
[image: 9780062682840_Cover.jpg]



[image: ]





Dedication

For Jo





One

IT WOULD BE EASIER IF HE WERE DEAD.

I hate myself the second the thought enters my brain. Hate myself for thinking it, and hate even more that it’s true.

Of course it’s not true.

I swallow against the thickness building in my throat as I hitch my bag up on my shoulder and push toward my locker, ignoring the murmurs, ignoring the stares. I don’t care what they’re saying. I don’t care what anyone thinks. I only care that Aiden—

No. I can’t even think his name. I have to focus on putting one foot in front of the other, on moving forward and making it through this minute, this hour, this day. Without him.

I blink to keep my eyeballs from exploding under the pressure of the tears I won’t let fall. I breathe in and try to force the sound of screeching tires and crashing metal out of my brain. He’s still alive, I remind myself. He might wake up. He might forgive me. It’s too many maybes.

“Hey, Betts,” someone says. I keep walking. “Bee,” she calls again. “That ring you wear—is it from Aiden?”

I stop. Turn. Stare.

Cicily and two of her spirit-squad clones stand in their game-day uniforms of matching skirts and matching smirks, assessing me from head to toe. I don’t even know what outfit I pulled on this morning, and I’m certainly not going to look. My fingers fly to the ring on my right hand, shielding it from Cicily’s gaze. I can’t believe she just asked me that.

I will not give her the satisfaction of watching me disintegrate. “Mm-hmm,” I manage.

“Did your parents freak out? Mine would flip,” one of the clones says. “You guys seem really cute together, though.” She tucks a lock of hair behind one ear and blinks her bovine eyes. It hits me that she’s not trying to be cruel.

Oh god, they don’t know. How could they not have heard—

“Is he coming again after school today?” Cicily asks. She winks. Winks.

I think I might vomit. “No,” I say. I somehow don’t choke on the word.

The third girl twists her necklace around her finger and smiles. “Where did you even meet him? I need to find me a guy like that.” The others laugh and the girl adds, “Vroom, vroom.” They laugh harder.

I shake her words out of my head. I can’t have this conversation. Can’t pretend it’s okay. Can’t pretend he isn’t gone. Can’t pretend it’s not my fault.

I turn around and run.





Two

I MET HIM IN A CANDY STORE.

It was a Sunday afternoon in February, near the end of my shift at the Sugar Shack. I’d been working since ten and had a killer headache from the secondhand sugar high gnawing my brain from all sides. Only thirteen more minutes until I could clock out, but those minutes were dragging like a school assembly on the dangers of jaywalking and meth. I was so ready to release my hair from its too-tight ponytail, ditch my apron and the stupid Hey, Sugar visor Mr. Sugarman (yes, really) made us wear, and head out the door. Not that I was eager to rush home for Sunday dinner with my parents. The whole point of this job, besides cash and next year’s tuition, was to buy myself more time away from them.

When the bells on the front door jingled, I didn’t look up, just kept wiping the grubby fingerprints and streaks of I-don’t-even-want-to-know-what off the ice cream case and left the customer care to Lexa. I actually liked cleaning and she actually liked customers, so our shifts always worked out pretty well.

“Welcome to the Sugar Shack!” she chirped at whoever’d walked in.

“Uh, hi,” he said. I sprayed another blast of disinfectant across the glass and took a deep sniff. I didn’t care if it was killing my brain cells. The sharp tingle of bleach-y chemicals was a welcome change from the candy dust and ice cream air I’d been inhaling all day. It had been a mistake to drink that second root beer on my break earlier, too. I would have killed for some water, three Advil, and a salt lick. “Do you guys have any of those chewy candy frogs?” the customer asked.

“Oh gosh, I’m so sorry,” Lexa said. I knew without having to look that she was putting her hand to her chest to hold back the tide of empathy. Even in a freaking candy shop, Lexa was the sweetest thing around. She was like a human kitten, all tiny, wide-eyed, and adorable. If she weren’t my best friend’s twin brother’s girlfriend, I would have had to hate her. “We usually do but we’re all out today. Can I help you find something else? We have gummi sharks, gummi worms, gummi dinosaurs, gummi fish . . . and gummi bears, of course.”

“Wow. A whole zoo,” the guy said.

