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			To me at seventeen—we’re still laughing our way through it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 
One

			For twenty minutes I’d been holding this red SOLO cup of the most sickly sweet nail polish–smelling vodka-and-red-juice mixture. Holding ingestible paint thinner wasn’t something I’d planned on doing with my evening, but…there were thick lines of black Sharpie spelling the name Jonathan Slate on its side. I mean…Jonathan-freaking-Slate! And so, I’d keep holding it while the party around me kept going. I’d been there for a few hours already and had been on the cusp of making a round to see what was happening poolside. Instead, the cup and I stayed, standing against the ugly brocade wallpaper for—oh, twenty-one minutes.

			No worries. I could do this all day. I would stand here forever, if I was being honest. It was Jonathan-freaking-Slate.

			Twenty-One Minutes Earlier

			I’d been taking a minute to enjoy the general debauchery around me—picture almost any show on a premium cable network and you’re halfway there already—when it happened.

			“Hey, Pie, hold this for a sec. Thanks, I owe you.” His words were slurred and rushed, so it took me a second to parse his meaning. But by then Jonathan Slate’s fingers had brushed mine as he handed the cup off to me. And obviously, we fell in love…or, I fell a little more deeply into my three-year crush on a white boy who sometimes said nice things to me but by all accounts might not even know my real name. Which is Payal. PIE-yuhl. Not Pie[*1].

			Jon didn’t wait for a response before he stumbled off, but that was okay. The world works differently when you’re a six-foot-tall Adonis in a button-down shirt and fitted jeans. You don’t generally have to conform to the same set of social rules as the rest of us mere mortals. Besides, maybe he did wait for a response and I was too busy trying not to drool to notice. (In case it wasn’t immediately clear, people considered me to be a very cool person.)

			Listen, Jon Slate was it. I’d had a crush on him since freshman year. He was in my very first high school class, and our Spanish teacher assigned us as partners on the very first day. I’d taken one look at his blue, blue eyes, sun-kissed cheeks, and surfer boy–blond hair and was gone. Then we didn’t speak again for six weeks, but he smiled at me every day…or at least smiled in my direction. And one time, he gave me his pencil. Not lent, gave. It was magical. I still had it. I loved him.

			Back to Now

			I wasn’t entirely sure how I ended up at this party. It was the kind of thing my parents might actually kill me for attending. It had all the elements of a grounded-for-the-rest-of-my-natural-life-and-whatever-lives-came-after-that event.

			Alcohol? Besides the aforementioned vodka-and-red-juice drink, two kids I kind of recognized from school standing next to me were googling “How to shotgun a beer.” I leaned over to peek at the search results and shook my head. They’d probably get distracted by a full Wiki on the history of shotgunning beers if they didn’t move to YouTube.

			Drugs? Janet Kwon was about to take her turn with the joint going around a circle of people, but—oh, there it is. I winced. She dropped it in her beer. Yikes.

			Sex?…Probably? It hadn’t gotten to a point where people were actually doing it in the open, but I was pretty sure it was happening somewhere. The house was one of those gigantic McMansions with a million rooms that littered South Florida thanks to the super-duper rich who moved here to build big, ugly houses. Which leads us to…

			No chaperones. Rachel Finley’s parents weren’t even in town, and hadn’t been for a while, as far as I could see. They were on a yacht somewhere (or in Paris or Prague or who knows?…I don’t know how extremely wealthy people live).

			So here we were, in a giant house filled with teenagers making bad decisions. Seriously, I’d just seen the rest of the pot smokers herd into the kitchen to microwave the beer-soaked joint. Bad choices all around! (Not me, though. My decision to hold on to this cup was going to lead to something big. I knew it.)

			“Finn! Finn! Not here!”
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			Actually, you know what? I did know how I ended up here. The boy laughing and talking to Finn would be Neil Patel. Neil, who was currently trying to stop his boyfriend from taking his shirt off in a room full of people, had been my best friend for a million years[*2].

			Several hours earlier, he’d done his dirty work. We’d been lying side by side on the grass in my backyard, trying to get some sun without Rajeshri Auntie noticing and immediately revealing her colonial roots by yelling at us for getting “too dark[*3].” It was early enough in the Florida afternoon that the humidity level was actually acceptable. Instead of sweat and stickiness, there was a comfortable warmth on my skin.

			“Neil, we are not going to Rachel’s spring break party. She is awful. Are you forgetting that she called you ‘Neila’ for the entirety of freshman year?”

