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Dedication

For A-May, whose given name I thought was literally A-hyphen-May until an embarrassingly old age. You deserve all the love. I give you all my love and all these words.
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Chapter 1

Days I’ve Lost My List Journal

“FRANK SINATRA.”

“Which song?” Auden asks.

“Just write Frank Sinatra.”

“But Mr. Green wants us to be specific.”

Carter sighs. He’s sitting in the grass across from me, his arms hugging his kneecaps, arguing with Auden. I’m too distracted to pay attention, watching Carter roll up the sleeves of his T-shirt, the white fabric contrasting against his dark skin. I’ve never been grouped with him before, but now that we’re here, I can’t seem to concentrate on anything outside his physicality.

When he moved here sophomore year, I remember thinking he looked different from the rich white boys I’d always been surrounded by—them and their Bermuda shorts and collared shirts, him and his dingy T-shirts and baggy basketball shorts. I couldn’t look away. But when he finally met my gaze, he instantly dropped it. I don’t know. For some reason I thought he’d see me, really see me, considering we have the same dark complexion, but no. He looked at me just as apathetically as he looked at everyone else.

“Huh, Quinn?”

I look up from the stubble on Carter’s chin to find him staring back at me, his brows pinched, like he’s wondering if I’m mental.

My cheeks warm as I cover my mouth with my fingertips. “What was the question?” I ask Auden, too afraid to look at Carter again. This is the third time he’s caught me gawking today.

Auden shifts his eyes impatiently. “Any soundtrack suggestions for our JFK screenplay? The project we’ve been working on for hours now.”

I lower my hand to the base of my throat. Right. I swallow and look for answers in the cloudless sky. “What songs do we have so far?” I stall, plucking a few blades of grass.

Auden checks the list in his lap with an exasperated sigh. That’s the thing about Auden: he’s sweet, but he has absolutely no chill. I’ve been grouped with him before, and the second we got our assignment, he started dishing out commands. He’s also the type to do all the work in a group, because no one ever follows his orders just right. People tend to take advantage of that. I’m trying my best to not become one of those people, but Carter . . .

Get ahold of yourself, Quinn!

While Auden continues reading songs from our soundtrack list, I pull my red spiral out of my backpack, then flip past my to-do lists and my how-tos, all the way to the back section for miscellaneous lists. If I can get my thoughts about Carter all out at once, then maybe I can focus on JFK’s assassination.

CARTER IS . . .


	Cool. In every respect of the word.

	Attractive. As. Hell.

	A “real Black guy,” as I’ve heard it put around the halls of our predominantly white private school, which makes me wonder about the authenticity of my own Blackness. I’ve never heard anyone call me a “real Black girl.” In fact, I’ve only ever heard the opposite. I bet he never has to deal with white people telling Black jokes around him. Must be nice.

	A back-of-the-classroom, forehead-perpetually-glued-to-his-desk kind of student—really adds to his mystique. He never shares his thoughts in class, so suddenly having access to them must be why I’m so shell-shocked right now.

	Not materialistic, like the other boys at our school. He couldn’t care less about brand names. If it still works, it’s good enough for him. I like that. I consider myself pretty low-maintenance too.

	Conscientious of how he smells. I can smell him from here, and it’s nothing like the obnoxious colognes the other boys wear. Carter simply smells clean.

	Unwilling to date girls from our school, which is quite disheartening.

	A player? I’ve heard rumors about him and Emily Hayes getting busy at a party last year. It’s never been confirmed, though.

	Kinda antisocial. He doesn’t typically hang around the white kids at school, which means he doesn’t have many friends. I only see him talk to Olivia Thomas. Every time I see them laughing together, it makes me wish I had Black friends too.



“Hilary.” I peek up from my list into Carter’s curious eyes. “You know we can only turn in one list for the group, right?”

He can’t see my journal, but it feels like he knows I’m writing about him. Cheeks on fire, I slam it shut. “That’s not what I’m doing.” I drop my gaze to the glossy red cover. “And please stop calling me that. I’m nothing like her.”

He’s been calling me Hilary ever since he got to my house today. He stepped out of Auden’s Nissan Versa, looked up at my house like he was Will in The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, and said, “Yoooo, I didn’t know you lived like this. Over here living like Hilary Banks and shit.”

I think I’m at least an Ashley.

He looks at me, amused, his arms resting on his knees. “I guess you’re smarter than Hilary. But I bet you’re just as spoiled as her. All you gotta do to get your way is cry ‘Daddy.’”

“Excuse me?” I say, taken aback. “I am not spoiled.”

“And you sound just like her, too!” He laughs, throwing his head back.

“I do not!” I lower my voice. “I don’t sound anything like her.”

He shakes his head, playfully tsk-tsking. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of, Hilary.”