Scrub scrub scrub. Working at the Shack was largely thankless, but I did get a weird satisfaction out of cleaning like a maniac. And in a candy-store-slash-ice-cream-shoppe, there were endless sticky, sugar-smeared surfaces to wipe. I spent most of my shift downtimes with a rag in hand. Lexa spent most of hers texting Eric.

“My favorites are the gummi octopi,” Lexa offered. “They’re tasty and cute, and we have them in three colors.”

I gazed at the neon lollipop clock, willing it to tick faster. Eight minutes.

“Yeah, no, it has to be frogs. It’s my little sister’s birthday. She’s going through a frog phase.”

I peeked at the guy’s back. Tall. Leather jacket. Shaggy haircut. Tight jeans. I wondered if he played drums in a band or only wished that he did. “We have gummi geckos,” I said. “You could get some of those and bite their tails off.”

He turned around. Our eyes met, and the slow, sure smile he gave wrapped itself around my chest, squeezed out the air, stopped my heart, and changed everything I knew about anything. At least, it felt that way, since for a few seconds I somehow neglected to breathe.

The cute boys who came into the Sugar Shack were usually eight, not eighteen, and they stopped being cute the moment they opened their mouths and started whining for their parents to buy them something. This boy’s mouth held a different kind of danger. That smile was delicious.

I steadied myself against the countertop as he solemnly shook his head. “She’s too smart. I’d never get away with it.”

I didn’t believe that for a second. He looked like he could get away with anything.

“How about a candy crown?” Lexa said, breaking the spell. “You know, like a ‘kiss enough frogs and you’ll find your prince’ kind of thing?”

His lashes were unfairly long. Winter had pinked his pale cheeks above the stubble on his perfect jaw. I had never seen a boy look so pretty yet rugged. “She’s not into kissing. She studies them. She wants to be a frog scientist.”

“A herpetologist,” I said, letting my dork flag unfurl. It flapped in the breeze of embarrassment.

But Drummer Boy looked impressed. “Exactly.”

“Well, give her time,” I said, like some braver, bolder version of myself. “I hear that nerd girls make the best kissers.”

He drew back. “She’s nine. And my sister.”

I tried not to die. “Right. Sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“It’s okay.” That smile again. It was an offer and a challenge, both at once.

He glanced at the name tag pinned to my chest. Despite the ridiculous visor, I was grateful to be in uniform. True, the Sugar Shack apron covered whatever hint of boob might theoretically have been present, but it also made me look like I actually had a waist. And while I had never looked anything but comical in the tops, scarves, or skirts I’d tried on where there was some kind of ruffle involved, somehow the flounce at the hem of this thing just worked on me. It may have been the most flattering piece of clothing I’d worn, and it leveled the playing field at least a little by flattening out Lexa’s amazing rack. The apron was the great equalizer. Also, I liked the pockets.

“So, Joanna—”

“Bee, actually. Or Betts.” He arched an eyebrow and I nearly growled with envy. I’d always wished one of my eyebrows could do that. “It’s a long story,” I said.

“Bee.” He considered that with a head tilt. “I like it. It fits. It’s kind of . . . cute but sharp. Like a cupcake with thorns.”

A shot of pride rushed through me at the weird sort-of compliment. Normally I would bristle at someone I just met acting like he had me all figured out, but this guy—I felt like whatever he wanted me to be, I’d be it.

No. Whatever he wanted me to be, that’s what I already was.

It was my turn to speak, but I pressed my lips shut. If I allowed them to open, I might blurt some awful truth like, This feeling reminds me of Ferris wheels or I could stare at your face until sunrise. Our fizz-and-snap, Pop Rocks connection was making me loopy. Silence was far safer.

His mouth twitched in the pause. “I’m Aiden,” he said.

“Aiden,” I said, trying it out. It felt right. Everything about him felt right. “Nice to meet you.”

He held my gaze. “Likewise.”

Saying more could be catastrophic. I stared and blinked instead.

He waited. I stared and blinked some more.

“Well, Bee or Betts,” he said, pulling on the wool hat he’d been holding, “the frog hunt continues.” He looked straight at me. “I’ll see you around.” It sounded like a promise.

With a quick nod to Lexa, Aiden pushed open the door. “Have a sweet day!” she called after him.

A whoosh of freezing air burst in, and he was gone. I shivered, less from the cold and more from the certainty that everything in my life was about to change. I stood in the space he’d left behind. Endless possibility unrolled at my feet.

