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DEDICATION

For Mom and Dad,

who rock





CHAPTER ONE

Everything weird started the day my dad brought home the yurt.

“Robert?”

Anne McCullough, alias Mom, was peering through the windows of our back door, cup of coffee in hand, and frowning. Robert Schwartz, alias Dad, had taken the station wagon somewhere early that morning and was now puttering around in the yard. But since puttering was one of those activities Dad did to relax, like separating the recycling or buying dress shoes on eBay, I wasn’t exactly concerned.

“Nattie?”

Natalie McCullough-Schwartz, alias Nattie, alias me, was sitting at the kitchen table, chomping through a noontime bowl of granola. It was Saturday, after all, so I was entitled to loaf around for a bit, reading and eating cereal to the soundtrack of the college radio station that my parents had playing 24-7.

“Whuh?” I responded without looking up from my phone, where I was completing my normal Saturday-morning Pixstagram catch-up session.

“Where did your dad go this morning?”

“I dunno.” I shrugged. “Groceries or something? I was asleep.”

My mom was still frowning. She had her grayish auburn hair piled up on top of her head in a knot, which could have been either an intentional artistic look or just the result of not having brushed her hair yet. I was sporting a similar style, but for the latter reason.

“Sam? Did you see my husband go anywhere?”

Huang Xueyang, alias Sam Huang, was sitting at the desk in the kitchen, eating breakfast and probably checking his email from his family in China, and shook his head. Perhaps to assuage parental guilt over their blatant negligence of every school-related activity from signing permission slips on time to “not forgetting the date of the parent potluck for the third year in a row,” the McCullough-Schwartzes had been first to volunteer when the Owen Wister Preparatory Academy needed host families for foreign exchange students. So, since the beginning of the last school year, Sam Huang had been part of the clan. It was like suddenly having a fifteen-year-old brother, which I liked because it meant I always had someone to split a microwave lasagna with, my mom liked because it meant we were putting the spare bedroom to good use, and my dad liked because Sam played classical guitar and was “the son I never had,” which made Sam and me feel kind of equally uncomfortable.

My mom looked out the door again.

“Robert?”

Even though it was October, we still had the screen door up, because procrastination is a McCullough-Schwartz family value. So my dad should have been able to hear her, but she wasn’t getting a response.

“Robert?”

There was a definite tone now. Sam poured another bowl of Cocoa Puffs. I scrolled down my phone. At the top of my feed was an artsy shot of the Donut, the front-lawn sculpture at Owen Wister Preparatory Academy that was actually called something like Concentricity of Knowledge, a photo that was intriguing because one, it was a Saturday, so no one was at school and two, it was posted by user sebdel, alias Sebastian Delacroix, who had left Wister forever when he graduated. Or so I had thought.

“I think he’s . . . Is he unloading something from the car? Sam? Nattie?”

Sam smiled but shook his head. I wasn’t going to move, but Mom clearly wanted someone involved and I, as her flesh and blood, was beholden to her will.

“Nattie. Come here.”

Reluctantly, I tore myself away from creeping on Sebastian Delacroix’s Pixstagram feed and stood up. She took a pull from her coffee and narrowed her eyes, pointing out into the backyard.

Dad was definitely out there, wearing his weekend polar fleece and covering his balding head with one of his grimy bandannas. Next to him, on top of the maple leaves that no one had raked yet, was a stack of various pieces of wood, a beat-up red toolbox, and what seemed to be a heap of fabric.

“Looks like it,” I said.

“I can’t believe this,” Mom said. “And neither of you knew anything?”

She cast a hard look back at the room, where Sam Huang was now kind of cowering.

“Sam,” Mom said slowly and a little too nicely, “you know you can tell us anything. I mean, tell me. Especially about my husband’s whereabouts.”

“I . . .” Sam Huang darted a glance at the door. “I wasn’t supposed to say.”

Mom was not having it. “Come on, Sam. Where did he go?”

Sam Huang fidgeted again. “He said he was going to pick up something for the lawn. And that it was a surprise.”

“Aha.” Triumphant, and indignant, Mom swung open the screen door and started off across the yard. I unrolled my sleeves and followed, because it was chilly and I was curious. The ground was cold and a little mushy under my bare feet, but not cold enough to make me go back for shoes.

“Robert? What’s going on here?”

Mom marched right up to the edge of the little clearing Dad had made with his supplies in the corner of the yard, and folded her arms. Around us, the air was thick with mystery, and also fog. I tried to put it together: we already had a toolshed, and both Sam and I were way too old for a swing set. I had begged for a trampoline for my last birthday, but Mom insisted they were death traps, and she was probably right, given the way Dad tended to construct things. The McCullough-Schwartz basement was a graveyard of splintered IKEA dressers and oblong birdhouses no self-respecting blue jay would nest in.

“Oh, there you are!” Dad said, as if he’d completely missed her entreaties from the kitchen. He straightened up and mopped his face with the bandanna. He was beaming. “Looking good, isn’t it?”

“What is?”

My dad’s grin faltered just slightly.

“The yurt. Of course.”

“Nattie?” Sam Huang appeared, holding my phone, which I’d left on the kitchen table. “You have a message.”

I took my phone and unlocked it to discover not one message, but three.

From: Tess Kozlowski

JAMBA ALERT

where are you

it’s important!!!

“What’s a Jamba alert?” asked Sam Huang. “Is it an emergency?”

I considered. Last May, Tess had found herself mysteriously subscribed to text alerts about smoothie deals from Jamba Juice, which we both thought was hilarious, and so, naturally, ever since then, we have referred to every text message, whether smoothie-related or not, as a Jamba alert. I knew our role as a host family was to be ambassadors for the American people, or something, but this was a weirdness that went beyond national cultural differences and into the weirdness of my particular group of friends.

