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			Advance Praise for Smash or Pass

			“Smash or Pass is an ace of a book. Birdie Schae perfectly captures the magic of summer camp, all while serving up a sweet sapphic romance with friendships (and older brothers!) that you’ll fall for just as much as the love story.”

			—Rachael Lippincott, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Five Feet Apart

			“Pure sunshine filtered through the lens of an earnest autistic teenager. Schae has written a sweet, tenderhearted story of reclaiming your identity and finding the people meant for you.”

			—Kelly Quindlen, bestselling author of She Drives Me Crazy

			“Smash or Pass is an adorable, enchanting story about finding love, finding community, and finding yourself. Anyone who’s ever found the truest version of themselves in spaces made for them will see themselves in these lovable characters. Gooey, sweet, and feel-good in the best way.”

			—Sophie Gonzales, international bestselling author of If This Gets Out

			“Pure fun! Birdie Schae has written a charming rom-com with nostalgic summer vibes and a heartfelt emotional journey. You can’t help but root for Ellie as she falls in love with Sierra—and learns to love herself, too.”

			—Ann Zhao, indie bestselling author of Dear Wendy

			“Much like the protagonist of this heartfelt, effervescent debut, I also have seven rules that I live by, and I’ll share them with you now. Rule #1: Read Smash or Pass immediately. Rules #2–6: Reread Smash or Pass immediately. Rule #7: Thank Birdie Schae for writing an absolute treasure of a novel.”

			—Erin Baldwin, author of Wish You Weren’t Here

			“Birdie Schae’s debut feels like sunshine and coming home. The warmth of Heartstopper meets a whirlwind summer camp setting. Smash or Pass is a vibrant, funny, poignant joy with a swoony, sapphic love story.”

			—Kalie Holford, author of The Last Love Song

			“Smash or Pass is a book that feels just like first love. You truly feel for and root for each character in equal measure. This book is an absolute smash!”

			—Samantha Markum, USA Today bestselling author of Love, Off the Record

			“A sparkling sapphic debut, Smash or Pass serves up a slow-burn, teammates-to-lovers romance as warm as the beach on a summer day. Achingly heartfelt, deeply tender, and an incredibly necessary addition to the ‘helping your totally platonic crush apply sunscreen while trying really hard to be cool about it’ literary canon.”

			—Jenna Voris, author of Every Time You Hear That Song and Say a Little Prayer

			“Full of warmth and light, Smash or Pass is a cozy summer campfire in book form. A sweet, authentic debut novel that inspires self-acceptance and healing, with a tender sapphic romance to cheer on from the sidelines.”

			—CL Montblanc, author of Pride or Die

			“Tender, funny, and heartwarming, Smash or Pass is all of the sweetest parts of summer and first love rolled into one triumphant romance.”

			—Elle Gonzalez Rose, author of Marisol Acts the Part

			“I wish I could spend every summer in the sands of Smash or Pass with its roster of witty, bighearted characters. Do not pass; Schae’s sporty and sincere debut is a total winner.”

			—Jen St. Jude, author of If Tomorrow Doesn’t Come

			“A warm embrace of a book that deftly explores self-acceptance, the families we find, and the love that finds us.”

			—Sujin Witherspoon, author of Bingsu for Two

			“A sweet coming-of-age romance about the safe spaces we find with people who see us—and love us—for exactly who we are.”

			—Ellen O’Clover, author of Seven Percent of Ro Devereux

			“Full of heart and fun in the sun, Smash or Pass serves up a diverse coming-of-age story about friendship, self-discovery, and first love—on and off the court.”

			—Sydney Langford, author of Someone to Daydream About
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			To Miro, who always made summer camp feel all the more special. I can’t imagine a better friend to have spent those eight summers with. And to everyone who has ever been deemed too much. You are the exact right amount, and I love you.

		

	
		
			1. Never Get in a Car with Your Boyfriend

			Whenever I enter my therapist’s office, she makes me rate my emotions on a scale from one to ten. It can be about anything—from my level of stress about a certain situation to how happy I’ve been feeling lately—and though I thought it was too childish for a sixteen-year-old at first, I’ve grown used to the question over time. So much that even right now, weeks away from our next appointment, I can hear her voice in my head.