Lexa flipped over the sign on the door, so COME ON IN, SUGAR was facing us. She didn’t seem to notice the world had shifted. “My turn to close up, right?” she said when I still hadn’t moved.

I reached back and yanked at the strings of my apron. I needed to call Jo.





Three

I STOOD IN THE NORTH HALLWAY, UNWRAPPING MILES of scarf from around my neck and stuffing them into my locker with the hat, gloves, coat, sweater, and leg warmers I’d just shed. The school was way overheated, as usual, but outside it was nineteen degrees before windchill. Living here on the Niagara Frontier, you learned to layer. It was an art.

Jo appeared at my side and handed me a baggie. “Kitchen Bitch delivery.”

“Mmm, what is it?”

“Oatmeal cookies.”

I held them up for inspection.

“No raisins,” she said. “What do you think I am?”

I took one out. “You’re the best.”

“They have pecans, though. Toasted for flavor and chopped up for texture. I might break instead of chop next time.”

My mouth was already full. “Whatever you did, they’re delicious,” I said, one hand at my lips to hold back the crumbs. The cookies were slightly chewy but buttery soft, with a nutty, caramelized aftertaste. One of the 8,400,237 things I was going to miss about Jo next year—was practically already missing in anticipation of being torn apart by college in six months, a near-future that seemed both too imminent and far, far away—was this: her baking. She was truly talented.

“That’s why they call me a masterbaker,” she said.

I swallowed. “No one masterbakes as vigorously as you do. It’s amazing your palms aren’t hairier. You’ll probably go blind, though.”

“Don’t worry, that won’t stop me from turning up the heat. And beating and churning. Daily,” she added.

“Nice.” I pulled a cat hair off her shirt and flicked it to the floor.

“Thanks,” she said.

I dug my Chem notebook out of my locker, shoved my backpack inside, and slammed the door shut. “Ready?”

Jo turned and nearly tripped over OJ, who was kneeling on the floor by the locker next to mine, with her papers spread everywhere. “Whoops! Sorry,” Jo said, stepping on one paper then another as she tried to catch her balance and move out of the way.

“Jerk-off,” OJ muttered, followed by something unintelligible. I walked away quickly so she wouldn’t see me smiling and decide I was laughing at her. OJ definitely wasn’t known for her great sense of humor.

Jo was grinning too. She wiggled her eyebrows beneath her straight black bangs. “Do you want to get floats at the Shack later? In case he drops by?” I shook my head and fed my face a consolation cookie. She was only mirroring my excitement from what I’d told her last night, but the morning after my Aiden encounter, that excitement seemed way overblown. So we’d flirted. So what? That didn’t mean anything would happen. If he went to my school, I would already know. There were only about 130 kids in each class, and most of us started here in middle school.

I dodged a crying freshman. “Yeah, no.” I wanted to find a way to see him again, but I’d feel pathetic if I were sitting there waiting for him to show—which he wouldn’t, so, even worse. “I hate being there when I’m not on shift. I start feeling like I should be cleaning things.”

“You always feel like you should be cleaning things.” She had a point. “So come over after school. Tell your parents we need to study for history. Mention Eric so they’ll say yes.” My parents adored Eric. They liked Jo, too, but they were suckers for her twin. And they were right: Eric was a Very Nice Boy.

“We do need to study for history,” I said.

“Correct. And I need to tell you about my new crush.”

“Wait, what? Who?” This was news. Jo’s crushes were extremely rare and selective—as opposed to mine, which tended to be frequent but fleeting, cautiously approached, and easily abandoned when no reciprocal interest was shown, which it never was. The primary thing the few guys I’d kissed had in common was they all had crushed on me first. I’d sparked to that interest, to the thrill of being wanted, as much as to the guys themselves. It was one of the million things about my connection with Aiden that felt so completely different: I wanted him as much as I hoped he wanted me. But Jo would never sell herself short the way I had too often done.

She wriggled in her own dramatic pause. “Sydney.”

I stopped. “Sydney MacKenna?”

She looked about ready to burst into song and possibly sprout butterfly wings. “Uh-huh.”

I touched her sleeve to ground her. “Recently-rumored-to-be-hooking-up-with-Benji-Watts Sydney MacKenna?”