			He turned to me, expression lazy and eyes half-lidded in the bright light of the sun. “Payal, you have to let things go. Rachel and I are certified besties now. The bullying is obviously over.”

			I gave him my best disbelieving side-eye. “Oh, are you? I take it she doesn’t know you’re the one who left her parents the anonymous tip about her I’m-grounded-but-I-need-to-go-to-Coachella crowdfund?”

			Neil sat up and looked completely aghast. “I was being a good friend. Who knows what goes on at those rowdy festivals? She could have gotten hurt.”

			“Oh, so it was in her best interest,” I said, playing along with Neil’s sarcastic response.

			I was honestly surprised the American Dream Queen’s parents stopped her from doing anything, because she did not act like someone who understood that her actions had consequences—but then I found out she was grounded because she’d wrecked her dad’s car, and her only punishment was that she couldn’t go to Coachella. Explanation finished, Neil lay back and threw an arm over his eyes. I propped up on my elbows so that I could look down my nose at him.

			“Besides,” Neil added, “I can’t help that now she thinks it’s cool to have a gay best friend. Why shouldn’t I take advantage?” I could see his lips quirk up. Typical.

			“Take advantage of what? The party is going to be terrible and loud and awkward,” I said.

			“No way. It’s going to be awesome. She has a pool and lots of expensive booze.” Okay, fair point from Neil.

			“Philip Kim won’t be there, right?” I forced myself to ask, frowning at the thought of my school nemesis. Neil shot me a dry look.

			“In what world does Philip Kim go to parties? He hates everyone except his nerdy holier-than-thou group of friends.” Whew. Good. Anyway, the less said about Philip, the better.

			“I’m just making sure!” I said, before pivoting back to what I knew to actually be true. “Whatever. You want to go because Finn is going.” I collapsed back onto the ground, ignoring the way the blades of grass pricked at my neck.

			“Lies!” He paused and then grinned. “I want to go because Finn is going and there is a pool, so Finn will be shirtless and that has serious potential.”

			What kind of friend would I be if I denied him that?
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			So here I was, standing against this ugly wallpaper, and there Neil was, enjoying the party he forced me to come to.

			“Heyyyyyy, Pa-pa-pa-piiiiilel. You have my drink!” Jon-freaking-Slate had had a few more, if that slur was any indication. I squinted, trying to remember that old proverb. Oh, right: Internet gods say, Four y’s on a hey and they are totally into you.

			That hey had at least five y’s. He was stumbling toward me, one hand outstretched and the other braced against the wall for support. His floppy, curly blond hair was floppier, and his shirt was torn at the collar. Maybe it was the drink, but maybe he’d opened his heart to the possibilities of a Bollywood dance number with his true love: me.

			Behind him, there was the blur of our fellow partygoers dancing and drinking, but none of it mattered. Just Jon stumbling toward me.

			I pushed away from the wall and held his drink out to him. Maybe our hands would touch again.

			“Uh, hey, yeah,” I said, unsure of how to continue before finally settling on “I didn’t drink it.”

			He smiled. Jon was smiling at me. His eyes were crinkling. Alert.

			Alert.

			My brain was no longer connected to my mouth. I opened and closed it a few times, literally floundering[*4].

			He reached for the cup and took it from me, somehow managing to avoid touching my hand this time. I only had a split second to mourn the missed opportunity before he pulled away, slurring out a thanks before he turned to walk away. And then, again without my brain’s approval, my mouth opened.

			“Hey, Jon!”

			Oh no. What was I doing? What was I doing?

			Jon turned back to look at me, one eyebrow raised quizzically. I scrambled for something to say—anything. Why had I said his name?

			“We should…hang out,” I said falteringly. It took everything in me not to bite my own traitorous tongue. I resisted the urge to look around. It felt like time had stopped. Behind Jon, I was pretty sure a girl’s cup was halfway between the table and the floor and was hanging in the air mid-spill because time had literally stopped.

			Jon, for his part, was looking at me like he didn’t know who I was. Like I was a complete weirdo. A very short, stick-figured Indian girl with deliberately messy hair, too-dark eyeliner, and burgundy lipstick she’d stolen from her mother…weirdo.

			There was no way he knew about the lipstick thing. He still hadn’t said anything. It was too quiet. This was the longest moment in history. Did the music stop? It couldn’t have. Why did it feel like everyone was staring? Was someone filming? Someone was always filming. I needed to say something. Anything. But hadn’t I already said enough? I should backtrack. I took a halting step toward him.

			“I mean…since we both have Mr. Ansel’s mock AP History exam coming up. I mean, we should study. I heard you needed a study partner, right?”