I roll my eyes like I’m annoyed, but honestly, I’m buzzing off his attention. I’m not used to Carter doing much more than glancing at me and immediately looking away.

“Who’s Hilary?” Auden asks, reminding us that we’re not alone.

“That’s way before your time, buddy.” Carter stands up, pulling his white tee down over the band of his black basketball shorts. He steps toward me, his body blocking my sun. “I need to use your restroom real quick. Show me where it is?”

I could easily give him directions (through the foyer and living room, it’ll be the first door on the right), but he’s offering me an opportunity to be alone with him. How could I refuse?

My pulse blares in my ears as he follows me to the back door.

“Excuse me. Where are you going?” my mom asks from her chair on the patio. She’s been scrolling through her phone, “chaperoning,” as if we’re not all seniors in high school, two months away from graduating.

“Just showing Carter to the bathroom.”

She turns back to her phone. “Okay. Come right back, Quinn.”

I stop myself from sighing. I mean, I get it. She’s not used to me having a boy in the house who isn’t our neighbor, Matt. Especially not a tall, dark, and handsome Black boy.

When the door shuts behind him, I’m acutely aware of how big and empty the kitchen is. How we’re completely alone. How, as I lead him into the living room, I have no idea where his eyes are. I run my hair from the back of my neck over my shoulder.

“Nice house you got here, Hilary.”

I turn around and walk backward past the spotless white couch and the wooden end tables. “Why are you still calling me that? Didn’t we establish that I’m smarter than her?” I’m smirking, playing his little game.

But then he says, “Are you, though?”

My back hits the doorframe of the half bath. “Is that a joke?”

“I mean”—he shrugs, making his way toward me, gazing at the living room furniture—“getting into Columbia doesn’t mean you’re smart. It just means you’re rich.”

My stomach twists at the mention of Columbia. His tone isn’t playful anymore, and neither is his expression. My smirk wanes as he joins me in the doorway, so close I can smell his clean scent.

He says, “Which, obviously, you’re very rich,” motioning to the multi-thousand-dollar vase on the mantel and the sixty-inch landscape electric fireplace. He sounds bitter about it. Then he eyes me from my flip-flops to the top of my poofy hair. “Girls like you ain’t gotta work nearly as hard as somebody like me.”

My jaw tightens. He has no idea what I’ve had to work for. And even if I am rich, I’m still one of only five Black kids at our school. I have to deal with the same racist bullshit he does.

“You don’t know anything about me.”

He hums in thought, holding up his index finger. “I know you got into Columbia.”

Another pang in my stomach.

He narrows his eyes and lowers his voice. “But I also know you’re struggling in all your classes.”

My brows shoot up. “How do you know that?” I ask before I even consider hiding the fact that he’s right.

“It’s obvious.” He smiles. “And I’m observant.”

It’s obvious that I’m struggling? It’s not like I advertise my less-than-spectacular grades, so what the hell does he know about my struggle? And, anyway, who is he to talk? He never says a word in class, much less picks up a pen to take notes. I doubt his grades are much better than mine.

He nods while taking inventory of all our furniture. “I bet your dad donated a library or something.” His condescending eyes land on me. “That’s the only way I figure you could’ve gotten into Columbia.”

He says you like he knows exactly how unimpressive I am. His presumption crawls under my skin and nests there.

“You know what? The toilet’s right there.” I nudge my head to the left. “Help yourself.” Then I shoulder past him.

Who does he think he is? I’ve said all of two words to this guy, and he thinks he knows everything about me. Did I say he was attractive? My mistake. He looks like the dirt beneath my shoes. That’s about as much as he interests me now.

I slam the patio door, rattling the back windows. My mom’s head snaps up. Her eyes ask me if I’ve lost my damn mind.

“Sorry,” I say preemptively.

Auden’s got his head down, studying the soundtrack list, when I walk up. I grab my list journal and flip to the new list about Carter.

“Everything okay?” Auden asks.

“Perfect.”

CARTER IS . . .

    
	10. A judgmental asshole.

	11. A know-it-all, holier-than-thou, pretentious bastard.

	12. Not as great as he looks. I wish I never got a peek into his ugly thoughts.



I’m thinking of more insults when he waltzes through the back door with a smug smile. I don’t acknowledge him as he sits in the grass.

“Your dad’s home,” he says, smiling, but then his smile falters, like he’s having a hard time holding it up. “When he saw me, he thought I was a burglar.” Carter drops his eyes, pressing his lips tight. “Guess he’s not used to seeing a real nigga in his house.”

My stomach squeezes, a cold sweat washing over me. Auden looks up.

“So, I’m gonna go.” Carter nods, angry and disappointed and hurt. He looks like he’s way past saying I told you so. I told you I know exactly who you are. But he’s mistaken. This has to be a mistake.