“No.” I locked my phone again. Tess was my best friend and the person I trusted most in the world, but she was also the most liberal person I knew, both in her politics and her definition of important. So I knew whatever her deal was could wait until after the yurt. Whatever that was.

“The what?” Mom was saying.

“Yurt,” Dad repeated, like this was a word people used every day. “The traditional dwelling of the nomadic peoples of the steppes of Central Asia. It’s a sanctuary.”

“Robert,” Mom said slowly. “We don’t dwell in the steppes of Central Asia. We dwell in the suburbs of eastern Pennsylvania.”

“Right, but that’s just the beauty of it. It’s like an escape, for the family, right here in our backyard.” Noticing me, he wiggled his eyebrows. “Whaddya think, Nattie Gann?”

Natty Gann was the name of a plucky Depression-era orphan from a 1980s Disney movie that no one except my dad seemed to remember. It was also his favorite, dadliest nickname for me.

“I thought you said you were going to build a hot tub one day,” I said.

Actually, the putative yurt was taking over the exact space where I’d envisioned having our spa. I’d always wanted to have a cool place to put my friends—Tess, Tall Zach, and Zach the Anarchist, alias the Acronymphomaniacs, which we called ourselves not because of any actual nymphomania, but because we were fond of abbreviations and also belonged to a club with an uncommonly unwieldy acronym. It had just sort of stuck.

“He said he’d think about it,” Mom corrected.

Bzz. Bzz.

I thumbed my phone unlocked again.

From: Tess Kozlowski

nattieeeeee come hang out

“A yurt,” Dad said soberly, “is much better than a hot tub.”

This I took issue with. Because while I knew that, as a teenager teetering on the verge of adulthood and also the college process, I should have capital-G goals like “achieving purposefully,” “actionizing change,” and “not failing the math portion of the SATs,” my number one actual goal in life was just not to be weird. A hot tub was different, sure, but in a cool way. (Well, literally in a hot way, but the point stands.) A yurt, though, would just be a monument to strangeness and eccentricity—and for what? I couldn’t put it on a college application unless maybe I was applying to something like architectural school. And even then they’d probably flunk me for being too weird.

“Now, just a second, Robert,” Mom said. “We haven’t even discussed this.”

“Right, I know. But I was browsing the online yesterday night, and someone in the city was getting rid of this yurt kit for practically nothing because he had nowhere to put it, but I had to act fast or else he was just going to donate it to charity. I picked it up this morning.”

Dad looked proud, but Mom looked positively pained.

“What on earth are we going to do with a yurt?” she asked.

“What on earth would a charity do with a yurt?” I asked.

It took Dad a minute to come up with an answer. “Hang out,” he said. “Do some art projects. Or just get some nice peace and quiet, you know? The guy told me the yurt is intentionally built with a low ceiling and door, so you can’t get in without humbling yourself—”

“It’s built that way to keep the heat in,” I pointed out, vaguely recalling a social studies class.

Dad wasn’t listening. “We’ll get some cushions out here, a couple of candles, maybe a cast-iron stove to burn up some logs. . . .” He got a dreamy look in his eyes.

Mom looked like she’d rather burn the raw yurt materials than any logs. Even though she is, professionally, a creative person, Mom is not a big fan of Dad’s weekend projects. Maybe it’s because she gets to build frames for beautiful paintings all day and he’s cooped up in an office doing whatever it is executive directors of nonprofit voting-rights advocacy groups do all day, or maybe it’s because he’s left one half-dug koi pond too many in our front yard, but either way, the McCullough-Schwartzes do not have a good track record with home improvements.

“You can’t just start building a yurt in our backyard, Robert,” Mom said. “It looks . . . ugly.”

“Well, sure, it looks ugly now,” Dad said. “But soon it’ll be a circular canvas tent!”

This did not placate Mom. “What will the neighbors think?”

“It’s not for the neighbors,” Dad said. “It’s for us. Look, Sam Huang loves it.”

Sam Huang did not look like he wanted to get involved in an altercation between his host parents. I briefly wondered what would happen to him if they got divorced. Or to me, for that matter.

“We need to have a place to relax,” Dad said. “It’ll be good for us.”

Mom pursed her lips. “Does the place to relax have to be so . . . visible?”

In my pocket, my phone buzzed for the billionth time.

From: Tess Kozlowski

NATTIE JAMBA ALERT GET HERE OR ELSE WE WILL ALL BE VERY SAD

:’( :’( :’(

I decided it was probably time to indulge Tess. And also get dressed, because it was twelve fifteen and I should probably do something more with my day than Pixstagram stalking. I was curious about the outcome of the whole yurt-stravaganza, but knowing my parents, the odds of a swift resolution were about as good as me applying to architectural school.

“I’m . . . gonna go see Tess,” I said, and backed away slowly.

“Great,” Mom said, in a tone of voice that was anything but great.

“Have fun!” Dad said brightly.

“Bye, Nattie,” said Sam Huang.

The screen door slapped behind me as I crossed the threshold back to the warmth of the kitchen and the bowl of mush that had once been my breakfast. When I stomped down the back stairs ten minutes later, Mom and Dad were at the counter, Dad gesticulating wildly and Mom laughing over a fresh cup of coffee, Sam Huang was set up at his computer watching guitar videos on YouTube, and beneath everything else, as always, the radio was softly playing an unfamiliar song.