			Good save, Payal. Killing it. Jon Slate narrowed his eyes, opened his mouth, and then—well, then, he threw up all over my Keds.
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			“Slate’s lucky he’s so attractive. Finn is by himself in the pool, and I’m here.” Neil was helping me in one of Rachel’s many guest bathrooms, sitting on the edge of the tub and scrubbing at my jeans with a spare loofah we found under the sink. My soiled shoes were lying on the ground, waiting to be wiped down next. Luckily, that was all Jon’s vomit had hit. I was standing in front of the mirror, with a towel wrapped around my waist and avoiding my reflection, while Neil was busy being an actual best friend. I knew exactly what my face looked like; I didn’t need to see the anxiety currently setting up shop in my own eyes. “I can’t believe he threw up on you and then left without apologizing. Sorry, I know you like him, but that’s a dick move.”

			I didn’t answer him. Instead, I turned around and pretended to inspect a black-and-white print of Alfred Hitchcock’s profile hanging on the wall. Maybe if I focused on the weird bathroom art, I would forget that I had put myself out there in the most awkward way possible.

			“Payal, yes, we both agree the decor in here is weird as hell, but don’t ignore me while I’m complaining about cleaning some dude’s ulti off your jeans[*5].”

			I looked back at him; he was holding the loofah in one hand and my soiled jeans in the other but had stopped what he was doing—presumably until I deigned to answer him.

			“You know, it’s unfair that you still look cute cleaning up throw-up, Neil.” I sighed.

			“Nice try.” He grinned wryly. “Complimenting me isn’t going to stop me from asking what the hell happened. What did you say to him?”

			I was trying to distract him, but I also wasn’t wrong. He did look cute even while cleaning up vomit. Neil was that rare sort of teenager who never went through an awkward phase. He was an adorable child, and then he turned into an annoyingly good-looking teen. He was tall, with strong shoulders, and wore his hair long and curly on top and short on the sides in the way that boys—especially Finn—loved. He had huge brown eyes with long lashes, and brows shaped by the most meticulous of aunties with a spool of thread. His one secret shame was how bad his eyesight was, which I always thought was ridiculous. Your eyes are your eyes! But he’d sworn me to secrecy about it, and as his best friend, I’d take it to the grave. Funeral pyre. Whatever. He was looking at me with those astigmatic eyes now, waiting.

			“You didn’t hear what I said?” I asked finally.

			“No. Finn was about to…you know.” He gestured vaguely between his face and an imaginary Finn in a way to imply things.

			I waggled my eyebrows at him suggestively. “Oh, were you guys hooking up? Going on a trip to make-out town? I never would have guessed!” His cheeks went purple-red. I laughed. “I’m glad you were doing something worthwhile while I was throwing my reputation to the ground and setting fire to it.”

			Neil’s admittedly appropriate reaction to my dramatics was to roll his eyes and tell me to shut up.

			It was conjecture what hooking up actually felt like. The closest I’d ever come was at Janet Kwon’s (yes, joint-in-the-microwave Janet Kwon) boy-girl party freshman year, when Joey Alvarez kissed me in a closet and I broke out in hives because apparently I’m allergic to Axe body spray. I’d never forgive my mom for raising me in an environment that made me develop that allergy.

			“Here, these are clean.” Neil’s voice brought me back to the present. He was standing and had my damp and happily vomit-free jeans held out to me. “Now tell me what happened,” he repeated while turning around and kneeling to grab the shoes to work on next, so I used the privacy to pull my pants on.

			“Don’t laugh.” I stepped into the jeans and cringed when the wet fabric hit my feet. I hopped a little as I pulled them up over my hips, and then I zipped and buttoned them. “Okay, you can look now. I asked Jon if he wanted to hang out.” Neil’s response was to almost drop my shoes in the toilet. “Neil!!!”

			“Sorry!” He sat back down on the edge of the tub and picked up the loofah again before continuing. “But…I mean. Wow. How much have you had to drink that you asked him out?”

			“I have had like a sip of one drink! I’ve been abstaining because you begged me to be DD. Remember?” I clasped my hands against the back of my neck and then quietly wailed, “I don’t know what I was thinking,” before dropping against the door and sliding down until I was sitting on the cherry-colored bath rug. “Clearly, I wasn’t thinking.”

			Neil shrugged. “I don’t even know why you like him so much, honestly. He’s good-looking, but that’s basically it in terms of what he might have going for him. Other than that…a blank slate.”