			On a scale from one to ten, how upset does this make you?

			The answer comes to me easily, but it can’t possibly be true. Because something tells me that my boyfriend breaking up with me isn’t supposed to feel like a mere four.

			“Listen, Ellie, I just don’t think this is going to work,” Daniel tells me while I sit there, frozen in his passenger seat, repeating his words in my head for the fifth time. I wait and wait and wait for my heart to break, for that horrible, sinking feeling in my chest, but even as the houses and lampposts outside the car keep flashing by, nothing really happens. The world around me doesn’t come crashing down. I don’t start crying. But Daniel?

			He sighs.

			“This doesn’t have to be some big deal, you know,” he says, looking at me expectantly, but I still can’t will my lips to part.

			See, this is exactly why I have to stick to my rules at all times. Those seven simple bullet points I wrote down right before the start of high school are the whole reason people in this town like me, and they have never once failed me since I began to follow them religiously three years ago. If I had just stuck to them like I normally do, I wouldn’t be in this situation at all because of Rule #1: Try to avoid one-on-one conversations and stay in groups as much as possible. That way, before you react to something someone says, you can quickly look around and make sure you act the way you’re expected to.

			I knew better than to get into this car all alone with Daniel, but…I don’t know. I guess he was so insistent on driving me to Blake’s party that I let myself be naive for a second, wanting to believe that one little exception on our six-month anniversary couldn’t hurt.

			I was wrong.

			“Just because I’m breaking up with you doesn’t mean we have to start acting all weird,” Daniel continues. “We can just go to this party and explain to our friends that we decided to end things, and then we can move on with our lives like nothing ever happened between us.” He shrugs. “I mean, I see no reason for us to stop being friends.”

			What he’s saying makes perfect sense, except for the fact that Daniel and I have never actually been friends. We were strangers who hung out with each other because of our newly intertwined friend groups, and then, exactly six months ago, we started kissing each other. Nothing less, nothing more.

			I don’t say any of that, though. I don’t think Daniel would appreciate me disagreeing with him on whether we have a friendship we can return to or not. The only issue is that I don’t know what he does want to hear right now, even though I did follow Rule #2: Before you meet up with people, take some time to prepare yourself for possible scenarios.

			I spent over half an hour making sure I’d know what to do in case any of the situations I could think of become a reality tonight. I prepared myself for my friends getting a little too drunk and practiced what to say if we play spin the bottle and I am expected to kiss someone who isn’t Daniel. I even looked up what to do if my brother and my best friend start dating, even though one thing is for sure: That will never happen, no matter what Nina believes.

			The possibility of my boyfriend breaking up with me, however? It never once crossed my mind.

			There’s not much time left to dwell on how incredibly unprepared I am for this, though. We turn another corner in silence, now less than a minute away from Blake’s party, and since there’s no way for me to subtly pull out my phone and read a detailed guide to breakups right now, I have no choice but to say the first thing that comes to mind.

			“If that’s what you want, then I guess we should just…stay friends.”

			My words have barely had time to turn cold in the air between us when the car comes to a stop. Daniel turns to me immediately, scanning my face with those blue eyes I’ve grown familiar with over the past few months. There’s a frown between his brows, and he blinks once, twice, thrice before finally seeming to realize that I’m not going to burst into tears or slap him in the face.

			He swallows, his jaw set. “Wait, so…no hard feelings between us, then?”

			“No hard feelings,” I repeat with a single nod. For a moment, I think that maybe we should shake hands on it, make it official, but I ultimately decide against it. Only a few seconds later, the two of us leave the car—and each other—behind.
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			Teenage life usually follows a pattern, and as I enter Blake’s party, I’m glad the rest of the night seems to be falling right into it. Dozens of groups have already claimed their spots across the room, some people leaning against the walls with their hands wrapped around their cups while others have decided to settle on the floor instead of the empty couch they’re literally resting their backs against. There are even a few people who have gathered on the staircase, of all places.