I drop my journal in the grass and rush back to the patio. Mom notices the hurricane winds beneath my arms. “Quinn, what’s wrong?”

I catch my dad in the kitchen, as he’s taking the first step up the stairs, work shoes in hand. “What did you say to Carter?”

He looks at me over his shoulder, eyebrows raised. “Who is Carter?” He’s playing dumb, and I don’t have time for it.

I point behind me. “The boy who just walked through that door. He’s under the impression you thought he was a burglar.”

“Desmond, really?” Mom hisses, closing the back door behind her.

“I did not think he was a burglar.” He scrunches his face. “My entire house was empty except for a stranger coming out of my bathroom. All I did was ask what business he had in my house.”

I roll my eyes, shaking my head. I can just imagine it now: Carter comes out of the bathroom as my dad walks through the foyer, having already taken his shoes off at the door. When they see each other, my dad’s voice booms, What are you doing in my house?, the accusation clear in his eyes. But he won’t admit it, and he won’t apologize for it. He never apologizes for anything.

“You asked him why he was in our house? Obviously, he’s my classmate,” I say.

“I’ve met a lot of your classmates, but I’ve never seen that boy before.”

“I can’t believe you, Desmond,” Mom says.

His eyes snap to hers. “Wendy, you’re one to talk.”

“Excuse me? I would never assume he’s a criminal. Based on what? The way he looks? I’m from Chicago—”

My dad throws his arms up, letting his shoes drop to the floor. “Here we go. You’re from Chicago. We know, Wendy! How about you not bring it up every chance you get?”

Great. They’ve found an excuse to fight.

But the kitchen falls silent when the patio door opens. Carter and Auden walk inside with their backpacks on their backs, entirely aware of what they’re interrupting. I’m standing between my parents, mortified.

Mom says with her charming hostess smile, “You’re leaving already?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Auden says. “Thanks for having us.”

“Would you like anything for the road? Carter?” She asks him specifically, trying to smooth over the debacle with my father.

“No, ma’am,” he says, glancing over his shoulder. Then he walks past me, disgusted.

“See you at school, Quinn,” Auden calls. Carter says nothing.

Then the front door closes, and there’s nothing I can do to change his mind about me or my rich, entitled family.

Mom zeroes in on Dad. “You insulted that boy. You ought to apologize.”

“I’m not apologizing. If he thinks I assumed he was a criminal, then I think that says more about him than it does about me.”

Mom laughs, walking past me to the bar. “You never take responsibility for how you make people feel.”

“I’m not responsible for other people’s screwed-up perceptions. All I did was ask him what he was doing in my house. I did nothing wrong!”

“You never do anything wrong, Desmond!”

This fight isn’t about Carter anymore.

Having heard enough, I go outside and try to extract the disgust in Carter’s eyes out of my head. What must he think of us? I don’t even know what I think of us. I don’t know exactly what happened, but it’s shameful that he had to experience that in a Black home. My home.

Even from the patio, I can hear them screaming. It’s never enough to just go outside, so I leave. I go to Matt’s house next door and climb onto his trampoline, doing all I can to keep my dress down in the process. I text him: I’m on base. Where are you?

After a few seconds he texts back: Omw.

I stretch my legs in front of me and wait, flexing my calves and scrutinizing the polish on my toenails. Every second adds weight to the thump of my heartbeat.

Then his back door opens. He steps outside wearing a red-and-black Hayworth Private School shirt and bright-yellow board shorts, no shoes. Then he takes off in a sprint, his perfect brown hair flopping in the wind. When he reaches the edge of the trampoline, he springs up and over the side, bouncing me up, forcing me to hold my dress down around my legs. I laugh against my will.

He sits at my toes, spread-eagling his legs. “Quinnly.” He smiles, and my spirit soars at the sight of him.

“Mattly,” I say, my smile not nearly as bright.

He picks up on it, his lips falling. “What’s wrong?” Then he grabs my feet and pulls himself closer. He leans down, crossing his arms over my shins.

We like to play this seesaw game, where I push back on his chest with my toes, and he pushes down on my feet with his chest. He says it’s a good way to exercise my calves, while at the same time, he gets to stretch his thighs. He’s a soccer player, after all, and his body shows it.

I have no need to condition my calves—I hate soccer—but this game we play always makes me feel lighter. “My parents are at it again,” I say, losing myself in the softness and the warmth of his shirt, the rigidness of his chest beneath.

“What’s it about this time?”

“The usual.” I really don’t want to get into the Carter thing. “Dad can never admit when he’s wrong, but clearly my mom yelling at him doesn’t work.”

