shit-eating grin on his face. “Will do, Mrs L. Besides, it’s not Monday. She only shows me on Mondays, so I will get up for school.”

      That’s it, I’m done. Pushing up from my chair, I storm inside with Taylor hot on my heels.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, coming up behind me slowly and resting his chin on my shoulder. “Forgive me. You know she knows I’m kidding.”

      Considering I’ve shown no one my boobs, I’d hope Mum realises he is joking, so I let out a sigh. “I know, and if my whole retched family wasn’t downstairs, I wouldn’t care. They all know I’m a virgin, and I will probably stay that way for the rest of my life.”

      “I doubt that—you’re beautiful. Some guy will snatch you up so fast if you give them the time of day.”

      “Or we could just have sex?”

      He coughs to cover up his shock. Taylor and I are just friends, and he has helped me slowly learn to like the feeling of being touched. It’s not so bad when it’s him. However, recently Taylor has been trying to push my boundaries a little more. I think he’s trying to get me ready for the real world.

      Our friendship isn’t one-sided though. He is using me as a buffer because he is madly in love with Isabelle, Grayson’s best friend, and apparently there is some unspoken rule about dating your best friend’s other best friend. I don’t get it, but that isn’t a surprise. I’m more logical. If they like each other, who cares what Grayson thinks? I mean, unless Grayson likes her too, then that complicates things. I think they should just ask her to choose, and the other guy can move on. Social cues within friend groups are confusing, which is why I prefer not to have friends. Taylor doesn’t count, as he just inserted himself into my life and never left, and even when I’m mean to him, he keeps coming back.

      “We are not having sex. You said it yourself that you want to wait for the one, whoever he is.”

      “Maybe the one just doesn’t exist. We are eighteen soon, and surely there should have been someone I found interesting by now. I blame you for dragging me to your basketball games.”

      Taylor made me agree years ago that I would attend all his games. And if I wanted him to walk with me to school, I had to attend his trainings in the morning as well. Roman and Grayson’s dad is the coach of the basketball team and made an exception to allow me to attend the training sessions. He knows I’m not there to distract his players.

      “Most girls would kill to watch us train, but not you. You always have your nose buried in a book.”

      “I will have you know that book boyfriends are the best. They don’t want to touch me, talk to me, get all clingy and then upset because I forgot to message them, and not to mention, there are no bodily fluids.”

      Taylor places his hands on my shoulders, holding me at arm’s length. “How could I forget how much sweat grosses you out? But, babe, you know as well as I do, you need to find someone who respects your boundaries. You have ASD, not rabies.”

      “Don’t call me babe,” I snap out.

      I might as well have rabies with the way the kids at school all keep a wide berth. I hear the whispers between the girls wondering why a guy like Taylor would hang around me, and the questioning looks when they thought we were dating.

      Taylor pulls his phone out of his pocket and smiles. “Gee is back. Are you sure you don’t want to come for a swim?”

      “Yeah, nah. Walking into enemy territory on a Saturday is just asking for trouble. Text me later, and I mean text.” Taylor has a habit of just showing up, but after a week of being surrounded by people at school and having to hold my mask up, I like not having to pretend on a Saturday night. So if he insists on checking in, it can be via text.

      Taylor leaves my room through the balcony. For all the years he has been coming over, he has never once used the front door to see me. Probably because if he did, I wouldn’t answer. Our friendship was one-sided for a very long time, but he wore me down, slowly but surely.

      Slipping my headphones back on, I get comfy in my reading bean bag. I’m ready to escape reality for a little while, so I grab my paperback copy of Heartache and Hope by Jay McLean. It’s a basketball romance, but I’d never admit that to Taylor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          VADA

        

      

    

    
      My alarm clock goes off precisely at 6:30 a.m., and even though I am still lying in bed, I’ve already been awake and waiting for the last ten minutes. Every morning, I get out of bed at the same time, no exceptions. Someone would have to be dying to get me to change my routine. My therapist, Lucas, says I need to work on being flexible with my routine, especially now that I’ve reached an age where I should go out with friends more. That’s another thing he says I need to work on, but again, I don’t understand why—I already have Taylor.

      Tossing back the sheets, I slip out of bed, walk across the room, and sit at my desk. Opening my planner, I use the marker I keep beside it to cross off the first thing on my to-do list.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Writing a list and then crossing it off has been something I have done since I started high school, and it’s now part of my daily routine. Plus, I love cute stationery.

      Shower—gah! Why do I need to shower daily? Maybe it’s just me who hates them, but they’re a lot. I have to pull out my fresh clothes, then find a clean towel. Honestly, I would reuse mine, but Mum insists we use a fresh one daily after my little brother Kody got some infection from his festy towel. Then once I’m in the bathroom, I have to get naked; right now in September it isn’t a huge deal, but in mid-August I freeze my ass off.

      I need to put thought into every step along the way and break it all down into stages. My therapist tells me not everyone is like this, and I wish showering was as easy as getting in and getting out. As once I’m in and okay with the sensation of the water hitting my skin, my brain changes gears and then the thought of getting out and my body being the wrong temperature freaks me out.

      I speed through showering, getting dressed, and brushing my teeth, stopping quickly to tick them off my list. By the time I get downstairs, Mum is flipping pancakes. Monday is my favourite breakfast day because Mum cooks. My little brother Kody is sitting at the table, playing on his iPad, while Mum is on FaceTime to Aunt Carol, giving her a play-by-play about everything she missed at yesterday’s barbecue.

      Dad rushes into the kitchen, running right past me. “Has anyone seen my keys?” he asks, shuffling through the fruit bowl that no longer holds fruit. It’s more like a storage bin for all the things that people dump in there. “Never mind, found them.”