			It’s scarily familiar, as if somebody copy-pasted the scene in front of me from my memories of last week’s party. And the one before that. And all the other ones I’ve gone to, actually.

			I was fourteen the first time Nina insisted I come along with her to one of Blake’s parties, so now, over two years and approximately too many long nights later, it’s not that hard for me to guess what tonight will end up looking like. People will get way too drunk, we’ll play stupid games even though we know they always end up causing drama, a few people will hook up, and by the next morning our whole school will have heard about everything that went down.

			There should be no more surprises tonight. Which is exactly how I like it.

			My eyes roam around the room in hopes of finding a white girl with blond hair, and…well, there are quite a lot of those, actually, but none of them are Nina Davis. So I keep walking.

			I scan as many faces as possible while making my way through the groups of friends, but everything quickly starts to blur together. Shoulders bump into mine, the smell of alcohol gets heavier the deeper I go into the dancing crowd, and voices surround me until there’s not even an inch of space left for me to simply breathe.

			The world around me spins out of focus. It’s too much, too much, too much, and yet everything seems so far away. As if I’m not really here. As if I’m merely a ghost moving through this room of things that should be tangible but only leave me with a numb kind of tingling when I reach out.

			That is, until I feel a firm tug on my arm.

			“Hello? Earth to Ellie?” Nina tries, snapping her fingers in front of my face until I’ve returned to the world of the living. She’s straightened her blond hair so it falls perfectly over her exposed shoulders. The light blue denim top she’s wearing is absolutely stunning, hugging her body in all the right places and revealing how her normally pale white skin has tanned. I would ask her where she bought it if it weren’t for the fact that, unlike Nina, even the Florida sun can’t make me look less white. Wearing pastel colors makes me feel like I’m a walking bottle of milk.

			I usually stick to warm shades, like the off-the-shoulder red top I’m wearing right now, which I combined with my jean shorts that have little roses embroidered on them.

			I only realize I’ve just been wordlessly staring at her when Nina crosses her arms over her chest and tells me, “You’re scaring me. You good?”

			Get yourself together, Eleanore.

			“Sorry, sorry,” I say quickly. “I’m fine. Just…having a moment.”

			Nina nods, but she eyes me in that way that makes me feel small, despite us being the same height. I almost think she’s going to tell me to never have a “moment” again, but instead she sighs. “Whatever.” Then her eyes move on to look around the room. “Where’s Daniel? Aren’t you two supposed to be all cutesy while celebrating right now?”

			Oh. Right.

			“Well, about that,” I start, my heart beating ten times faster than it did while I was in Daniel’s car. With a curious eyebrow raised at me, Nina lifts her cup of beer to her mouth, and I can’t help but look down at the basic white sneakers on my feet before ripping off the Band-Aid. “We broke up, actually.”

			“YOU WHAT?!” Nina exclaims, almost choking on her drink in the process. I let her cough a few times before explaining.

			“It happened, like, ten minutes ago.” I give my best attempt at a casual shrug before I add, “I was going to tell you as soon as I could, which is, well, right now. But I’m fine. Honestly. It’s not a big deal.”

			I’ve barely said it before the ever-present voice in my head reminds me of Rule #3: Repeat things in your head before you say them out loud, and always add enough clarity so your words can’t be misunderstood.

			And so I continue talking, just to make sure she understands. “I mean, it’s not a big deal as in there are no hard feelings between us. We just came to the conclusion that the two of us weren’t really working together and that we’d be better off as friends, so nothing will actually have to change.” I pause. “Except for the part where we kiss and hold hands, of course. That will definitely change since—”

			“I get it, Ellie,” Nina interrupts before putting her hand on my shoulder and squeezing gently. “I’m glad we’re still good to hang out with him and the other boys, but that doesn’t make this any less heartbreaking! I really thought you and Daniel were going to be in love forever.” She sighs, shaking her head slowly.

			“Let’s look at it from the bright side,” I say, swallowing hard. “At least now I won’t have to go to that summer camp with him. I’m sure my parents can still cancel, which means I’ll have a whole lot more time to do fun things with you instead!”

