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The Bonfire Does Not Count as a Life Plan

Daisy
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My sandal broke in the parking lot of the hotel that had just rejected me.

Not snapped cute, either. Not a tiny inconvenience I could pretend was quirky later. The thin gold strap gave up under my foot with a sad plastic pop, and I lurched sideways into a parked truck with my phone still pressed to my ear and my mother saying, “Well, maybe it’s for the best.”

For the best.

That was something people said when they had not spent forty minutes smiling at a manager named Todd while he looked at their chest instead of their résumé.

I steadied myself with one palm on the hot truck door and stared down at my sandal.

“Francesca,” I whispered, “you picked a hell of a time to die.”

“What?” Mom asked.

“Nothing. My shoe’s being dramatic.”

“Are you driving?”

“Not yet.”

“Good. Listen, baby, I know you wanted that internship, but the Gulf Pearl is a different kind of place. They’re very corporate.”

I looked back at the hotel entrance. Tall glass doors. White stone planters. Two fake palms that probably cost more than our lobby couch at the Sea Glass Inn. Through the window, I could still see Todd shaking hands with the girl after me.

She wore navy slacks and a blouse buttoned high enough to suggest she had never once been asked if she was “more of a front desk personality.”

“I can do corporate,” I said.

“You can do people,” Mom said. “That’s different.”

There it was. The nice version.

You’re pretty. You’re friendly. You’re good with guests. Smile at the angry man from Lubbock until he stops yelling about towels.

I pulled my résumé folder tighter against my ribs. The corner bent. Of course it did. Even paper had decided to be a bitch today.

“I’m also good at being on time, showing up, handling complaints, covering shifts when people quit, and making guests stop being mad before they remember they came in mad.”

“I know that.”

“And I wore the blazer.”

“You did?”

“Yes. The one that makes me look like a realtor with secrets.”

Mom laughed softly, but it tired out fast. She was probably standing behind the desk at the inn with the phone tucked between her shoulder and cheek, folding receipts, checking arrivals, pretending she had enough towels for the weekend rush.

“Can you come by tomorrow?” she asked. “Just for the dinner shift. Cassie called out again, and I don’t trust your cousin with the card machine.”

I closed my eyes.

A gull screamed somewhere over the parking lot like it agreed.

“Mom.”

“Just a few hours.”

“I have finals.”

“You always say that.”

“Because I keep having them. College is annoying that way.”

“It’s not forever.”

No. It was not forever. That was the whole point.

I loved my mother. I loved the inn in the complicated way you loved a place that raised you and trapped you and gave you free vending-machine snacks when the owner’s kid had a bad day. I knew which room had a weak AC unit, which guests were going to steal towels, which beach families needed a discount before they asked for one. I knew how to smile through a man snapping his fingers at me.

I also knew I did not want to do it for the rest of my life.

“I can’t tomorrow,” I said.

The silence was small but sharp.

“Okay,” Mom said. “I’ll figure it out.”

That was worse than yelling.

“I can maybe come Sunday morning,” I said, because guilt had hands and it knew where my throat was.

“No, no. You do your schoolwork. I’m proud of you.”

She meant it.

That made it worse, too.

“Thanks,” I said, and made my voice bright because that was what I did when a real feeling tried to walk into the room. “I’ll call you later, okay?”

“Be careful tonight.”

“I’m always careful.”

“Daisy.”

“Fine. I’m careful adjacent.”

“Text me if you’re going out.”

“I will.”

I hung up and stood there with one broken sandal, one bent résumé folder, and the stupid blazer already sticking to the inside of my elbows.

My phone buzzed immediately.

Maren: Are you dead or did they hire you and make you sign an NDA?

I typed back: Worse. They said they’ll keep my application on file.

Maren: I’ll bring matches.

Me: Already going to a bonfire. Efficient.

Maren: I’m outside in 10. Wear shoes that believe in commitment.

I looked down at Francesca, RIP.

“Too late.”

By the time Maren pulled up in her dented blue Corolla, I had tied the broken strap together with a hair elastic and gotten exactly twelve steps before it failed again. I was sitting on the curb with my blazer over my lap and my sandal in my hand like evidence.

Maren rolled down the window. She wore black bike shorts, an oversized art department shirt, and sunglasses even though the sun had already started dropping.

“No,” she said.

“I haven’t spoken.”

“Your entire body is speaking. It says you’re about to pretend this is funny.”

“It is a little funny.”

“It’s not.”

“It’s at least medium funny.”

“Get in the car, Daisy.”

I got in because I knew that voice. Maren only used it when she was either very mad or about to make me eat something with protein.

The Corolla smelled like old coffee, sunscreen, and the pack of cinnamon gum she lived on during finals. She handed me a pair of cheap black flip-flops without looking at me.

I stared at them. “How long have those been in here?”

“Since the platform sandal incident.”

“That sandal was unstable.”

“You took it off in the middle of Kestrel Student Center and called it a lying whore.”

“It pinched.”