CHAPTER TWO

“There you are.” Tess took a dramatic slurp of her frozen cappuccino and thunked the cup back on the table. She was wearing a lace-up black shirt, purple eyeliner, and an accusatory expression. “Took you long enough.”

“It took me five minutes,” I said, and checked my phone just to be sure. Moonpenny’s Coffee Shop was six blocks, if that, from the McCullough-Schwartz enclave. Plus, as the only halfway-interesting place to hang out in the neighborhood, it was usually twice as full as anywhere else on the half mile of scented-candle shops and pet boutiques that constituted the business district in Wister. The squishy armchairs up front were colonized, as always, by shiny-haired Wister moms, and the tables by the windows were the exclusive property of plugged-in college students surrounded by psychology textbooks and looking stressed-out. We the Acronymphomaniacs—meaning me, Tess, and the Zachs—had one semiregular table that was usually reliably empty because it was around the corner from the bathroom, which was convenient, given that Moonpenny’s offered unlimited free refills, but also gross.

“I sent you like ninety Jamba alerts,” Tess went on.

“I know,” I said. “I’m sorry. There was a yurt-related disaster going on at home.”

“A what?”

“Nothing,” I said quickly. Tess narrowed her eyes and swatted me on the arm.

“Je frappe toi.”

That was Tess’s bad French for I hit you, which paradoxically meant that she was glad to see me. I hit her back, gently, as was customary.

“Je frappe toi more.” You do weird things to the people you survived French 1a with. I did my best to squeeze in with my iced tea, knocking into all six knees in the process. “Why, did I miss anything?”

Zach West, alias Zach the Anarchist, looked up from a notebook. “Pretty much nothing.”

And then he looked right back down again. Zach West was actually pretty quiet, but he did have a lot of politically charged T-shirts (including one that said “Suck the Fystem” that he’d had to turn inside out when he wore it to school), and he was a vegetarian, so, because of the aforementioned two-Zach situation in our friend group, we’d somehow communally decided that he was an anarchist. Zach had said characteristically nothing in protest, and the name stuck.

“Nattie!” Zach Bitterman, alias Tall Zach, beamed and waved. “You almost missed Other Zach’s cookies.”

Tall Zach was Tall Zach because he was tall. He was also quite possibly the most beautiful person at Owen Wister Preparatory Academy, at least since Sebastian had graduated, with full lips and dark eyes shown off by what Mom would call “good bone structure.” Since Tess appointed him events chair of the Owen Wister Preparatory Academy Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex, and Asexual alliance, Tall Zach’s magnetic good looks, combined with his positive energy and his SPCA-like tendency to adopt kids without a fixed social group, had single-handedly doubled our membership. (Granted, after all the seniors had graduated in the spring, our membership had only been about five. But still.)

“I can’t take any credit for these, of course.” Tall Zach pushed forward a waxed-paper-lined shoe box filled with tiny jam-filled thumbprint cookies. “But Other Zach did a great job.”

“Are you even allowed to bring your own snacks here?” I asked.

“Who cares?” Tess said, and dunked a cookie into her cappuccino-slush. “Would you rather eat a Moonpenny’s muffin?”

I glanced back to the little glass case by the cash register, where the baked goods looked suspiciously unchanged from the last time we’d all hung out here.

“Fine.” I grabbed two cookies out of the box, but stopped before I ate any. The jam in the middle was red, and I’d left my EpiPen at home. I was pretty sure that I could sprint the six blocks back to the McCullough-Schwartz residence and stab myself before histamine overload had fully set in. I was also sure that Mom would kill me even if I survived for being so irresponsible. I had been very, very allergic to strawberries since birth, but ever since we switched pediatricians and got a stern talking-to about the severity of anaphylaxis, Mom had been really paranoid about making sure I always went out armed for combat against berry-induced death.

“They’re raspberry.” Zach the Anarchist looked up from his notebook a second time, which startled me, partially because it was out of character and partially because his eyes were this crazy, ice-bright blue. With his blond hair, the effect was intensely Scandinavian. “Those are okay, right?”

“Oh,” I said. “Um, yup. As far as I know strawberries are the only berries that can kill. Thanks.”

Zach the Anarchist shrugged and broke his gaze to look very intently at his notebook. Today he was wearing a red T-shirt, only instead of that revolutionary guy’s face on it, there was Bart Simpson. The cookies, like most of his baking experiments, were very good.

Tall Zach took the last three out and popped one into his mouth whole. “Whuf?” he said, when Tess gave him a reproachful look. “I’m carb-loading for my meet on Tuesday.”

As the only one of the Acronymphomaniacs with any kind of athletic ability, Tall Zach routinely justified lunches of sour gummy worms and chocolate doughnuts with his cross-country running. Tess opened her mouth to retort but was cut off by a woman in bright-pink pants whacking her with the bathroom door.

“Do you ever get the sense that no one notices us?” Tess said, as soon as the woman was out of earshot. “Or is it just that hanging out here sucks?”

“Agree on both counts,” Tall Zach said. “But it’s convenient. Except if you’re Other Zach, I guess.”

Zach the Anarchist lived all the way in downtown Philadelphia, although he did have a car.

“I don’t mind,” he said to his notebook.

I gave my iced tea a shake—too much ice, not enough tea—and set it down. “So is there a reason this was an emergency, or—”

“Well, one, we just needed you here,” Tess said, chewing industriously, “because otherwise we’re lacking our token heterosexual female, and without it the Acronympho quadrangle of orientations is not fully complete.”

“Yeah.” Tall Zach swallowed. “And I was getting sick of scoping out all the guys by myself.”