			When Daniel asked me to join him at a beach volleyball camp called SMASH! a few months ago and I said yes, Nina was upset we’d have less time to spend with each other this summer. So much so that she even considered coming along herself, though that might have had to do with my brother being a SMASHER!—his words, not mine—too. Ultimately, though, the thought of, and I quote, “sweating and rolling around in the sand” was a big enough dealbreaker for Nina to not want to go.

			“So I’m your second choice for summer plans?” she teases now, but the smile quickly fades from her face, turning into a groan. “I need another drink to process this news.”

			Before I know it, Nina has not only grabbed herself a new beer but pushed one into my hands as well.

			“Thanks,” I force out before taking the tiniest sip known to humankind. Either there is more wrong with me than I originally thought, or people who say you get used to the taste of beer are all liars. Because even after trying it at various parties, I still have to use all my willpower to keep the disgust off my face.

			I can’t be seen as that one boring girl who refuses to drink, though. So, at each party, I let people offer me one drink and then spend the rest of the night holding on to that very same cup, occasionally bringing it to my lips but never getting close to finishing it. The illusion that I’m drinking is all it takes for people to leave me alone.

			I guess that’s the thing about fitting in. The key to it isn’t to be exactly like everyone else. It’s just to make them believe you are. In all the right ways, at least.

			“God, I just can’t wrap my head around the fact that you guys broke up. Romance is officially dead to me,” Nina declares after downing half her drink. She taps her cup against my full one, giving me a small smile. “The only love I’ll ever need is your friendship. Who needs boys when we have each other, right?”

			Warmth gathers in my chest at her words, and I’m about to tell her I sure don’t when she adds, “Though I’m also here if you do want to rant about boys, of course.”

			She looks at me expectantly, eyebrows raised slightly as she waits for me to take her up on that offer. But I won’t, which she should know by now. After all, talking about how I’m feeling isn’t exactly a good idea with the existence of Rule #4: Always keep the topic of the conversation on the other person. If you start rambling about things you feel strongly about, you won’t know when or how to shut up.

			I clear my throat, trying to come up with a new topic of conversation that Nina will find interesting enough to drop this without thinking twice. Preferably one that does not revolve around my brother.

			I fail.

			“About you wanting to give up on romance, though…if I were you, I’d reconsider,” I tell Nina. As soon as the words are out, I’m already regretting every single life decision that has led me here, to this exact moment. “I overheard Noah talking to one of his summer camp friends on the phone. Apparently he regrets not asking a girl out in the past, so he said that if he has another shot with her, he definitely won’t make the same mistake again.”

			A smile slowly creeps onto Nina’s face, getting brighter and brighter every second until she’s practically glowing, lighting up the room in a way that the cheap disco lights can only dream of.

			“I knew it!” she says. “Oh my god. We’ve been sitting next to each other in history for so long, but lately something has just…changed between us. He’s constantly trying to find an excuse to talk to me now.”

			She grabs my hand excitedly, telling me about all the things they’ve been talking about during class. One thing is for sure: We are not passing the Bechdel test tonight.

			While Nina rambles on and on, I make sure I don’t forget about Rule #5: Make eye contact when people talk so they know you’re listening to them. If they’re talking about how they are feeling, nod so they know you think their feelings are valid. Don’t forget to smile casually if it’s a lighter topic.

			Right now that means forcing the corners of my mouth to lift, hoping my smile doesn’t falter as I listen to Nina thirst after my twin brother. Aside from the fact that it’s weird as hell to hear this, I generally don’t like giving my best friend hope when I know for a fact that my brother doesn’t like her at all—especially not in a romantic way. Even though we barely speak to each other nowadays, that much is clear.

			Although it is strange that he’s been talking to Nina at all…

			My best friend is still rambling when Blake jumps on a table and cups his hands around his mouth to yell, “May I have your attention, people!” Conversations all around us pause as pretty much everyone turns to him, almost like he’s some sort of god.