      “It’s weird that you’re a forty-year-old man and racing outside to do your bizarre ritual with Mr Kelly,” I say. “And why? To beat him down the street?”

      Every single morning, Dad tries to beat Mr Kelly out of the street. They don’t even work in the same building, so I have no idea what it actually achieves.

      “You will understand one day,” he says, kissing me on the head. I really don’t think I will—for adults, it all seems so childish.

      Mum plates up my pancakes and slides them across the kitchen counter as Taylor walks downstairs holding a bag of corn chips. I swear he does this just to rile Mum up so she’ll fuss over him.

      “OMG, Carol, I have to go. Taylor just walked in and he’s eating corn chips for breakfast. Can you believe it? They don’t even feed him a decent breakfast and he’s on the basketball team.”

      Taylor beams at her. “Don’t worry, Mrs L. They are so good. I’m in a relation-chip with these chips.”

      My mum giggles at his lame attempt at a joke. “Don’t be silly, sit down and I will make you a plate.”

      I shake my head at him and kick his leg under the table when he sits across from me, directly next to Kody. “You did that on purpose because it’s pancake day. Can’t you just be normal and not add fuel to the fire?”

      He gives me his megawatt smile. “What fun would that be? The neighbour wars are so entertaining. Sloan had to wash the dog shit off their shed yesterday. Good job, Kody,” he says, lifting my brother’s headphones up.

      Kody rolls his eyes—he isn’t a big Taylor fan.

      My grandfather noisily enters the kitchen. He’s also not fond of Taylor, but it’s not personal and only because he lives next door. Gramps lets out a hmph as he sits, causing Mum to remind him that if he has nothing nice to say, he shouldn’t say it at all, then she slides his plate in front of him. Of course, Taylor smiles at this and asks him about his pumpkins. This starts off a one-sided ramble of Gramps bragging about his being bigger than the ones in the Kelly family’s garden.

      Once we finish eating, Taylor lifts his phone to show me the time. Crap, it’s time to make lunch. Pushing my chair back, I go to make my lunch while Taylor watches, and before I know it, we are walking out the door.

      Every morning, Taylor and I leave at 7:25, the exact time that Carey Fisher picks Roman up in her flashy red car. We watch as he runs down the driveway, jumps over the side of her convertible into the front passenger seat, and they speed away.

      Grayson and Isabelle leave a minute after we do. I’m grateful they never attempt to walk with us, but it is also a strange feeling having them follow so closely behind. Maybe they have an issue with how much time Taylor is spending with the enemy.

      Taylor reaches for my backpack, taking it from me and slinging it over his shoulder, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “Hey, I can carry that myself.”

      He sighs a tad dramatically. “I know, but can you let me be a gentleman and carry your bag since you insist on walking every day? You know Grayson has his licence already, and I’m sure I could convince him to drive us, at least until I get my Ps.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with getting some fresh air, and you seem to be the only person who has an issue with us choosing to walk.” The dreaded driver’s licence conversation again.

      Taylor is old enough that he could have had his P plates by now. Unfortunately, with Roman and Taylor having their learner’s permits at the same time, the Kellys have had to split their time between the boys getting their supervised hours up with a licenced driver. He has a couple of hours left of his mandatory one hundred and ten before he can take the test. It’s a lot, but I still don’t think I will voluntarily climb into a death trap on wheels with a new driver. I just haven’t broken that news to him yet. Grayson has been driving for almost a year now. And while I wouldn’t ask him to drive me somewhere, I will get in the car with him when necessary.

      The walk to school takes five minutes, then Taylor goes into the locker room in the gym to get changed, and I find my spot in the corner and pull out my kindle. I now cannot sit anywhere but here. It’s officially part of my routine, even though after all these years, the game of basketball still makes no sense.

      Roman enters the gym with Carey chatting beside him. I roll my eyes when she touches his shirt sleeve, showcasing perfectly manicured nails, and smiles up at him. He returns her smile and playfully pushes her out the door. The Villains have a closed practice, except for me.

      Taylor asked Mr Kelly and surprisingly he said yes, I know it’s because the man would do anything for Taylor, even if it meant seeing a Logan every morning. It may also be a dig at my father, but either way, I don’t care. It beats sitting alone in the library before school, and Taylor insisted, plus we actually made a deal that he wouldn’t steal my lunch without asking if I sat here for his practises.

      After pulling on my headphones, I unlock my kindle and open my current book. I’m hooked on this basketball romance and there is no way I can read the paperback in public, especially not here. I’d never hear the end of it.

      A massive basketball bag drops beside me, and I switch the kindle to my left hand. I push it away—I swear Roman does this every day to annoy me—not wanting his stinky bag next to me.

      His lingering presence has me glancing up, and although his mouth moves, I have no intention of hearing what he has to say. I point to my headphones and he blows me a kiss. Flipping him off, again a daily occurrence, has me wondering why he hasn’t gotten the point by now. Roman is a douche, and I do not want to talk to him. He always has been, ever since we were kids and he stomped on my sandcastle.

      Time passes in a blur, then a drop of liquid falls onto my kindle screen, and my cheeks burn red from reading a steamy scene. Looking up, I find Roman standing so close that his sweat is dripping all over me. I jump to my feet as he laughs.

      “What is your problem?” I ask, ripping my headphones off.

      “Not a thing. You’re looking all kinds of flustered, so what are you reading? Do you need a practice dummy?”

      Ugh, of course he would pick up on that. And the nerve of him to think that if I was looking, I would choose him. Gag.

      “None of your business. And any practice I need, Taylor has it covered. Thanks though.”

      Roman looks over at Taylor, who is jogging towards us.

      “You good?” Taylor asks me, and I nod. “Sweet, I’m just going to hit the shower and then we can get you your chocolate milk
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