He swept a glance around our corner of the café, but the only male person in the vicinity was the small kid with the immense laptop setup, who had big puffy headphones on over a tangle of brown hair and who blushed and looked away when Tall Zach smiled at him.

“Two,” Tess went on, “because my parents are driving me absolutely batshit and I had to get out of the house.”

“What was it this time?” I fished out a tea-flavored ice cube and crunched it.

“Wister Prep sent home flyers about the Winter Formal thing, and my mom wanted to know if I had a young man I wanted to ask.” Tess fluttered her eyes briefly shut before snapping back to attention. “I told them I was taking Tall Zach.”

“Ew, cooties.” Tall Zach made a face, then softened. “Tess, you should really just tell them.”

He gave her shoulder a squeeze, but she ignored him.

“Three, and finally,” she said briskly, “because Zach the Anarchist is being morose, and he needs help with his Latin homework, and because you, Nattie, are a Latin genius.”

“Not really,” I said, although it was kind of true. All four Acronymphomaniacs had added Latin as a second language in eighth grade, but after Tess had discovered that declining nouns wasn’t going to help her with the SATs and Tall Zach had switched to Spanish 1b so he could go on the exchange to Mexico in ninth grade, only Zach the Anarchist and I were still taking it.

“Whatever. You probably get all As. Dr. Frobisher loves you,” Tess said. “And Zach the Anarchist could really use your help.”

“Not really,” Zach the Anarchist said. His cheeks were very pink.

Tess rolled her eyes. “Why is everyone being so contradictory today? Look, Natalie—”

“Ugh, don’t call me Natalie,” I interrupted. “It sounds so formal. Like I’m being desposisted in a court of law or something.”

“Depositioned.” There was a teeny smile on Zach the Anarchist’s lips. “But nice try.”

Now it was my turn to go pink. “Whatever. Go back to being morose about Mia.”

Everything went silent. Well, as silent as it could be with the clanging of the espresso machine and the gurgling of the babies and the thumps of music leaking out of the laptop kid’s headphones. Mia, Zach the Anarchist’s girlfriend who he’d met at math camp, had broken up with him nearly two weeks ago, and we’d all sort of tacitly agreed not to mention it.

“Sorry,” I said quickly. “I mean, um, or don’t. She’s not even worth being morose over.” I’d only met her once, because she went to a public school in the city, closer to Zach’s house, but beyond her alleged abilities in math, she hadn’t really struck me as worthy of Zach the Anarchist. “She just had, like, big boobs.”

“Nattie.” Tess gave me a billion-watt glare, but whatever she was going to say was blessedly cut off by Tall Zach leaping up in the direction of the counter.

“Anyone want anything? Anyone? Anything?” He looked at each of us in turn, clearly trying to siphon away some of the awkward. None of us budged. “Okay. I’ll just . . . Bye!”

I could still feel the nuclear heat of Tess’s stare, and even worse, the low-grade warmth of embarrassment coming from Zach the Anarchist. I had meant to make him feel better, but naturally, me being me, I had done it completely wrong and it backfired. Yes, Mia had been well-endowed, and yes, maybe I was a little mad that when Zach the Anarchist finally got a girlfriend it was someone with actual curves and the ability to wear red lipstick without looking like a clown after drinking fruit punch, but still. What on earth possessed me to say that? I wanted to melt.

So I did what I always do in uncomfortable situations, which is pull out my phone and pretend to be invisible. Sebastian’s Pixstagram post was still at the top of my feed, and I held my phone to my chest and idly clicked on his profile, acting like I was busy typing something important as Tess slurped her cappuccino ominously. Besides the picture of the Wister Prep Donut, there was one of a Wawa sandwich next to a can of grape-flavored Hypr, one of the lit-up gingerbread houses of Boathouse Row along the Schuylkill, and a selfie in front of the big angel statue at 30th Street Station. Whatever Sebastian was doing these days, he was doing it in Philadelphia.

“What are you looking at?” Tess pushed herself to my shoulder.

“Nothing,” I said, but she’d already seen.

“Are you Pixstagram-stalking Sebastian Delacroix?”

“No,” I said, even though the selfie was very obviously him. “I was just browsing.”

“Dude, you love him,” Tess said. “Love.”

“Do not.”

“Oh yeah? I seem to recall you following him to Meredith White’s end-of-school party back in June expressly so that you could make out with him.”

There was a loud clatter.

“’Scuse me.” Zach the Anarchist left his notebook at his seat and stepped around where Tess had crouched next to me. “Refill.”

“Sure, sure,” Tess said distractedly, and waved him on.

“We didn’t . . .” I started, then paused to scooch so Zach the Anarchist could get up, and then to scooch again so Tall Zach could sit back down. “Sebastian and I didn’t make out,” I said, as loud as I could without attracting attention.

Tess squinted at me like I was going out of focus. “What do you mean? What were you doing all night?”

“Just . . . stuff,” I said to Tess. “Who cares?”

“Come on, dude!” Tess grinned at me. Well, she smiled, anyway. Her lips were firmly together, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t happy. Tess Kozlowski does not, as a rule, grin. Ever since Dr. Kozlowski, Tess’s dad, had used a huge, braces-wearing picture of a twelve-year-old Tess for a billboard to advertise his practice, Tess had stoutly refused to reveal her teeth when smiling, even postorthodontia. “Even I, a five point five on the Kinsey scale, will concede that Sebastian Delacroix is sex on two legs, if dudes are your thing. Right, Tall Zach?”

“Huh?” Tall Zach had been ripping open his fourth sugar packet to pour into his strawberry frappé.

“Sebastian Delacroix,” Tess said. “Right?”