“It’s better that they yell, though.” He looks up, his blue eyes catching a ray of sunlight. His parents don’t fight—or, rather, they fight silently. It’s just as intense, if not more, than my parents’ shouting. “It’s when they stop fighting that you should worry.” He’s smiling a sad kind of smile.

“Worry about what?”

“Divorce.”

I push my toes into his chest, digging my heels into the trampoline. “Are your parents—”

He shakes his head, tousling his hair onto his forehead, then runs his fingers through it, combing it back in place. “Not until after I move out.”

“How do you know that?”

“I heard them talking about it when they thought I wasn’t around.”

I release my calf muscles, letting the weight of his chest push against the balls of my feet. “I’m sorry, Matt.”

He shrugs. “I guess it sucks, but I won’t be around to see it happen.”

“What about when you come home for Thanksgiving and Christmas break?”

His brow furrows. “I didn’t think about that.” Then he meets my eye, frowning. “Thanks, Quinnly.”

I laugh. “I’m sorry!”

“Way to ruin my perspective.” He laughs too.

I rest my hands behind me, angling my face to the sky. “They’ll feel so guilty about it, you’ll get twice the amount of Christmas presents and double the Thanksgiving dinner.”

“That’s not how my house works. Christmas gifts stopped being a thing after about fourteen.”

“Really?” I ask absentmindedly. The sky is so blue and empty. I take a deep breath, the air just as hot coming into my nostrils as it is going out.

“We ain’t got that Columbia money,” he teases.

I stiffen, pulling my eyes from the sky.

“Better yet, we ain’t got that brand-new-Mercedes-as-a-congratulatory-gift kind of money.”

I cringe, breaking under the guilt. “God, I wish they hadn’t done that.”

“You don’t love the ’Cedes?” I roll my eyes, giving his chest a forceful push with my toes. He laughs, leaning in farther. “What’s wrong with it?”

“I just . . .” I sigh and lie all the way back. My mom will kill me if she finds out I laid my head on this dirty trampoline. “I feel like I don’t deserve it.”

“Quinn, you got into Columbia, for Christ’s sake. Of course you deserve it.”

I close my eyes and squeeze them shut. “No, I don’t.” I whisper it to the wind, afraid to admit exactly why I don’t deserve it. If only he knew. If only my parents knew. They’d trade in that Mercedes so fast.

“And, by the way, I still haven’t gotten a chance to ride in it.”

“No one has.”

“Lies. When your parents surprised you, Destany was the first person to ride in it.”

My whole body turns to stone at the mention of her name. Please don’t ask.

“Speaking of . . .”

Oh God, here we go.

“What’s going on between you two? What happened at Chase’s party last weekend?”

I don’t speak. My eyes are wide open, filled to their capacity with the big blue Texas sky.

“Quinn,” he says, patting the tops of my shins.

“I don’t want to talk about that, Matt.” I don’t even want to think about it.

“I’ve heard some crazy shit.” He hisses the swear word. Matt doesn’t curse unless he means business.

“What have you heard?” I ask, like I don’t already know.

“That you two are fighting over me.”

My eyes flutter closed.

Matt releases my shins and removes his chest from my feet. They feel cold now, and my ankles feel weightless. He crawls around me and sits cross-legged beside my cheek. “Is it true?” he asks.

I roll my neck over and look up into his concerned eyes. “We’re not fighting over you. We’re not even fighting, at this point. Our divorce is finalized.”

He meets my gaze, somber. “If you had a problem with me asking her out, you would have told me, right?”

“Matt, you and I are friends. You can date whoever you want.”

I close my eyes again. Can we just go back to playing seesaw and talking about anything else? Because as much as I may have “had a problem” with Matt asking Destany out, I’m not petty enough to let that ruin a ten-year friendship.

He lifts his legs, gathers a chunk of my hair and plays with it in his lap. I get nervous about the amount of moisturizer I slathered in it this morning and whether he feels it. I pull my hair out of his hands and run it over my other shoulder.

It doesn’t go unnoticed. He lets his hands drop, dejected. “Well, I can’t exactly ask her out now. Not if I want to keep you as a friend.”

I roll over on my side, facing him with my elbow propped up on the trampoline. “That’s true.”

“That’s why I deserve to know.” His blue eyes sweep over my face, down to my hand resting in front of my abdomen. He grabs my fingers within his.

Then the back door creaks open. His mom’s head pops out. “Matt?”

I pull my hand out of his.

“Oh, Quinn.” Her eyes take us in. She smiles. “Hi, sweetie.”

“Hi, Mrs. Radd.” I sit up, straightening my dress.

“Dinner’s ready.” She rests her head against the door. “You’re welcome to join us.”

“Thank you, but I should get going. I’m sure my mom’s cooking something.”

That’s a total lie. My mom hasn’t cooked for me in ages. But I definitely don’t want to stay for dinner, not with Matt asking all these questions about my feelings for him and about Destany—none of which I’m ready to discuss.