Jo nodded, still beaming. “She’s in my math class.”

“Whoa.” We kept walking. “So you’ve finally given up on the fox from Robin Hood.”

She elbowed me in the gut and I tried not to squawk. “Mmm, the foxy fox. Nah, he’s still top of the list. It’s not like I’m swearing off guys completely. But I was stalking her a little online last night, and I realized I want to put my face in her face. Like, now. I am smitten.”

“Cool. So, what’s your plan?”

She shrugged. “I’m gonna wing it and see what happens. You’re the one who always needs a plan, not me.”

I tried not to flinch, but Jo saw it anyway. She pounced, wrapping me into a bear hug in the middle of the hallway. “Stop it,” she lectured. “Fuck what Tyson said. And don’t take it as a bad thing. You know I love you exactly the way you are.”

I squeezed her back, but the memory of my ex-boyfriend accusing me of being “too uptight” and “incapable of spontaneity”—while also admitting he’d been cheating on me all month—still smarted, weeks later. No, it still raked my gut with its toenails, shredded my dignity with its claws, and punctured my heart with its teeth. Luckily Jo was a human tourniquet. And at least I hadn’t slept with him.

“The right guy will appreciate all those things about you too,” she said. “And maybe you’ll find it’s easier to be more relaxed in your next relationship because you won’t be dating an unreliable, emotionally abusive shithead.”

I squirmed out of the hug. “Okay.” I wanted to believe it. “But in my defense, I don’t have a plan. Right now. About Aiden. I’m trying to just, like, take it as it comes. If it comes.” I was also trying to be realistic. The chances of us running into each other again in a city of 260,000 people were, I had to admit, slim. It would probably only happen if he came back to the Shack to find me, and managed to do so on a day when I was working. More likely he would forget about me, or possibly already had.

“I’m sorry I said it that way. You know I want you to help me strategize.”

That part I could do. And I liked feeling needed. “Well, first we should find out if it’s true she’s got a thing with the quarterback. That seems like crucial information for us to have.”

“Right. That’s step one. And if it’s true, then step two is that I beat him up after school?”

I shook my head. I worried for her about Sydney being both straight and taken, but if she preferred to joke about it, I would follow her lead. “Nope. You challenge him to a duel. It’s classier and more romantic. Shows how much you value her. And it’s a good excuse to wear a cape.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Maybe I could skip the violence and offer her parents a higher dowry. Reverse dowry?”

“It’s called a bride price,” I said.

She shot me the obligatory you read too much look, then jumped. “I’ll outbid him for her on eBay! That’s the modern way to get the girl.”

“It beats throwing rocks at her window.”

We stopped outside the door to my homeroom. Jo leaned against a locker. “Seriously, though. Tell me what you think I should do.”

“I will,” I said. “But we do need more information.”

“All I know about her is she’s hot and smart and awesome. She uses black felt micro-tip pens, even for math, and doodles in her notebooks constantly. And she went on that date with Jeremy Packer last year where he took her to the zoo and tried to kiss her in front of the monkey cage, but the monkeys started screaming and pelting him with their poop, so he ran off and left her there, and everyone called him Monkey See, Monkey Doo-Doo for like a month. But that tells you more about him than her, I guess.”

“Is that even true?” I asked.

Jo shrugged. “Who cares? It’s a great story.”

“At least it sets the bar for dates pretty low.”

The first bell rang and Jo straightened. “That’s my cue,” she said. “I’ll see you later. Don’t cry.”

That was my cue. “I’m not crying. My eyeballs are drooling for more oatmeal cookies.”

“Good,” she called, walking away. “You’ll have some. After school. Text your parents!”

I waved at her back and ducked into class.





Four

I DIDN’T HAVE A PLAN BUT I DID MAKE A LIST, TO HELP Monday move faster and keep my expectations in check. It started, He probably: 1. Has a girlfriend 2. Flirts with everyone 3. Wasn’t flirting even, really 4. Was just being nice 5. Sold his soul to get those eyelashes 6. Has forgotten I exist 7. Is way out of my league anyway 8. Would never make a freaking list 9. Couldn’t see straight into my heart to find the very core of my existence, no matter how much it felt like he was doing exactly that. And so on and so forth, until the last bell rang. I tucked the notebook into my bag and tried to forget about him, too.