“Oof.” Tall Zach winced, then breathed out hard. “Yeah. Yeah, totally.”

I picked at a corner of waxed paper in the cookie shoe box. “Even after the Talent Show Incident?”

Tall Zach recoiled slightly. “Eurgh. I still can’t believe that happened.”

“I can’t believe Nattie filmed it,” Tess said.

My face got hot. “I didn’t know he was going to do . . . that. I just . . . I don’t know, wanted to have video of him.” It sounded a lot creepier when I said it out loud.

“Anyway, that was like a million years ago.” She started industriously flicking through my phone. “Ooh, it looks like he’s still playing music, though. Does he have a band?”

“Give me that.” I snatched it out of her hand.

Tess pouted. “I’m just saying, if he’s in town, you should totally call him up.”

“Nobody uses phones as phones, Tess,” I said.

“It’s an expression. Text him up, or whatever.” She flounced back over to her seat in the booth. “Even if you almost kissed him, he’s still the hottest guy you’ve almost kissed.”

It was then that I noticed Zach the Anarchist had left his mug on the table when he’d gotten up for a refill.

“Well . . . yeah,” I lied. “Yeah.”

At seventeen, I had almost kissed two people.

The first one had actually been Zach the Anarchist, at the end of freshman year, which I didn’t even like remembering because of how dumb I’d been about the whole thing. Granted, we were ninth graders, so we were all kind of dumb, but I went above and beyond. That particular night, we were in the middle of an Acronympho marathon of Lifetime movies, which we watched not because they were good but because we could all at least agree that they were terrifically bad, and we had just finished one about a courageous group of suburban moms crusading to save their daughters from a predatory group of internet drug dealers in sinister-looking denim jackets when Tall Zach leaped up for the bathroom and Tess went to make more popcorn. This left Zach the Anarchist and me alone. Together. Kind of close. Because despite the huge basement TV room Zach had because his moms both work in high-powered executive positions, he and I had skipped the squishy comfort and good viewing angle of the leather couches and sat on the floor. Together. And since I’d spent that whole year getting this warm fluttery feeling when I was around him, like I didn’t just like boys, but one boy in particular, this felt—to my ninth-grade mind, anyway—very major.

So the credits were rolling, and I was messing with one of the nubs in the carpet, because the carpet in the Wests’ basement is kind of nubbly in this way that’s fun to run your fingers over absent-mindedly. And Zach the Anarchist was doing the same thing, close to where I was sitting. And then our hands kind of brushed. And then I noticed that Zach was close enough for me to smell the root beer on his breath, which was kind of gross but also kind of exciting. Basically, everything would’ve gone fine, except that I completely and totally ruined it.

“Can I kiss you, Nattie?”

“Uh . . .”

Five-second pause.

“I don’t know?”

I know. I know. If Tess hadn’t started yelling that the microwave was on fire (it wasn’t) I might have evaporated from my own stupidity. So ever since then, I got nervous when there was even the slightest chance that Zach and I would be alone together. Which, weirdly, was almost like still having a crush on him. Almost.

Anyway, I recovered from that enough to almost-kiss a second boy a year later, and that boy was incredibly, impossibly, Sebastian Delacroix. Last June, I’d found myself standing alone at the end of Meredith White’s annual pool party, watching people fall into the pool, pretend to know how to break-dance, and try to make a drinking game out of badminton. To Meredith’s horror, some seniors had showed up with beer, which Tess had insisted all of us get some of—her to drink, and me and Zach the Anarchist to use as a prop in our defense of “Why don’t you have a beer, man?” The thing was, even with my friends there, I secretly hated parties, and I hated how much I hated them, because how dumb is it to wish you were home watching Law & Order with your mom instead of being a normal, not-weird teenager?

Also, having taken a tiny exploratory sip, I discovered I did not like beer. It tasted like rotten straw.

It was while trying to find a covert patch of weeds in which to dump my nasty straw-tasting beer that I ran into Sebastian Delacroix.

“Oh,” I said. “Um, hey.”

“Hello,” said Sebastian Delacroix.

Sebastian Delacroix had one of those ridiculous names that could go to one of two extremes. A Sebastian is either the creepy kid who spent most of elementary school eating paste, or a guy who owns his weird name and makes it mysterious and sexy. Sebastian Delacroix was definitely the latter. He was tall, tan, and was rumored to have a tattoo. He played guitar and wore blazers that showed off his broad shoulders. He wrote poetry in a notebook he kept in his back pocket. He was funny.

So, obviously, everyone was in love with him. Myself included.

At the time of Meredith’s party, Sebastian was no longer the hottest guy in school because he was no longer, technically speaking, a guy in our school. He had graduated a year ago and headed off to NYU to start a degree in photography, but really, that only served to amplify his natural attractiveness into some kind of mythical hotness.

“Natalie, right?” he said. “Weren’t we in French together?”

We were, but only because I was taking two languages at once and because Sebastian was not très bien at languages and had had to add French 3 his senior year in order to graduate. Still, I was shocked he remembered. Of course, I remembered, because I had spent every other day that year getting up at six to blow-dry and straighten my hair just so it would look not-weird for the forty-five minutes Sebastian might catch it in his peripheral vision.

“Uh, oui?” I cringed so hard I almost pulled a muscle. Sebastian didn’t seem to notice.

“Not a drinker?”

I realized I was still, stupidly, holding my Solo cup over the fence.

“Not really,” I said, because there was no way to deny that I was not about to drink the beer that was already half splattered onto what I now realized were not weeds, but Mr. or Mrs. White’s hostas. “I’m, uh . . . just trying to get the plants drunk.”