			That might not even be that far off—at least, if a god of alcohol exists. Blake and his older brother have been hosting Willowmoor High’s parties and sneaking in drinks since my first year of high school, though Blake’s legacy is now nearing its end. After being held back for two years, this is finally the summer before he leaves for college.

			For now, though, he stands on top of the table with a grin, enjoying the fact that all eyes are on him. He ruffles his blond hair, then screams, his voice already a bit hoarse, “It’s truth-or-dare time, everyone!”

			A mixture of groans and excited squeals fill the room, and I even hear a loud “Yeehaw!” from somewhere in the crowd.

			“Basic!” someone else yells.

			Blake turns around at that, pointing his cup toward the girl who said it. His face is all serious, and for a second, I really am convinced he’s going to throw a tantrum because someone called the classic game boring. But what comes out of his mouth is a simple “Your mom.” Then he dramatically drops the red cup he was holding, and before it even hits the floor, people are howling with laughter.

			Nina rolls her eyes but immediately drags me to the middle of the room, where people are quickly sitting down in a circle. After a minute or so, it seems like everyone who wants (or, in my case, is being forced) to play is here, so Blake claps his hands once and continues talking.

			“Okay, the rules are simple. I spin this bottle, and whoever it points at gets to pick between truth or dare. Either you tell the truth or take a shot, or you do the dare or take a shot.” He grins, positioning an empty beer bottle in the middle of our circle. “Now, let’s begin.”

			With that, he lets the bottle decide whose turn it is.

			First up is Abigail, a girl from my year who chooses dare and immediately regrets that decision when she’s told to reveal her crush by kissing them. A blush colors her cheeks, one that deepens once the crowd starts booing her for reaching for the shot of tequila.

			“What a coward. Next!” Blake demands. Everyone laughs, and even though I can see Abigail’s hands trembling as she sits back down, I laugh along. Guilt lodges in my throat, but I have to push through it, just like I do every time. I can’t afford to think about how it makes her feel, can’t afford to realize I was in her place just a few years ago, unless I want to end up back there.

			Still, relief fills my chest when everyone moves on.

			Another dare follows after that—this time one that’s fulfilled. Stephan gets blindfolded and has to kiss two girls. Luckily, he correctly guesses that the second one is Stephanie, his girlfriend. Through the next few rounds, she smiles so brightly that you’d think she won the dating lottery.

			More dares keep coming, most of them also involving kissing, of course. Because what else can we possibly do if we’re not constantly sticking our tongues in each other’s mouths?

			No matter how often it happens, though, people cheer every single time, like others kissing because of peer pressure is a movie scene nobody can get enough of. I much prefer watching four seasons of a slow-burn romance show in which the touch of hands makes everyone lose it, but maybe that’s just me.

			I cheer along.

			Eventually, for what feels like the thirteenth time tonight, the bottle spins and spins and spins around again…until it doesn’t. Gasps and oohs fill the room in an instant, and as I follow everyone’s gazes, I find Daniel across the room. He’s sitting with his usual friends—Mike and Oliver—who are both laughing because of course they are. The bottle pointing at him is so hilarious, top-tier humor for sure.

			Daniel, however, drinks from his cup, not a single trace of laughter to be seen on his blank face as he looks right at me.

			Even from this distance, I know what it means. Not that he wants this to stop or that he’s miserable because he already misses me. The truth is far simpler: He’s drunk. So. Very. Drunk.

			And even though people at school like to say alcohol makes everything and everyone more fun, my ex-boyfriend is the living proof that that’s not the case at all. Because, to be completely honest, Drunk Daniel is a total asshole—one who makes impulsive decisions that hurt the people around him.

			Suddenly, I think of Susannah, the girl Daniel dated before we became a thing. I remember seeing the two of them sit together in the school cafeteria, hands all over each other while they were surrounded by their mutual friends. The next day, the two of them were broken up, and a week later, Daniel, Mike, and Oliver started sitting with Nina and me. Daniel often referred to his ex as heartless, especially in the first week of sitting at our table, but he never gave much of an explanation for why they broke up. He didn’t really need to, though. To this day, the words Susannah and heartless bitch still get used interchangeably in the hallways.