			I wished I’d grabbed the decorative soaps before sitting on the ground because then I could have launched one at him. I settled for scowling at his terrible one-liner.

			“That was a horrible pun, and it’s not true. He has a deep and meaningful side-life!” Neil threw one of my now-clean shoes at me and adopted his favorite Payal-what-are-you-doing-with-your-life look.

			“It was a pretty good pun. And I’m sure he does,” he placated. I groaned in response. “Listen, I know you know he is really, really, really good-looking. But you literally don’t know anything else about him. Okay, here’s your other shoe.”

			“I do too,” I mumbled, taking the offered footwear from him.

			“Does he have any siblings? Who taught him to drive? What color socks does he have on right now?” Neil said, peppering me with questions he knew I didn’t have the answers to.

			I wanted to ask Neil if it would be so terrible if I ended up lying on the floor of this bathroom at this spring break party I didn’t even want to be at. Instead, I put on my shoes and said, “I guess I’ll go find out.”

			Neil stared for a second and then laughed way too hard.

			“Too much,” I said, twisting my fingers together and frowning. “That’s mean.”

			He wiped his eyes and apologized. “Sorry, yaar. But first of all, your dude is so wasted he probably doesn’t even know his first name, let alone the answers to those questions. And second, you’ve literally had a crush on him for three years. Why now?”

			“Because I have had a crush on him forever, and I feel like such a loser. It’s ridiculous that I haven’t said anything! It’s not like I’m some invisible weirdo he never looks at. We’ve had conversations. Friendly ones! Besides, what the heck else am I doing? Nothing. And we’re getting to the point where my mom is going to start inviting random Indian aunties and uncles over with their sons to make sure her daughter doesn’t end up an old maid even though we’re only seventeen. And ugh. I don’t know.”

			Neil stepped back and put his hands behind his head. He was thinking. This was probably going to end poorly for me.

			“Well, when you put it that way…I support your decision to talk to Jon, one hundred percent. Not that I haven’t loved having you to myself as my actual-and-not-in-the-internet-ironic-way bestie[*6].”

			“WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING IN THERE?!” Someone chose that moment to bang out a concerto on the bathroom door. “I HAVE HAD TO PEE FOREVER. GET OUT OF THE BATHROOM. JESUS CHRIST.”

			“Aaaand that’s our cue. Let’s do this.” I pulled the door open and headed out to get to know the boy I’d loved—okay, well, at least been seriously crushing on—for the last three years.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1My parents would never name me after a dessert pastry. Wait, no, one of my childhood nicknames was “Ladoo”—oh no. My whole life has been a lie.

				

				
					*2 This tracks as factually correct because of that whole reincarnation thing.

				

				
					*3 Colonialism, classism, and colorism persist in the twenty-first century; we do not love to see it.

				

				
					*4 Even at my worst, I won’t miss an opportunity for a pun.

				

				
					*5 Get you a friend, etc.

				

				
					*6 According to my mom, Neil and I have been best friends since she and Seema Auntie had our ears pierced at the same time when we were six months old. Formative.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 
Two

			
				PAYAL MEHTA

				
					
						I can’t believe he was already gone. It was only freakin midnight!

					

				

				NEIL PATEL

				
					
						Well, he did throw up on e-v-e-r-y-t-h-i-n-g.

					

				

				PAYAL MEHTA

				
					
						Ugh.

					

				

				NEIL PATEL

				
					
						I don’t get it, why is HE your knight in shining armor or whatever. I mean…other than those shoulders. I get the shoulders.

					

				

				PAYAL MEHTA

				
					
						Because he’s My Guy. Because I’ve liked him for SO LONG. And he’s a…good athlete and stuff.

					

				

				NEIL PATEL

				
					
						A good athlete? Name one sports thing.

					

				

				PAYAL MEHTA

				
					
						A wrestling singlet.

					

				

				NEIL PATEL

				
					
						You can’t use the picture of Finn in his wrestling uniform I texted you to prove that you like sports!!!

					

				

				PAYAL MEHTA

				
					
						idk!!! He’s a good athlete, which means he knows how to commit to something. It makes sense in my brain. Shut up. And he is really nice to everyone. He stood up for Kiran the other day when Sam was being an asshole to her. Also, like you said. Shoulders. Shoulders are good. Great, even. Why is he so good looking. It’s not fair.

					

				

				NEIL PATEL

				
					
						I gotta go, my dad’s home and wants to talk about colleges.

					

				

				PAYAL MEHTA

				
					
						Ok. text me later if it goes south.