Sebastian stared at me for a minute and then chuckled. In my shock, I accidentally emptied the cup onto my feet.

“Shoot,” I said. My mind was still reeling: Is he laughing with me, or at me? I felt glowy, terrified, and sticky-footed all at once.

“You okay?”

“Fine,” I said. My plastic Target flip-flops were the only part of my outfit that was actually mine—well, the flip-flops and my underwear with the ducklings on it. I’d had to borrow a green halter dress (and some red lipstick) from Tess because apparently none of my clothes were suited to a party situation.

“How’s, uh, New York?” I said, just as Sebastian said, “You look good, Natalie.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Sebastian bit his lip. “New York is good, I guess. New. Yorky. My new band’s recording some stuff for an EP, so I actually have to get back tonight.”

“Ah,” I said, not sure how to react and not exactly sure what an EP was. Not that bands weren’t cool, just that I wasn’t cool enough to know about them. My favorite record happened to be Joni Mitchell’s Blue, which was strummy and sad and thoughtful and was last on the charts when my mom was two years old. I was, to say the least, behind the times.

“Yeah,” Sebastian said. “The Young Lungs. It’s me and a couple of guys from school, but I write most of the songs.”

Unable to meet his eyes because of my congenital awkwardness, I took an instinctive look away from him and back at the party. People were screaming in the water, a girl in the corner was crying incomprehensibly into her cell phone, and the music was loud enough to rattle your brain in your skull. Nearer to the backyard gate, Meredith White was looking at me with laser-heated anger. Well, not me; me and Sebastian. Meredith wasn’t an Acronympho, but she did do the literary magazine, which was only a few degrees separate. She was one of those girls who wore turtlenecks and worried too much about homework.

Something in the way she looked at us made me feel a few shades less weird. If I was making Meredith jealous, I must be doing something not-wrong. I flicked my head around and smiled.

“So I’m gonna go,” Sebastian was saying. “Unless . . . you want a ride?”

I considered for all of two seconds. Tess would understand, Tall Zach was out of town, and I wasn’t sure if Zach the Anarchist was even still here.

“Yeah.”

Sebastian’s car was a beat-up Crown Vic sedan with a broken radio and crummy upholstery, the bottom littered with cans of Hypr energy drink and actual CD cases, like this was the past or something, all from bands I’d never heard of. He blasted some singer-songwriter he liked and told me about his plans for crafting the Young Lungs’ sound and how he was considering dropping out of NYU altogether just to focus on music because school was a waste of time. I mostly nodded, because saying something out loud would increase my chance of sounding dumb by at least 50 percent.

After about half an hour, I realized we weren’t driving anywhere in particular.

“So, Natalie,” Sebastian said, drumming his fingers on the wheel. “That’s a beautiful name, by the way.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I mean, I didn’t pick it or anything, but thanks.” Make that 100 percent. I balled up the hem of Tess’s dress in my fist.

“Well.” Sebastian’s face was half in shadow, so I couldn’t see his reaction. “Do I take you home?”

“Uh,” I said, “I probably shouldn’t stay out too late. My parents will think I’ve been murdered.”

But Sebastian just chuckled this time and then pulled the car to a stop.

“Hah,” he said. “You’re great to talk to, Natalie.”

I knew for a fact that the only reason I’d been good to talk to was that I had successfully managed to say as little as possible, but I at least had the good sense not to say that out loud. So I just nodded. Mysteriously.

“Thanks.”

And then Sebastian Delacroix reached out and touched my face.

Everything in my inexperienced body freaked out. All at once, my hands started to tremble, my feet felt stickier than ever before, and my mind blazed with a giant neon sign that said “This Is It” and also “Why Did You Wear the Duckling-Print Underpants.”

But then he let go. No kiss, nothing. Just ten seconds of his fingers on the space between my chin and my ear. Six silent blocks later, I was dropped off without so much as a wave.

And that was the last I’d heard of Sebastian Delacroix. Or so I thought.





CHAPTER THREE

“Where are the spoons?”

Mornings in the McCullough-Schwartz household had never been an organized affair, but the following Friday was especially bad. Sam Huang was standing, confused, at the kitchen cabinet, with a bowl of cereal in one hand. Mom, who was pouring a mug of coffee, leaned back and frowned.

“They’re not in the silverware drawer?”

Sam Huang shook his head.

“Nattie?” Mom said. “Why don’t we have any spoons?”

“I don’t know,” I said without looking up, because I didn’t, and I was also preoccupied with doing my Latin homework, which I definitely hadn’t left for the last minute. For the beginning of the fall semester, Dr. Frobisher had started us off reading Catullus, a Roman poet who wrote a lot of really sexy stuff, a lot of really angry stuff, and a lot of really sexy, really angry stuff, to this woman named Lesbia—well, nicknamed, anyway, because we don’t know who she really was. Catullus just thought she was as smart as the lady poets of Lesbos, like Sappho, so he called her that. I usually just looked up some words and winged it in class, but now Dr. Frobisher was making us do these worksheets about theme and poetic devices to prove that we actually understood the mechanics of the poetry and weren’t just copying English translations from the internet.

I turned to my worksheet and wrote Natalie McCullough-Schwartz across the top—or tried to, anyway. The pen died by the second u.

“Shoot.” Mom was stooped over by the dishwasher. “Someone forgot to run it last night.”

“It wasn’t me,” said Sam Huang.

“It wasn’t me, either. My day’s Tuesday.” I scribbled a few million times in my notebook to no avail. “Where are all the pens?”