But another list, the one I wouldn’t write down, scrolled in my brain like a news ticker. He buys cute, thoughtful gifts for his sister. My name sounds so right in his voice. He saw my dorky, awkward side and still liked me. It takes two to light a spark like that.

“You’re pathetic,” I told the inside of my locker. Its metal door clanged shut.

I turned and Jo materialized, mid-rant. “Why even become a teacher if you completely hate humans?” she said as we let the tide of people carry us down the main hall, out the front entrance, and into the light of day. “He’s sadistic. These tests are designed to be failed. And not so we’ll study harder or learn more from them, just so we’ll be miserable and tortured and screwed and he can mock us and feel superior.” I pulled out a pack of gum and offered a piece to Jo, but she would not be distracted by cool mint. “It’s sick. I used to love history. Remember learning about oral traditions and folktales around the world with Ms. Chopra in sixth grade? That was awesome. Why can’t we do that again? We’re not even memorizing useful names and dates, just the most obscure ones he can think of. The most obscure, white, male ones he can think of.”

“Well, it is called history,” I said. We turned toward the senior parking lot, where Jo and Eric had left their little blue car, the Wildebeest. I loosened my scarf and didn’t bother with the hat—it was at least thirty degrees warmer than when I’d walked into the school building, eight hours before. Like I said: layers. Layers were key.

“They should rename that class the God-Awful History of Everything Not Important. And if I get a D, it shouldn’t count.”

Like Jo had gotten anything close to a D in her entire life. She could sleep through the test, drool out her answers, and still score a B-plus. But it wasn’t my job to point that out. The myth that we both worked equally hard at things was better left unchallenged. “Aren’t you the one who lectured me on how I shouldn’t care about grades anymore now that we’re second-semester seniors?” The sea of students parted and my feet halted of their own accord. “Oh my god.”

“What?”

I gripped Jo’s arm. “That’s him. That’s him that’s him that’s him. Straight ahead. Leather jacket. Perfect face. Don’t look.”

Jo looked. “With the motorcycle?”

I looked too. He was, in fact, leaning against one. I’d missed that. I had also missed the black helmet tucked underneath his arm.

He lifted his chin. Saw me. Smiled.

All of a sudden, it was no longer winter, and a flock of songbirds hatched from my heart and took flight, throwing me completely off guard. Jo pushed me and I walked toward him, feeling the heat of his gaze as I approached. The heart birdies chirped and looped and soared, like we were in a freaking fairy tale—the good kind. I noticed his stubble and wished for the scrape of it.

“Hey, cupcake,” he said.

“Hey, frog hunter.” This was too completely surreal.

“Want a ride?”

I looked around for something to confirm this was truly happening. My eyes landed on Jo standing a few feet behind me. She wasn’t even trying to keep her jaw shut.

I turned back to Aiden. “On that?” I asked, and gestured toward the motorcycle.

“Yeah,” he said. “Or I give a mean piggyback ride if you’d prefer.”

My brain flashed on a picture of him galloping around the living room with his nerdy little sister holding on tight. Adorable.

In the next instant, the image shifted, and I saw my arms around his shoulders, my face pressing into his neck. His grip firm under my legs, hair falling into his eyes. Both of us laughing and squeezing each other closer. It felt like a premonition, a flash forward into our future. I already knew we were infinite. Inevitable.

Still, I hesitated. It’s not that I didn’t want to go or was incapable of spontaneity, but I grew up in a house with a lot of rules. I wasn’t even allowed in a car with anyone who hadn’t had a license for six months. I’d never explicitly been told the rule about getting on the back of a motorcycle with a guy I’d just met whose last name, intentions, and driving record I didn’t know, but instinct told me I could be grounded well into my forties. Though since my parents hadn’t yet thought to make the motorcycle rule, I supposed I wouldn’t technically be breaking it. Especially if they didn’t find out.

“I don’t know,” I said. “My mother warned me never to go piggyback riding without wearing a helmet.”

Aiden nodded gravely and reached behind him. “Safety first,” he said, producing a dark pink helmet with purple glittery flames on the sides. It looked shiny-new. “This one’s mine,” he said. “You can wear the black one.”

He’d brought me a helmet. I wondered if putting it on would stop my brain from doing so many cartwheels.