					

				

				NEIL PATEL

				
					
						thx <3
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			I closed my laptop and fell backward onto my pillows. It had been two days since the party. It had also been two days since I’d changed out of my pajama pants, but that didn’t need to be discussed, really. Neil and I were rehashing the Jon situation…again, because I couldn’t stop thinking about it. It was possible he didn’t even actually have to leave; maybe he was tired of listening to me whine.

			No, that wasn’t true. Neil would have said something. Dude, freakin’ say something. Put up or shut up, because I cannot take you talking about it anymore.

			We’d known each other so long that sometimes Phantom Neil popped into my head. It’s weird. He loved it. I loved and hated it.

			Right now, Phantom Neil was telling me to stop moping. I was not moping—at least not entirely. I was lying in bed considering the possibilities of approaching Jon Slate. On the upside, no one seemed to have noticed my little outburst with him. I had checked the various apps over the past few days, and there wasn’t anything online about it. So that meant it hadn’t happened, right?

			My phone was peeking out from under my pillow like it knew what I was thinking. Maybe I should check one more time. I picked it up and loaded HotGoss[*1]. On the home screen I saw one notification. I clicked through—and then the blood drained from my face.

			Oh no.

			Jon Slate had sent a post out to everyone in the Brighton High School group. It was a picture of him making a sad face and I’m Sorry if I Puked on You written across his mouth. Oh my god. My thumb and forefinger pressed against the sides of my phone to take a screenshot for the group chat. I looked at the picture again and frowned. Jon looked amazing, of course. I could see the reflection of a ring light in his blue irises.

			It was unfair that in normal circumstances, Jon would be the one who was totally mortified. I hadn’t even done anything. I should have been collateral damage in his humiliation. But no. High school had these “rules.” He was the hot, popular guy, and I was about to lose my relative comfortable anonymity the second people figured out who his post was about. Instead of “Oh, uh, that’s Pie,” I was going to become “Hey, isn’t that Payal Mehta? The girl Jon Slate threw up on at Rachel’s party?”

			Forget saying anything to anybody, because I was going to go die with the words Jon Slate threw up on my shoes having never been said out loud. Ever. I pushed my phone away and pulled one of the pillows over my eyes like it would block out the cruel, cruel world. What was I going to do?

			I turned over so I was face down, then lifted my head and banged it against the mattress a few times. Maybe that would knock some past-life-font-of-knowledge shit into my brain.

			Maybe it needed some time to work.

			Ten minutes later I could categorically say that it did not work. What was the point of having past lives if they didn’t do anything for my boy problems today?!

			School would be starting back up tomorrow and now my somewhat nervous anticipation had turned into feelings of pure dread. This was impossible.

			A knock interrupted my spiraling, and my mom’s voice came through the door. “Payal! Are you sleeping?” She was definitely checking in on me because she was sadly aware of my tendency to stay awake watching reality trash on Netflix. I lifted my head so I wouldn’t be speaking into my mattress to answer.

			“Nope. Come in!”

			She pushed the door open and came into my room, already dressed for bed in her nighty.

			My mom was not what you might call a “cool mom,” but she could occasionally be an awesome one. If you took away her somewhat irrational fear of me being outside after midnight. Oh, and her response to boys. That could be better. Also, about drinking. She was not the kind of mom to confide in about drinking.

			My mother took one look at me, face down on top of my covers, clearly angsting in the way that according to television only teenagers can angst, and asked, “Theekh hai, bete?”

			“I could be better,” I answered her honestly. “Something embarrassing happened a few days ago and I’m worried about going to school tomorrow.” Unfortunately, my mom decided it was a good idea to smile at my pain. “Mom! It’s not funny. This is going to be the worst.” I punctuated that by groaning into my bed.

			“Payal, don’t worry about these silly things,” she said. I glared at her.

			“It’s not silly. It’s excruciating.” I said, my voice sounded embarrassingly whiny. Which made me even more irritated. She sat down next to me and rubbed my back.

			“In a few months, you won’t be seeing these people every day. That is nothing. You can do a few months, na?” she said without stopping her movements. I turned my head and looked at her.

			“That is…a good point, actually,” I admitted. She smiled and pushed my hair back off my face.

			“See? No silly things for you, meri bachi[*2]. No silly people. Only schoolwork and going to a good college to become a good doctor, okay?” She looked at me with such an earnest expression that I couldn’t help but laugh.

			“Keep dreaming, Mom. I told you I’m going to give up my spot at Penn so I can be a comedian.” I grinned, some of the anxiety finally slipping away and out of my head.