“Tell Wendy I said hi.”

I nod, smiling. Then I glance at Matt. He says, “I’ll be right in, Mom.”

“All right.” She lifts her head off the doorframe. “Good seeing you, Quinn.”

“You too.”

Matt turns to me with tired eyes. “You really could stay. I know your mom isn’t cooking.”

I smile. “I should go check on the house to make sure it’s still intact.”

“Could you at least tell me why it’s a secret?”

“It’s for your own good that you don’t know.” And with that I stand up and walk to the edge of the trampoline.

“That just makes me wanna know more.”

I look at him over my shoulder. “I’m wearing a dress. Do you mind turning away?”

He glances down at my bare legs, then sighs and closes his eyes.

I hurry over the edge, phone in hand, doing my best to keep my skirt down in case his mom is watching through the window. When I’ve got my flip-flops back on, I say, “Bye, Mattly. Thanks for meeting me.”

“See ya at school.”

There are so many reasons I can’t tell him what happened between me and Destany. All of which are filling my head as I make my way back to my house, making it hard to think—making it hard to not think.

Like, for one, telling him will make me relive last weekend.

Two, telling him will make him realize who she really is, and that will ruin her for him.

Three, if what I tell him doesn’t ruin her for him, then that will ruin him for me.

Four, he might not think it’s as big a deal as I’m making it.

Five, if he ends up hurting me, too, then I’ll seriously be alone.

I need to write these down, so I can stop obsessing, and so I’ll stop feeling this incessant need to turn around and tell him everything, because maybe he will understand.

Six, he could never fully understand why I feel the way I do, because he’s white.

When I get back to my backyard, I search for my journal in the grass. It’s sitting off to the side of my backpack. When I pick it up, my eyes inspect the stray black ink all over my red cover, and for a few seconds I stare down at it, confused. Where did all this ink come from? I flip to the back cover where I expect to find my name written on the cardboard, only to find random grease splotches.

This is not my journal.

My stomach plummets into my intestines. Impossible. Of course this is my journal. It has to be my journal. I mean, I had it two seconds ago. Didn’t I? I was writing that list about Carter, then I laid it in the grass before I stomped in the house, and here it is. Somehow the front cover must have gotten inked up. My lists are safe inside. They have to be.

But when I open the spiral, I find Carter’s illegible notes . . . and not my lists.







Chapter 2

Things That I Would Never Admit Out Loud

I RIP OPEN MY BACKPACK: HISTORY NOTEBOOK, BIOLOGY, calculus, everything except my list journal. My eyes cloud over.

This isn’t about someone reading my to-do lists, or my how-to on changing a tire, or my list of days I’ve ugly cried. This is about the list of boys I’ve kissed, the list of reasons I’m in love with Matt, and this:

THINGS THAT I WOULD NEVER ADMIT OUT LOUD

    
	My dad told me when Grandma Hattie dies, she’s leaving me a sizable inheritance. I actually allowed myself to wonder how much longer it’d be before she dies.

	I didn’t get a 34 on my ACT. I got a 24.

	My acceptance letter to Columbia was fake. I created it in Microsoft Word.

	I never wanted to go to Columbia. That was my parents’ dream, not mine.

	I’m in love with Matthew Radd.

	I was there when Olivia Thomas’s photographs got vandalized. I drove the getaway car.

	I used to embrace being called an Oreo (white on the inside, Black on the outside), until I realized the implications—I realized far too late.



These are the things I don’t voice even when I’m alone, because admitting them could change my life forever. And then it dawns on me—Carter could change my life forever.

I open my phone and text him: Hey, I have your journal. I think you might have mine? It looks like yours, and it’s extremely personal, so please don’t flip through it. Just look for my name on the back cover.

Hopefully, he doesn’t read it. Please don’t let him read it.

Then I text Auden. He replies: I don’t have it, sorry.

I go back to Carter’s thread, and nothing. When I finally go inside, Mom’s sitting at the bar with a glass of wine. I guess Dad left again, back to the hospital, or to Gold’s Gym, or wherever he’s always disappearing to. She asks me, “Where’d you go? To Matt’s?”

“Yeah. Mrs. Radd said hello.” I head upstairs, staring at the unread message, like I can will Carter to see it.

His name comes up several times in my journal. First, in my fuck/marry/kill trials, where I typically choose to fuck him, on the hot side of my Hot or Not list, on my Boys with Whom I Wouldn’t Mind Repopulating the Earth after the Apocalypse list, which, I admit, is basically a replica of the hot side of my Hot or Not list. Then there’s the list from this afternoon, with his name as the title. I can’t imagine what Carter would do with that information. Actually, I can imagine so many different scenarios, especially after his run-in with my dad today, but I try to think positively.