“Wait, how did you know I go to this school?” I asked, reason catching up to me. He’d been the only thing I could think about for the past twenty-one hours, but that didn’t mean we actually knew each other.

“I didn’t.” He shrugged. “I guess I got lucky.” I don’t know what my face did in response to that but, seeing it, he added, “Bee. You look exactly like a Franklin Magnet kid. It’s stamped all over you.”

Whatever that meant. It was funny to hear, since I had never felt like I fully fit in here. I had Jo, and because Jo had Eric, we’d never been outcasts. We had friends. Eric’s popular-boy shine lent us only limited glow, but neither of us had ever needed all that much besides each other.

I didn’t want Aiden thinking I was like everyone else at this school. I no longer wanted to belong here. I wanted to belong with him.

He held out the helmet.

I glanced around for any teachers, staff, or administrators who might possibly report back to my mom. I didn’t see any, but I did spot Tyson, my ex. He was talking to some girls but most definitely watching us—watching me in that distant, uninterested way that said whatever I was up to, he didn’t expect much from it. It was exactly the kind of subtle dismissiveness and belittlement I’d put up with for too long in our relationship. But I was done with letting Tyson make me feel unworthy.

That settled it. I shot an apologetic look to Jo, who mouthed Go!, and took the pink helmet from Aiden. It was surprisingly heavy.

Pulling the helmet down over my head, I threw my leg over the back of the bike and slid onto the seat, right behind him. I hesitated only a fraction of a second before moving even closer and putting my arms around his torso, like it was no big deal, like I wrapped my arms around him all the time, like I was some kind of pro at this. Like I was the star of this movie.

I felt everyone in the parking lot watching us as Aiden revved the engine and said, “You got me? Hold on tight.” I snuck one last peek at Jo, who stood, grinning, with a sweetly confused Lexa and a frowning Eric now beside her. I leaned into Aiden and, just like that, we left them all behind.





Five

WE TOOK OFF DOWN THE STREET AND I FELT INSTANTLY free, and instantly freezing. Cold air and adrenaline blasted through me as we accelerated into the curves. The motorcycle tilted with the slant of the road and I forced myself not to panic. I leaned against Aiden’s calm, confident frame and poured my trust right into him. There was no other choice to be made. I’d already decided yes to all of it.

Exhilaration flooded my body as I surrendered control, gave in to the moment, and gave up all feeling in my fingers. I understood now why Aiden favored leather. My chunky knit gloves were adorable but insufficient. I didn’t care.

Whatever anyone had thought of me before this, they were wrong. I was wrong. Apparently I was the kind of girl who would do something wild and impulsive, because look, I was doing it.

Everything about this was worth it.

“Where are we going?” I shouted over the roar of the engine and the rush of the wind. I hadn’t told him where I lived—not that he could take me there—and I realized I had no idea where we were headed.

“What?” he shouted back.

“Where are we going?”

“I can’t hear you!”

“Never mind.” I tightened my arms around his chest and just held on for the ride. I didn’t even know this boy, but I knew I would let him take me anywhere.

“You owe me a story.” Aiden peeked at me over the lid of his coffee cup. Green. His eyes were green. I wanted to eat them.

“I do?” I asked. We were walking on a path along the waterfront. He’d taken me to the lake. He’d picked me up on his motorcycle and driven me to the lake and bought me a hot beverage to warm my cold hands while we walked beside the water, which sparkled almost golden in the low winter sunlight. It was the most romantic fucking day of my life.

“Yeah, about your name. Why you’re Bee or Betts but your name tag says Joanna. You said it’s a long story and I want to hear you tell it.”

“Oh. Right.” I sipped from the cup that was bringing my fingers back to life, and wished it contained something other than coffee. I had been too embarrassed to order chai or hot chocolate after he’d asked for his coffee black, but I should have gotten a mocha, or at least added sugar and cream. I knew black coffee was an acquired taste but I hoped it wouldn’t take too many more sips to acquire it. “It’s not that long a story. My first name’s Joanna and my last name is Betts. But in sixth grade there were three other Joannas in my class, including my best friend, Jo. We all got different nicknames so it wouldn’t be too confusing. The girl who kept Joanna actually moved to Minneapolis or Missouri or something, halfway through the year, but by then I was already Bee, Jo was Jo, and the fourth girl, who refused to take a nickname, got stuck with OJ.”

“OJ?”