			“Payal!” She pretended she was going to hit me before leaning down to kiss my forehead. “Okay, now go to sleep.” She got up and walked to the bedroom door, where she paused. “And none of these kachra[*3] shows. Sleep! Tomorrow is an early morning!”

			“Okay, okay. Night, Mom. Love you.”

			“Love you too.” She smiled at me and shut the door.

			Okay, just me and you, brain.

			I turned off the lights, double-checked my alarm, and fell back into bed. My mom was right. I had two months left in school, and honestly, whatever happened tomorrow, happened. No sense in stressing out about it.

			But what if Jon Slate had found a girlfriend in the two days since I’d seen him? Or what if his parents decided to move? Well, that wouldn’t be so bad. Then I wouldn’t have to worry about what I’d say to him. Or what if they didn’t move—

			Go to bed, Payal!

			Ugh, fine, Phantom Neil. You’ve won this round.
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			The next morning, I decided to take the day as it came. Carpe diem, kal ho na ho[*4], we knew the drill. It wasn’t like there was anything I could do until I got to school anyway. After a quick shower, I pulled my hair back into a thick ponytail, threw on some jeans, a T-shirt, and a hoodie. At the front door, I shoved my feet into my sneakers.

			“Payal! Nashta?” My mom’s voice carried out from the kitchen.

			“No, I’m not hungry! See you when I get home!” I called over my shoulder before letting the door slam behind me. I also didn’t need my mom asking me why I looked like a garbage person. She was not a fan of my hipster-pajama-chic look. And she hated my Not Today, Satan T-shirt—I’d tried to explain why it was empowering when I bought it, but she’d shaken her head and muttered something about how Americans didn’t know what good jokes were. But I had to wear it today of all days.

			I stepped outside to find that my dad had already left, so my car was the only one in the driveway. A fine layer of dew dotted the black exterior. I loved my Little Black Honda of Death[*5]. I curled my fingers under the handle and grimaced at the wetness before opening the door and slipping inside.

			“Ugh.” It might have been cool outside, but the inside of my car was hot in a way that only the Florida sun could manage. I wiped my hands clean against my jeans and then pushed up the sleeves of my hoodie. After I twisted the ignition on, I sat in the driver’s seat for a second, took a deep breath of the warm air pumping out of the AC vents, and started the LBHoD.

			It was a relatively short drive from my neighborhood to my high school—well, short for the long highways and massive roads of Palm Beach County anyway. Plus, morning traffic on Okeechobee wasn’t ever too bad. And it was early enough that I didn’t need to blast the AC to combat the usual late-spring Florida heat, which was nice. I pulled into the school parking lot twenty-five minutes later, sunglasses on, and very nearly ready to face the day, if not my fellow students.

			The morning air was refreshing as I made my way across the forty feet or so between my car and the school. The palm trees at the edges of the parking lot swayed slightly in the breeze, and I pulled the sleeves of my hoodie back down over my arms. Despite the cool air, the sky was blue, the weather was nice, the ground was solid beneath my feet, and it was quiet around me. There were only, like, three other people around, and no one I knew by name. I was starting to feel pretty okay about the day.

			I’ll admit I let my guard down. That was on me.

			“Hey, Pie!” Jon Slate’s voice rang out from somewhere behind me.

			Oh no. No, no. It couldn’t be. My shoulders came up behind my ears, and I hunched over. Jon—for what had to be the first time in his life—decided to get to school early. Because why not? I’d known the kid for four years and had his schedule memorized within days of every semester starting, and he had never gotten to school before the first bell.

			I didn’t want him to think I’d heard, so I couldn’t turn around to see what the hell he was thinking. It was too early for an interaction. I was not ready. I resolved to walk faster. He couldn’t talk to me if he couldn’t catch me.

			“Pie?”

			Why was it so annoyingly sunny outside anyway? Give me darkness, give me an overcast sky with plenty of shadowy spaces. Give me a patented Florida thunderstorm! I could hear his footsteps getting closer. It felt like this was a horror movie and I was the token minority character about to get murdered.

			The doors weren’t that far away. Just a few more steps over the lawn and up the stairs. I put my hood up and tucked my hands into my pockets to walk a little faster. I had the briefest mental image of myself speed-walking-but-make-it-goth-lite and had to bite back a hysterical laugh. Slowing slightly, I took a deep breath. I needed to think about this. What was worse, stopping and talking to Jon—Jon, who was now kind of hilariously chasing me toward the school entrance—like a normal person, or leaving all pretense and straight-up sprinting to the closest girls’ bathroom?