“Probably with the spoons,” Mom said. She dumped two packets of fake sugar and a glug of half-and-half into the mug. “Nattie, eat something. Your father’s going to be down any minute. Sam, just use a—oh, okay.”

Sam Huang had started to eat his cereal with a ladle.

“Normal people,” I said, “keep pens in the house.”

“Okay!” Dad strode in, briefcase in hand and tie hanging around his neck. “I’m here. What time have we got?” He kissed Mom on the cheek and she started doing his tie.

“It’s—oh.” She dropped his tie and frowned. “I have no idea. Why isn’t that right?”

The radio next to the coffeemaker was blinking out 3:43, the inaccurate result of all of us forgetting to reset the clock a few power outages ago.

“Well, we’ve got to leave soon. Probably.” Dad rummaged around for a travel mug as Mom jabbed at the front of the radio, presumably attempting to reset the clock but only succeeding in turning up the volume.

“Excuse me!” I yelled from my notebook. “Some of us are doing homework.”

“Nattie? Doing homework the morning it’s due?” Dad acted shocked.

“Sounds like your daughter, all right,” Mom murmured. “Do you want me to make you some oatmeal, Nattie?”

“Yes, please.” I ignored both of them and focused on my Catullus, where I had made some almost useless notes. Across the counter, the microwave chimed in tune with the song on the radio. The music was kind of catchy, I guessed, the kind of upbeat song that didn’t risk its indie cred by getting too exuberant, with lots of flourishing guitar riffs and synthesizer sounds. Not terrible. I looked around for something to stir my oatmeal with as the lady DJ with the sultry voice came back on.

“—that’s a new group from Brooklyn called the Young Lungs. Pretty catchy stuff—”

I froze, and then immediately unfroze, because the oatmeal bowl in my hand was very hot.

“Shoot!” I dropped the bowl on the counter. The DJ was still talking.

“And if you’re up for being on the cutting edge, they’re playing tonight, an all-ages show in downtown Philadelphia at Ruby’s, so—”

“Are you okay, Nattie?” Sam Huang peered over at me from across the counter.

“I’m fine,” I said, rubbing my hand. “Just, um, surprised.”

The radio had switched to something piano-y and soft. I drummed my pen against the notebook. Sebastian wasn’t just in Philadelphia for fun—he was here to play a show. With his band. That actually existed. Either it would be awesome and cool and kind of sexy, or it would be the Talent Show Incident all over again. Either way, I was solidly intrigued.

“Can I go to a concert tonight?” The words flew out of my mouth without even having taken full shape in my brain.

Dad frowned. “A concert?”

“Yeah.” I shut my notebook, Latin homework having been officially abandoned. “It’s this one band, and, um, Tess says that they rock, so we were thinking we might go. . . .”

Dad and Mom exchanged a look.

“They rock?” Mom said. “Do you even like rock music? I thought all you listened to was my Joni Mitchell album.”

“I like rock,” I said, thinking back to the thirty seconds of rhythmic guitar I’d just heard on WPHL. “It’s great. And I promise to be safe and responsible and everything. I just want to go listen to music.”

Mom lifted an eyebrow. “Where is this concert?”

“Ruby’s,” I said. “It’s in Center City.” Somewhere.

“Oh yeah,” Dad said. “I went there to see a Steely Dan tribute act a while back. Called themselves Deely Stan.”

“Is it an acceptable place for our daughter?”

“Stan.” Dad chuckled. “What? Oh, sure. She’ll be fine. Hey, maybe Sam can go with her, too.”

Sam Huang shook his head. “Can’t. A Cappella.”

A Cappella at Owen Wister Prep was like the football team, in that it was competitive, obsessed with its own importance as the wellspring of school spirit, and involved matching outfits. The fact that Sam had made the cut at the end of last year despite being only a sophomore was kind of a big deal and a responsibility he took very seriously, which came down to attending thrice-weekly top secret evening rehearsals and hanging out with only A Cappella kids at school.

Mom didn’t look convinced. “Well, I don’t want her going alone. You say Tess is going, Nattie?”

“Sure,” I said. “I mean, yes.” I made a mental note to ask or bribe or threaten Tess into coming with me. Mom looked at Dad.

“I feel like we should have rules in place,” she said. “For concerts and that sort of thing.”

“Like a curfew?” Dad asked.

“No drinking,” Mom said. “Do not drink any alcohol.”

“That’s a good one,” Dad said. “No getting anyone pregnant.”

I rolled my eyes. “Dad.”

“Don’t take any wooden nickels.” Dad was on a roll now. “Stay away from the brown acid.”

“Robert.” Mom sighed. “Nattie. We just want to be sure you’re going to use good judgment—which includes keeping your phone on, by the way. We gave you that phone as a privilege, but if something happens and we need to get ahold of you—”

I was only half listening, partially because I’d heard Mom’s speech about Phone Responsibility and the Privilege of the Family Plan about once per billing cycle, and partially because Dad was looking at me funny, like he was going to sneeze, or cry.

“Wow,” he said. “Our little girl’s all grown up.”

“Dad,” I said. “I’m just going to a concert, not getting married.”

“I know,” Dad said with a sniff. “But still. I feel like I blink and suddenly you’re a whole new Natalie.”

“Is he crying?” Sam Huang asked, peering over with his backpack on.

“So . . . does this mean I can go?” I said. Dad was too busy dabbing at his eyes to answer. Mom took a long, deep breath and handed me a fork.

“Just eat your oatmeal, Nattie.”

Sam Huang and I made it to school only a cool six minutes late for homeroom, not late enough to warrant a demerit but not early enough for me to find Tess before first period. If I was going to convince her to come to a last-minute rock concert with me, I’d have to do it after our normal OWPALGBTQIA meeting at lunch. Well, if OWPALGBTQIA meetings could ever be described as normal, anyway.