			People believe whatever he says so easily that I can’t help but wonder: If Daniel were to say something bad about me, would people believe that without a second thought, too?

			I’m frozen. Daniel keeps looking at me until Blake pats him on the back. “It’s calling to you, dude. So tell us: Truth or dare?”

			Please choose dare, I beg him silently.

			“Truth,” he says instead.

			All hope leaves my body, taking the warmth along with it until I’m left cold. I hug myself tighter, bracing myself for the question Blake is obviously going to ask him. There’s no way word hasn’t gotten around yet. Plus, like I said: These games always cause drama, and though he wouldn’t admit it, drama is what Blake lives for. It’s one of the reasons he insists on picking truths and dares for everyone.

			“Truth, huh?” he says. His usual judgment for when someone picks this option is gone. “Easy. Why don’t you tell us why you and your beloved girlfriend Eleanore Young broke up?”

			And to make it all worse, the guy actually points at me. As if using my full name didn’t make me flinch badly enough already.

			God, I can’t wait for him to leave town.

			I force my hands to stay still in my lap, even though I feel like I’ll explode if I don’t move right this second. I want to do something, want to stim, want an outlet for the nerves that are now coursing through my body, but I can’t because of Rule #6: Keep your hands still when you talk (and, actually, also when you don’t). Always be aware of your movements before you accidentally do something that’s considered weird.

			I cannot break this. Especially not right now, with so many eyes pointed at me.

			A few girls turn to me with sympathetic looks on their faces, but they’re definitely in the minority. Most people are glancing between Daniel and me hungrily, waiting for things to blow up. They’re being so unsubtle about it that I wouldn’t be surprised if someone pulled out fresh popcorn right this second.

			My ex-boyfriend clears his throat. “Well, I broke up with her for a simple reason, but I guess it’s important to know a bit about why we started dating in the first place,” he tells everyone, looking around like he’s giving some sort of presentation. “It’s pretty obvious that Ellie isn’t an open book despite her being one of the most popular girls in our year. When the two of us started dating, though, I thought that—that maybe I could finally start to understand Willowmoor High’s favorite mystery better.

			“I mean, as her boyfriend, that couldn’t be too hard, right? Since we liked each other and all that stuff. But guess what I discovered?” He pauses, and it’s like nobody breathes until he shrugs and says, his words slurring together just a little, “The reason we don’t know anything about her is that there’s nothing more to Eleanore Young than meets the eye. She’s just another cute but boring girl who barely has a personality, and that is why we broke up.”

			After those words, he asks Blake for a refill. Casually. Like my world didn’t just go up in flames.

			I’ll admit my inner monologue is often dramatic, but when I say this is my biggest nightmare, I mean it. It’s the thing I’ve been fearing since…forever. The thing younger Ellie would think of while blowing out her birthday candles, wishing it would never happen in the future. Not again.

			I still remember how it was in middle school. All I had to do back then was talk too loudly or smile too wide, and just like that, the other kids would stare at me, whispering or sometimes even shouting about how strange I was. Telling me I wasn’t like them. I tried to carry the weight of those words on my shoulders, tried to keep my back straight despite how heavy they got, but they still pushed me down. Down, down, down, trapping me in a spiral of self-loathing. What was wrong with me? Why couldn’t I be the kind of person worthy of having friends who weren’t my brother?

			When high school came around, though, I knew I could change that…and myself. I made up my rules and kept to them, and eventually Nina started to show interest in me. Sure, it was probably because she wanted to get closer to my brother, but it started our friendship all the same. Being associated with her good reputation made people slowly forget all about the “weird kid” I was before. Instead, they started to actually like me. Kind, thoughtful, supportive Eleanore Young.

			My therapist wasn’t happy when I told her about my rules since she thinks it’s basically my way of hiding who I really am. She calls it masking and says it’s common for autistic people like me to do, but she also says it’s not our job to constantly change ourselves to please other people. And she’s right. Of course she is. I wouldn’t judge someone for being like me, but still. I don’t know. If masking is what it takes to be treated like a human being, then I guess it’s worth it for me.