			Then Jon’s voice rang out as he shouted, “Look, I’m sorry I vommed on your shoes!”

			His words made my decision for me. I would love to say that I stopped, turned around, saw Jon bent over with his hands on his knees, breathless. I’d love to say that I walked back to him and we laughed about his faux pas. And then I put my hand on his chest, looked up into those blue, blue eyes, and made him realize what he’d been missing. The kind of person that I knew I could be: confident, beautiful, alluring. Right? Wrong.

			What actually happened was this:

			He yelled his apology. I panicked and ran. My hood flew backward off my head and I might have dropped my car keys, but there was no stopping because I was going to get the hell out of there. Sadly, instead of using my survival instincts to become more sure-footed and have quicker reflexes, my feet just worked faster than my brain. As I skipped stairs two at a time, somehow one foot got tangled up in the other and I totally and 100 percent ate it on the sixth step leading up to the school doors. My right knee landed on the corner of the step, and I yelped loudly. I think I heard an “OH MY GOD” from someone nearby.

			Then I rolled over and lay on the stairs. My knee was pulsing with pain, and my palms were scraped as hell. So I leaned my head back and looked at that beautiful blue sky and waited for my ears to stop ringing. Maybe this was fate’s way of telling me to deal with it and stop running from my problems.

			I sensed movement on the stairs as Jon ran up to me.

			“Jeez, Pie. Are you okay?! That looked like it hurt, dude. Like, real bad. Like, you tripped and BAM, and…can you move? Should I get the nurse? Wait, let me help you to the nurse. Oh god, you’re bleeding.” I turned my head to look at the boy who was currently living in the center of a Venn diagram; one circle was ruining my life and the other was making my heart sing. He looked panicked and worried about me. His mouth was moving, but I didn’t register a word he was saying. His hair was distracting. It looked so soft and blond and perfectly tousled, falling over his forehead. I gave it a half smile before dragging my eyes back down to meet his. He still looked concerned. And maybe a little green.

			“I don’t do well with blood. And your knee is really—” Jon was hunched over, and his shoulders convulsed a little.

			“No, wait, Jon—” I managed to utter.

			But then, no joke, Jonathan-fucking-Slate threw up on me. Again.

			Alright, that was a slight exaggeration. This time he was nice enough to throw up next to me.

			This better be how our freakin’ love story starts, I swear to god[*6].

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 This was our high school’s latest digital watercooler of choice—six months ago, the hot social app had been something called WereHere. People were still arguing over whether that one was supposed to be a funny rhyme or something existential and sad. It’s the internet, so I was squarely in the existential-and-sad camp.

				

				
					*2 Sometimes my parents used this pretty standard term of endearment in a really sarcastic way that I definitely have never deserved.

				

				
					*3 My mother, the critic.

				

				
					*4 Today I will be guided by the great philosophers Horace and Shah Rukh Khan.

				

				
					*5 Affectionately! But this car was truly a disaster and had broken down more times than I could count.

				

				
					*6 All of them. I swear to all the gods.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 
Three

			I was sitting in the front of the school nurse’s office, alone. Two sophomores had seen the entire thing go down and ran to help after Jon spilled out his breakfast onto the stairs. One of them had walked me to the nurse’s office. I think he even grabbed my car keys. After a brief attempt at apologizing and quite literally turning green the moment he opened his mouth, Jon had followed a few steps behind. His arm was wrapped around his middle, and his mouth was decidedly closed. I was glad for the quiet—I wouldn’t even know what to say.

			Ms. Bunting, the nurse, looked at my knee for exactly fifteen seconds after I rolled my jeans up and decided that I’d be fine with some peroxide, a Band-Aid, and some help to get to calculus. Jon, on the other hand, was allowed to lie down in the back because of his nausea. Seemed fair. I’d be on display for anyone who walked into the office, and he’d get to stay mysterious and invisible in the back.

			I groaned, closed my eyes, and leaned my head back against the wall as I waited for the student aide to come walk me to my class.

			A few months. My mom’s words were echoing in my mind. That seemed easier to imagine in the comfort of my bedroom. I took a deep breath and tried to ignore the pain radiating from my knee. Sitting here under the awful fluorescent lighting in the same building as my peers made me realize how foolish I’d been. A few months in high school was a long time. I needed to make up my mind about how I was going to spend them.

			I resisted the urge to put my face in my hands.

			“Payal?” A voice I recognized floated over from the doorway. I looked up to see Divya Bhatt standing and looking at me questioningly.

			“Hey, Divya.”