“Humans! People! Everyone!”

Tess was sitting on the edge of a desk in Alumni Building Room 104, alias Dr. Frobisher’s Latin classroom, alias base camp for OWPALGBTQIA meetings, which we had picked only because it was so far away from the rest of campus that none of the bigger, more populous clubs would ever challenge us for it. Since the fall, when we’d basically started from scratch after all the seniors left last year, the club consisted of mostly underclassmen, who were sporting a variety of creative haircuts and colors, picking at food brought in from the cafeteria, and not paying attention.

Tess, understandably, was not happy being ignored. She rapped her knuckles on the edge of her desk, to little effect, and then jumped off onto the floor and put her hands on her hips, which, combined with her serious-business combo of vest, studded jeans, and red lipstick, made her look downright intimidating.

“Hello?” It barely cut through the murmur. To my right, Tall Zach had stretched out his long legs and was languidly unwrapping a Fruit by the Foot. Behind him, crouched against the wall with his laptop on his knees and his headphones plugged in, was the tiny kid I recognized from Moonpenny’s. Zach the Anarchist was probably somewhere toward the back of the room, eating a hummus sandwich or something. Personally, I was just trying not to get pizza drippings on the budget stuff that I had somehow ended up in charge of.

In front of us, our fearless leader’s eyes were narrowing, and I was just beginning to steel myself for some kind of bigger explosion when one came.

“Hey, shut up!”

I jolted in my seat, and everyone obeyed. The command wasn’t from Tess, but from across the room, where, of all people, Zach the Anarchist had jumped to attention. Tess beamed, and I watched as Zach sat back down with a look of mild surprise on his face, like he couldn’t believe he had yelled at everyone either.

“Thank you,” Tess said. “Now. We have actual business to discuss today. Treasurer, if you would.”

No one moved.

“Nattie!”

I froze in my seat, a bite of pepperoni halfway to my mouth. “Sorry. If I would what?”

“The budget stuff,” Tess said. “The only actual responsibility you have as an officer of this club?”

“Oh. Right.” I got up, shuffling the pages of the spreadsheet I’d printed out last night. “So, after a thorough analysis of our finances, it looks like the OWPALGBTQIA is not, at this point in time, fully solvent.”

“We’re broke,” Tess said flatly.

“We are, pretty much, broke,” I agreed. It was true: even though our main expense for the last school year had been tie-dyeing supplies for the end of pride week in the spring, we hadn’t exactly made any money since then.

“Right now, our assets stand at”—I looked down at my printouts—“about thirty dollars and a box of extra-extra-small white T-shirts.”

“This is a problem,” Tess said.

“Yeah,” Tall Zach said. “Those things would only fit a baby.”

Tess rolled her eyes. A girl with pink bangs raised her hand.

“Yes?” Tess said. “You don’t have to raise your hand, uh—”

“Chihiro,” the girl said. “And, um, why does it matter if we don’t have money? What do we need the money for?”

“Well,” Tess said, “for one thing, we have to maintain a balance of at least two hundred dollars to stay officially registered as an extracurricular student organization. Right, treasurer?”

“Uh, right.” This was about all I knew about our club’s money: we had to have some, or else no more club. I tried to look officially nonplussed.

Tess nodded her approval. “And also, according to the Wister Prep bylaws, or whatever, all registered student organizations must maintain a membership of at least fifteen students, or else we are considered ineligible for meeting space and they can give our room away.”

The room went silent as we all mentally tallied heads and realized that there were only eleven of us.

“Without a meeting place, we’re nothing!” Tess cried. “Trust me, there are groups that would love to have this room. The knitting club is breathing down our neck to get at this space.”

“Boo, knitting club,” Tall Zach said, and hissed supportively. Everyone else glanced around at the peeling posters of the Acropolis and the scarred actual-chalk-and-wood chalkboard in a way that suggested they wouldn’t be too broken up if they never had to come back to Alumni Building Room 104 again.

“This is serious!” Tess thumped the desk. “People, we have a problem. And that problem is that nobody knows who we are.”

There were murmurs of assent. Or murmurs, anyway.

“Look at this!” Tess held up a copy of last year’s yearbook, Wister Remembers, which everyone but the yearbook kids called Wister Wemembers, for obvious reasons. “This is the recognition A Cappella group got in last year’s yearbook.”

She opened it up to a two-page spread crammed with clip-art music notes and color photos of A Cappella kids frozen midbounce, belting out some ba- and da-inflected song, the guys in matching ties and the girls in matching headbands.

“Hero worship!” Tess cried. “And for what? They’re the most exclusive, insular, and elitist club in school!”

More murmuring, a little more animated this time. Tess did have a point: being in A Cappella had given Sam Huang more popularity and name recognition in a year and two months at Wister Prep than I had gotten in my entire life (well, my entire life from kindergarten onward). His tenor-section status meant that random people in the hall were more likely to think of me as “Sam Huang’s host sister” than the other way around. Not that I really minded, of course—anonymity was fine by me.

But it was not, apparently, fine with Tess, who was now flipping to a spot farther on in her Wister Wemembers.

“And this”—she held it open a second time—“is what we got.”

Over a caption that said Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex, and Asexual alliance (on two lines, because it was kind of a long caption), there was a giant gray box that said “Photo to Come.” That was it.

“That doesn’t mean anything,” said Tall Zach. “Wister Wemembers gets tons of stuff wrong.”

“Yeah,” Zach the Anarchist agreed
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