“Other Joanna.”

“Ouch,” he said.

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “She hates it. Especially since a few of the assholes in our class used to follow her around saying stupid stuff like, ‘Mmm, extra pulp.’ But she’s OJ. Even teachers call her that.”

“Well, teachers are assholes too.”

“Sometimes,” I agreed. A gust of wind blew a few unruly hairs into his face and I resisted the urge to tame them. “At home I’m called JoJo, but by junior high I was ready to switch that out for something you might not name your pet monkey.”

“Aw, I’d totally name my pet monkey Betts,” he said. “Can’t you just see it, riding around in a little sidecar attached to my motorcycle? It could wear little monkey goggles and blow a bugle horn.”

I smiled. “And if you bought it a monkey wrench, it could fix up the motorcycle whenever you broke down.”

He took a swig of his coffee. The errant hair fell back into place. “I don’t need any help fixing Ralph. I rebuilt her myself from parts.”

“Wow.” And here I’d been proud that I knew how to drive a stick shift. “Wait, your bike’s name is Ralph? And Ralph is a girl?”

“All motorcycles are female,” he said. If I were Jo, I would have jumped all over that, but he didn’t say it like a jerk. “A condition of my getting her was that I had to do all the work to restore her myself. I think my dad figured I’d never be able to do it, but when I really want something, I make it happen.”

I liked that about him. “And the name?”

“She’s named after Ralph S. Mouse—you know, the mouse with the motorcycle in those Beverly Cleary books?”

I nodded even though I hadn’t read those. I had been more of a Beezus and Ramona kind of girl.

“The mouse is male, but whatever.”

“Um, that’s adorable,” I informed him.

He looked pleased and a little embarrassed. “My mom read me the whole series when I was, like, seven, and I got completely obsessed with it. We made this awesome paper mouse mask so I could be Ralph for Halloween. Ears, snout, whiskers, the works. I remember I could barely see out the eyeholes, but I swore that I could because I wanted to be allowed to keep it on while I biked around for trick-or-treating. I didn’t want to break character.”

I couldn’t remember my mother ever helping me with a craft project. Whenever I so much as got out a bottle of glue, she warned me to be careful about making a mess, as if I were still three years old. We’d always had store-bought Halloween costumes. “She sounds like a good mom.”

His face went still, and for a second I thought he was angry. “She was, before the cancer. She’s not around anymore.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. We kept walking and the water kept sparkling, and I wondered what it did to a boy to live through something that sad. He’d had to be so much stronger than I would ever be. “How old were you when she got sick?” I said, hoping it was okay to ask. He’d already shared more of himself than Tyson had in almost four months. Ty was his own favorite topic of conversation, of course, but he was too wrapped up in his enormous ego to truly let anyone else inside. He would never reach Aiden’s levels of maturity and self-awareness.

“Fourteen. I was pretty messed up about it for a while,” Aiden said. “I got mad at the world and kind of lost my shit. Started fights and caused trouble, talked back to teachers over stupid stuff. Got suspended a bunch of times. Failed most of my classes because I didn’t do any of the work.”

He tipped back his head to sip the last of his coffee and I tried to imagine this sweet, earnest guy throwing fits and random punches. It didn’t compute.

He tossed his cup in the trash. “By the time Mom was gone, I’d gotten kicked out of high school. My dad tried to make me enroll somewhere else, but I was done. It all seemed like bullshit and I didn’t want to play along with what anyone else thought I should be doing. I just said ‘fuck it’ to everything.”

His voice was intense but the words were so honest and raw, I wanted to wrap him up tight and protect him from all his pain. Yet I didn’t quite dare to touch him.

“Sorry,” he said. “I don’t usually tell people all this stuff.” I shook my head. He didn’t need to apologize. “There’s just something about you that makes me feel like I can trust you with anything.”

My blood went effervescent. “You can,” I said. I was glad he did. It made me want to prove him right. It made me want to prove myself worthy. “So you . . . built a motorcycle? And got better?”

The smile spread up his face and into his eyes and I no longer needed the coffee for warmth. “Kind of,” he said. “That was part of it. Having a project I had to work hard at, and showing myself and everyone else that I could do it—that was huge. And I just finally grew up a little, I think. I realized I’d been lashing out at the wrong people over all the wrong things. Setting a terrible example for my baby brother and
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