			I had known Divya, like Neil, forever. She was cool. Really cool, actually. Maybe too cool for me. Sometimes when we hung out, I couldn’t help but feel like a little baby who knew nothing of the outside world. But not because of anything she said or did. She was smart and beautiful and well-dressed and well-read and clever and—okay, I could keep going, but I’ll stop. But, for example, she walked in with her long hair pulled back into an elegantly disheveled bun, wearing a tank top and drop-crotch pants that on anyone else would look like diaper pants, holding what looked like a collection of essays. And she did all this without looking like a parody of herself. She looked authentic. How was that fair? No one should look good in drop-crotch pants! And her eyeliner was always perfect. Like Aishwarya-Rai-in-Devdas-style perfect[*1].

			“How are you feeling? Do you need to put your arm around my shoulders?” She was also the nicest person I knew.

			“Nah, I think I can walk, but company is probably a good idea in case I’m wrong.” I stood up from the painfully uncomfortable orange office chair and gingerly tested putting weight on my offended knee. It would hold okay.

			“Alright.” She hovered near me while I picked up my backpack. I took one last look back to where Jon was still lying down. No movement that I could see. Good.

			“Ready?” Divya asked. I shouldered my bag and nodded.

			“I can hold your bag for you, you know.” She grinned and held out her hand.

			“Eh. It’s already on.”

			She gave me an acha head nod in response. “Whatever you want, di[*2],” and she followed my limping butt out the door.

			Our school was set up like the most generic of TV-show high schools. Long, locker-lined hallways, tiled floors, and the least flattering lighting you could possibly imagine. I cursed my boring high school under my breath—if I went to one of the open-air schools in any other part of South Florida, with their fresh air and beautiful green quads, I wouldn’t be in this mess. If I went to one of those schools, I wouldn’t have tripped on the stairs, because there would be no stairs. At least school was twenty minutes into first period, and so our long hallways were blessedly empty.

			“So, Jon Slate threw up on you, huh?” Divya asked, voice echoing slightly in the otherwise silent space around us.

			Scratch that. The hallways were hatefully empty and quiet.

			“Divya, can we talk about literally anything else?”

			“Sorry, when I saw that post come through last night, I already felt bad, but twice in the span of three days…yikes.”

			“Try experiencing it firsthand,” I said drily.

			Divya grimaced before changing the subject and sparing me further thoughts of Jon’s weak stomach. “Okay, okay, I can tell you about how much Bharatanatyam practice is totally kicking my butt.”

			I looked down at my bum knee. “I am so glad my mom made me take tap. And then let me quit.” I paused, taking in her outfit again. “Oh, those drop-crotch pants make more sense in the Bharatanatyam[*3] context.”

			“You’re lucky you’re hurt, or I’d push you down for that one. I look amazing in these.” She’d stopped and posed against the wall like only a classically trained dancer can, her strong arms raised above her head in mirrored arches while her hands formed into a mudra I didn’t understand. I sighed and kept limping along.

			“I know. I hate you.”

			“Like you could ever hate me.” She laughed. “You and your family are still coming to my performance this weekend, right?” It was the city’s South Asian Society social event of the month, so there was no way we’d miss it. Divya’s mom would never let my mom live it down if we didn’t show. Also, these things were usually super fun.

			I flashed Divya an excessively goofy smile before opening the door to my class. “Obvio[*4]!”

			Her laughter followed me into Ms. Díaz’s calculus class.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			“Payal, Neil told me you were with the nurse, but you look fine.” Ms. Díaz narrowed her eyes. “Do you have a pass?” I reached into my pocket and grabbed the paper Ms. Bunting had scribbled on earlier.

			“Here you go.” Díaz glanced at the note in disdain. Puzzled, I waited to see if she’d say anything. It was unclear what the note had done to piss her off.

			“Please take a seat,” she finally said.

			I hobbled—exaggerating my lumbering movements to prove a point—over to my desk in between Neil and our friend Caitlin Martin. Ms. Díaz turned back to the board and started talking about derivatives. Instead of paying attention, I sat down and wondered how many people knew I was Jon Slate’s partner in the Vomit Olympics.

			“Pst.”

			I looked to my left. Caitlin was looking at me and holding a folded-up piece of paper. She was usually very attentive during calculus—which I appreciated, considering she was my math tutor—but it seemed like there were other things on her mind today. She tossed the folded-up note onto my desk. I opened the note, careful not to tear Caitlin’s intricate origami-level work, and read over her wide block letters.

			
				Did Slate really tackle you on the stairs this
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