If Carter has my spiral, he’ll notice the difference in the condition of our red covers. He’ll be like, Wow, this is way too intact to be mine. He’ll search for his own journal, realize the mistake, and finally read my message.

That’s the best-case scenario.

My mind keeps taking apart the worst-case scenario: Carter won’t notice a damn thing about the condition of my red cover. He’ll open to the last section, the most personal section of my journal, because the last section of his journal is history, and the first list that will pop out at him will be:

IF I COULD KISS ANYONE

    
	Matthew Radd [image: image]

	Michael B. Jordan

	Bryson Tiller

	Zayn Malik

	Diggy Simmons

	Quincy Brown

	Ryan Reynolds

	Noah Centineo

	Carter Bennett



Which isn’t all that embarrassing, but it is interesting, especially with his freaking name tacked on at the end. From there, he’ll curiously flip the page and end up reading the entire thing.

My body slips to the carpet like a silk gown after a long night at the ball, waiting, but I get nothing from Carter. I take a long shower, come back, and nothing. I open Crime and Punishment, pretend to read for English for a half hour, and still nothing.

If only I knew where he lived.

Maybe a movie will help distract me. If I had my journal, I’d check my list of movies with intense rewatchability and rewatch one of those. But let’s be honest, I know it by heart.

MOVIES WITH INTENSE REWATCHABILITY

    
	Love and Basketball

	ATL

	This Christmas

	Identity Thief

	Deadpool

	Friday

	Girls Trip

	Black Panther

	Love, Simon

	Little



Destany helped me build this list. She was the only person who could rewatch movies as many times as me. Mom and Dad have a strict one-watch rule, and I’d be lucky to get Hattie to sit through the first, but Destany? She understood that some movies are good enough to become a favorite but are way too heavy to watch over and over.

I flop onto my bed and turn on Love and Basketball. I get under my covers and attempt to sink my mind into the story, but there’s this gnawing in my brain, this constant vibration beneath my skin, drawing my eyes to my phone every other second. Where is he? What could he possibly be doing that would prevent him from looking at his phone for two hours?

My mom opens my door. She checks my TV screen and sighs, seeing that I’m watching this movie yet again. “Food is here.”

I stop it in the middle of the breakup scene, then follow her downstairs. I only take two bites of my sub sandwich. That’s all I can stomach. On my way back to my room, Mom asks, “That’s all you’re gonna eat?”

“I don’t have an appetite.” I keep going up the stairs.

“Is everything okay?”

I pause and look over my shoulder, left hand on the banister, right hand clutching my phone. She looks worried. She looks like me, but her hair is much tamer, and her body too. Same round eyes, though, and same plump lips.

“I’m okay,” I say, then I turn and head back upstairs.

“Wait, Quinn. Your father called from work. He wants you to call him on his cell.”

I pause, agitated. “I don’t exactly want to talk to him right now.”

“I know, but it’s important.”

“Mom, I’m not in the mood to get yelled at about finding an apartment right now.”

“It’s about Hattie.”

The Earth halts spinning on its axis. My back starts to ache from standing so still. “What about her?”

“She’s okay,” Mom says quickly, putting out the fire before it can spread.

“Then what about her?”

“Just call him.”

I hurry up the stairs, calling my father, but I get his voice mail. So I call again, closing my bedroom door. And again, landing face-first on my bed. When, finally, he answers. “Quinn, are you okay?”

“Mom told me to call you about Hattie. What happened? Is she okay?”

“Quinn.” He breathes my name as if he can breathe air back into my lungs. He can’t. “She had a minor accident, but she’s okay. I checked her out myself to make sure.”

“What happened?” My voice is turning into mush as I roll over onto my back. “What kind of accident?”

“She fell.”

“What?” People her age shouldn’t fall. Falling could turn her to dust—all of her, not just her brain. I imagine her writhing on a tiled floor, wrinkled up, bones frail and fractured. “Oh my God, Dad.”

“She’s okay. Nothing’s broken. She’s just a little sore.”

I wonder if she was alone when it happened, or if she cried. I’ve never seen Hattie cry. Did she rock on the cold floor until someone came to turn her right-side up? How long did it take for someone to find her? I wonder how much pain she can handle now, if her numbing brain numbs her body too. If maybe she’s forgotten how to feel pain. I hope she has. I hope that was the first thing she forgot.

I try to push down the sob building in my chest. “You have to move her! Those people are incompetent!”

“Quinn, I promise you, she’s in good hands. Listen to me.” His voice jiggles like he’s walking. “Come with me to see her this weekend. I haven’t forced you because I know you have a hard time—”

“No.”

“When you go to Columbia you won’t get to see her. Don’t make the same mistake I made with your granddad. You don’t want to regret all this time you could have spent with Hattie before she—”

“Don’t say that to me!”