			With my rules, I thought I had cracked the code. I thought the words too much and not good enough would never apply to me again, yet here we are. Back to where I started.

			“Oh, and also,” Daniel continues after downing his new drink, no emotion whatsoever in his voice. Like he doesn’t realize he’s unraveling me in front of everyone we know. “The two of us dated for six months, but Ellie always avoided going anywhere private with me. Pretty much the only times I’ve been alone with her were so we could kiss.” Suddenly a bitter laugh escapes him. “I mean, that’s not normal behavior, right? I had to break up with her in my car on the way here. All so I wouldn’t be the asshole who broke up with her in public.”

			“Bro,” Mike tells him, “that still makes you an asshole.”

			Daniel at least has the decency to pause, thinking it over. But all he eventually says is “It’s fine. There are no hard feelings between us. Right, Ellie?”

			And then, finally, he looks me in the eyes again. I tense under his cold gaze, swallowing audibly even in this loud room.

			“Okay, that’s enough,” Nina says sharply from next to me. She grabs my wrist and starts dragging me out of the circle. With her other hand, she flips off the group. I don’t have the energy to fight her, even though all I can think is Oh no. Oh no, oh no, oh no.

			There are whispers everywhere in and near the circle. People talk and look and laugh and make up their minds about me until, just like that, everything I ever did to avoid being the weird girl has been erased.

			Now all I am is that odd, boring girl, all because Daniel decided so.

			I follow my only friend through the sea of people. Nina holds on to me like she’s scared I’ll run away if she lets go, and maybe I should have, because when we come to a stop, it’s in front of the last person I want to ask for help.

			Noah is busy talking to two of his friends, so for a split second I am naive enough to believe I can still flee the scene without being noticed. Then his eyes land on me, and he stops in the middle of his sentence. He turns to me, worry and confusion mixed in his frown.

			I’m standing too close to him to act like I wasn’t going to say something. So, genius that I am, I decide to greet him with a forced smile. “Hi, No,” I say, my voice cracking even though only four letters leave my mouth.

			At the use of his ancient nickname, Noah goes into full-on protective brother mode, immediately dragging me to the door. He doesn’t even apologize to his friends for leaving so abruptly, but he does give Nina a thankful nod I’m sure I’ll hear more about soon.

			Once we’re outside and fresh air fills my lungs, Noah turns to me again, all wide eyes and worry. “What’s up, Ellie? Are you okay?”

			I look away from his intense gaze. A knot ties itself in my chest, and I know I shouldn’t be ashamed to ask for help, especially from Noah. He’s my brother and one of the kindest people I’ve ever met, but after so many months of me pushing him away, it feels wrong to expect anything from him.

			Still, I ask, “Can you— Could you please take me home?”

			Noah blinks a few too many times in surprise before finally recollecting himself. “Yeah, sure,” my twin brother tells me, his expression softening. “Let’s go home.”

		

	
		
			2. When Nobody’s Got You, Remember Your Pros-and-Cons List’s Got You

			Okay, so…I might have lied a little when I said my rules have never failed me. Yes, they’ve definitely made high school more bearable, but tonight isn’t the first time things have blown up in my face. In fact, the last time someone I love found out about the list, I had to lock them out of my life—and my bedroom—completely.

			It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, but every good thing comes with some kind of sacrifice, right?

			When Noah was in my room sometime during our first year of high school, he stumbled upon the piece of paper I’d written the first six rules on. People have always liked Noah for who he is—the nice, talkative, laid-back twin—so of course he didn’t get it. Said no one’s approval is worth changing myself for.

			Up until then, Noah and I had been best friends. Not because we were twins and our parents forced us to be, but because he was genuinely, without a doubt, my favorite person in existence. I wanted to keep him close to me for the rest of our lives, but that just wasn’t a possibility after that night. Not when Noah made it his personal mission to make me forget my rules.

			The breaking point was when he told Nina she could stop pretending to be my friend because he would never go out with her, no matter how hard
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