He sighs. “We’ll talk about this later. Just think about it.”

Just think about it, as if I have a choice in the matter. Hattie lives like static in my mind, sometimes in the background, sometimes snowing me in completely.

I go outside and stand before Hattie’s porch swing on the patio. I remember when I found it last summer, among our chaise lounge chairs, as if it were just another piece of furniture. But it still smells like her porch, like freshly chopped oak for the fireplace, and a little bit of pine to get the fire started.

According to Hattie, being outside is an activity in and of itself. She and I used to sit on her porch swing, watching the birds and trees and clouds, sometimes talking, sometimes not. We could do that for hours, sipping lemonade or tea or both.

I sit and swing in the dark, watching the half-moon slowly bury itself behind the trees, thinking of her. Worrying. If I had my journal, I’d make a list of all my worries.

I’m worried that she was alone when she fell.

I’m worried that it hurt.

I’m worried that she cried.

I’m worried that she didn’t.

I’m worried that she’s pissed at me for never coming to see her.

I’m worried that she’s nothing at all like I remember her.

I’m worried that when I finally go see her, she won’t recognize me.

I’m worried that she’ll be gone before I get the courage to go see her.

All this worrying is stealing my breath, and it’s slowly morphing into gut-crushing guilt and soul-sucking fear. If I don’t write these down, my fear’s going to do a lot more than just steal my breath. I need my journal now.

Then my phone chimes in my lap, like clockwork. It’s after eleven p.m. I scramble to pick it up, and my eyes can barely focus on Carter’s one-word reply: Yeah.

So he has it, but there’s no indication that he read it. I respond, retyping ten times before sending: I need that journal back. You haven’t read it, right?

I watch his reply bubbles appear, and then disappear. I’m on the verge of imploding when he finally answers after another ten minutes: We can switch back tomorrow. Meet me at my locker in the morning.

He didn’t answer my question. Why didn’t he answer my question?

My skin prickles, going numb. Maybe he’s like my mom—when I text her multiple questions at once, she only ever answers one. Maybe he simply forgot to answer that extremely important question. So I text back: Okay. Where’s your locker?







Chapter 3

To Do Before I Graduate

HIS LOCKER IS IN B HALL, NUMBER 177. I’M STANDING against it in my brown chunky-heel boots and my off-the-shoulder yellow dress. I’ve got my unruly hair in a topknot, makeup done, my dark brown skin shining with baby oil, perfume light and free. No, I didn’t dress up because I knew I’d be meeting him, and no I’m not “posing” against his locker with my legs crossed. This is how I always look.

But if my appearance inspires him to be a little nicer to me, who am I to complain?

He didn’t answer my question last night, and I couldn’t sleep for pondering why. He couldn’t have possibly read my journal, right? He wouldn’t blatantly invade my privacy like that. But what if he did? He’d know everything I’ve lied about. He’d know how much of a monster I am. I bite my bottom lip, getting nervous, because then maybe he’ll tell people.

Students push their way down the hall. I search the crowd, lockers opening and closing, but no sign of Carter. And he’s usually easy to spot, taller than most, skin way darker, but all I see are average-height, white faces.

Then, in my search, I accidentally make eye contact with Destany. I’ve been careful to not let our gazes meet all week.

She’s strutting down the hall wearing a white lace blouse showing off the tan she got over spring break, tight jeans, and red pointed-toe heels. She’s bumping hips with Gia Teller, who’s wearing basically the same thing.

They’re coming my way. I avert my eyes, looking down at the screen of my phone, but then they stop in front of me. Gia opens locker number 176, right next to Carter’s. You’ve got to be kidding me. She says, “Look who’s finally ready to talk.”

I take a tiny step back.

Gia looks me up and down, then smiles. “You look really pretty.” I know her well enough to know she doesn’t mean it kindly.

Destany steps between me and Gia, her eyes big and round. “Quinn, I’m so glad you’re here. I’ve been spinning out without you.”

I take another step back. My heart clenches because I’ve been spinning out, too. I’ve been needing our after-school trips to Starbucks to fill up on unnecessary caffeine and purge our day. She would get her coffee, take a quick sip, then spread her arms wide and say, “Go, Quinn. Purge.” I haven’t been able to purge all week.

I would tell her about yesterday with Matt, how he held my hand on the trampoline. That’s a major development on the Matt front. She’d be so excited for me.

I could just forgive her. We could have a sleepover this weekend, just me and her. No Gia. No drama. God, that sounds good. Being alone has truly sucked. At least when we were friends, I had someone to walk down the hallway with, to eat lunch with, to text in class. It’s only been four days, and I’m already cracking.

Then she says, “I’m sorry about Matt and the party. He was flirting with me, and I should have never engaged. Not even a little bit—”

Gia cuts in, “It’s not Dessie’s fault that Matt likes her.”

My blood bubbles. I despise hearing Gia use the nickname I gave Destany. I realize that I’m not ready to have this conversation, especially not with Gia around. I look around the girls, hoping Carter will come save me from this dreadful interaction.

Destany says, “Let’s just forget about the whole thing. I know sometimes we get in our feelings and make rash decisions. We can go back to normal. Pretend it never—”

I walk away.

“Quinn!”

Gia snickers. “I told you, Dessie. Real friends don’t walk away because of a guy. Let her go.” She must yell it at my back, because there’s no way I should be able to hear her from this distance, what with the fact that I’m practically running. A few heads turn. They heard what she said too. And now they’re judging me.

I get to psychology without my journal. I get to psychology and wish like hell that I had my journal. The night of Chase’s party comes pouring back to me. The ride home was the worst part. I had to sit alone in the back seat and attempt to not break down.

I was stunned. I was disgusted. I was hurt beyond reason. Destany and Gia were cackling in the front seat, and when I didn’t join in, Destany turned. “Quinn, what’s wrong?”

I couldn’t speak. I knew that if I tried, I would burst, so I kept quiet, and I kept my eyes on my window.

Carter texts me after the bell rings. Did you forget?

I’ll meet you after first.

Mrs. Henderson closes the door and turns on her favorite guided breath meditation video. And for once, I’m thankful for the routine. “Bring your attention to your breath. Take a deep breath in . . . and out. If your mind wanders, that’s perfectly fine. Acknowledge the thought, then come right back to your breath.”

My mind runs rampant, but I do as the soft-spoken lady says, except I don’t acknowledge the wild thoughts. I snap my attention back to my breath. No thinking. No worrying. Just breathing.

But as soon as the ten minutes are up, everything I’ve been holding down comes flooding back. I need that journal. I can’t keep doing this. I don’t care if Gia and Destany are stalking Carter’s locker. I’m getting my journal back one way or another.

I sweat through all fifty minutes of class, then the bell finally rings. I get back to B hall, my feet crying out, feeling ridiculous in this dress and all this makeup. I spot Carter at his locker. Gia and Destany are nowhere to be found, thankfully. His backpack is open and swung around his chest. He’s wearing simple black sweatpants, a bicep-hugging blue T-shirt, and those old tennis shoes. My mouth dries, and my steps slow. Seeing him does something to my body. It feels like I swallowed Icy Hot.

I think these are nerves. I have so many reasons to be nervous right now, but way too many lists are already sitting in my head.

When I approach, his eyes quickly take me in, then drop back to the inside of his backpack. I lean against Gia’s locker with his nearly identical journal in my hand. “Hi.”

“What up,” he says casually, grabbing the journal from me and throwing it in his locker.

I falter, not sure how to start. “So . . . did you read it?” Might as well come out with it. He sure isn’t making it easy.

Carter looks up, his eyes arresting me. He holds my gaze for a silent second, then finally, he shakes his head. “Nah.” My breath audibly whooshes from between my lips. “Not past the first page.”

I tense up again. Wait. The first page is a to-do list, but not just any to-do list, my To Do Before I Graduate list. It’s practically a road map of all my lies.

TO DO BEFORE I GRADUATE

    
	Visit the two universities I got accepted into.

	Admit my love for Matthew Radd.

	Experience Austin’s supposedly incredible nightlife.

	Tell my parents I didn’t get into Columbia.

	Visit Grandma Hattie.

	Tell Destany the real reason I ghosted her.

	Save for last. You know what you have to do.



Eyes wide, I ask, “But you did in fact read the first page? In its entirety?”

He’s still shuffling through his backpack. “Yeah.”

My mind is racing, standing in the middle of this awkward realization. Then he has the audacity to say, “You know we only got two months left before we graduate, right?” He smiles at me. “When are you planning to tell your parents you didn’t get into Columbia?”

Before I can stop myself, I point my finger in his face. “That’s none of your business.”

“I’m just saying, you got seven items and only eight weeks left.”

I hold my hand out. “I came for my journal, not your input.”

He smirks, going back to his backpack. “My bad.”

“And I’d appreciate it if you kept your mouth shut about it.”

Maybe I should ask nicer? I’m technically still at his mercy, but I can’t stop myself when he looks at me like that, like I’m a pathetic rich girl who couldn’t get into an Ivy League even if her dad donated a library.

“No problem. I mean, you obviously don’t need my help in making yourself look bad.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He laughs, infuriating me further. “Nothing, Hilary. Nothing.”

I clench my fists by my sides. “Can I have my journal back now?” I have absolutely no patience left. As soon as I get my journal, I’m adding
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