“It was a shoe.”

“It knew what it did.”

Maren backed out of the lot. “Tell me what happened.”

I slid the flip-flops on. They were half a size too big and made a wet slap against my heels. “Todd happened.”

“Who is Todd?”

“The hotel manager.”

“Of course his name is Todd.”

“He had tiny teeth.”

“That feels relevant.”

“It was. Tiny teeth, big opinions.”

She glanced over. “Did he say something?”

I looked out the window. Marina Isla moved past in pieces: a taco truck with a line out front, a bait shop with a sun-faded shark painted on the wall, a group of girls in bikini tops crossing against the light, beach towels tucked under their arms. A pickup honked. Somebody shouted somebody else’s name. The whole town was too hot, too nosy, and too damn familiar.

“He said I had a great look for guest-facing work.”

Maren’s jaw moved.

“And then he said their internship program required a lot of behind-the-scenes discipline.”

“That’s not even subtle.”

“No, but he smiled while he said it, so apparently that makes it business.”

“Do you want to go home?”

I shook my head too fast. “No.”

“You sure?”

“No. But I’m also not going to sit in my dorm room and think about Todd’s tiny teeth.”

“Fair.”

“And if one more person tells me maybe something was for the best, I’m going to bite.”

“Also fair.”

She turned toward campus instead of my apartment. “Bonfire, then. One hour. You drink something cold, glare at the ocean, reject three men, and we leave.”

“That is the most beautiful itinerary anyone has ever made for me.”

“No making out with idiots.”

“I don’t make out with idiots.”

Maren gave me a look.

“I don’t repeatedly make out with the same idiot unless he has exceptional arms.”

“Daisy.”

“What? Growth has to start somewhere.”

By the time we reached the beach access behind Sandpiper Hall, the bonfire was already going. Not officially, because Isla Lake College liked to pretend it had rules, but the campus security cart parked near the path had its lights off and its windows down, which meant somebody’s cousin was on duty and nobody was getting written up unless they got naked or set a trash can on fire.

Again.

The sand was still warm under the flip-flops. My hair stuck to the gloss on my lips. The blazer went into Maren’s back seat because I refused to bring Todd energy to the beach.

I adjusted my white cropped tank, tugged my cutoffs down another inch, and felt Maren watching me.

“What?” I asked.

“You’re doing the thing.”

“What thing?”

“The ‘make sure every part of me looks fine so nobody asks if I’m fine’ thing.”

I dropped my hands.

I almost told her to shut up. Not because she was wrong. Because she was not.

Instead, I lifted my chin toward the fire. “If anyone asks, I’m emotionally unavailable but very hydrated.”

Maren sighed. “That’s probably going on your tombstone.”

“Good. Make it pink.”

We walked down toward the noise.

People noticed. They always did.

Not in a movie way. No record scratch. No slow turn. Just little things. A guy pausing mid-sip. A girl checking my outfit and then looking away. Someone saying my name before I had reached the coolers. A group shifting open because they expected me to slide into the middle and become part of the picture.

Usually, I could work with that.

Tonight, it felt like walking through a room where everyone had already decided what I was good for.

“Daisy Shaw!” Theo Banks shouted from near the fire, where he was holding a bag of chips and wearing a button-down covered in tiny flamingos. “The beach has been waiting for you.”

“The beach needs higher standards,” I called back.

He clutched his chest. “She wounds me.”

“She barely tried,” Maren said.

Theo pointed at her. “Maren Vale, destroyer of men and group projects.”

“Only when necessary.”

“It’s always necessary with men,” someone said behind us.

Brielle Hart appeared with two cans of hard seltzer and a smile that knew exactly how much it cost to be seen with the right people. She had perfect eyeliner, a bikini top under an open crochet dress, and the kind of confidence that came from treating every gathering like content.

“Daisy,” she said, handing me a can. “There you are. I was literally just talking about you.”

“Nothing terrifying ever starts that way.”

Brielle laughed and touched my arm. “No, no, good things. I heard you interviewed at the Gulf Pearl today.”

My fingers tightened around the can.

Maren went still beside me.

“News travels fast,” I said.

“It’s Isla Lake.” Brielle shrugged. “People talk. So? Did you get it?”

There was nothing mean in her voice. That was the thing. Brielle rarely had to be mean. She just knew how to turn curiosity into a spotlight and aim it where she wanted.

“They’re still interviewing,” I said.

“Oh.” Her eyes flicked over my face, quick and bright. “Well, you’d look amazing there.”

Again.

Look.

I popped the tab on the can. It sprayed over my thumb.

“Thanks,” I said. “That was my main career goal.”

Brielle blinked.

Maren took a long drink to hide her smile.

A guy behind Brielle said, “I’d hire you.”

I turned my head slowly.

He was tall, tan, and wearing a backward cap. I had seen him around enough to know he lived in that space between athlete and guy who told everyone he could have been one. His eyes did not make it to my face until after I stared him down.

“What’s your company?” I asked.

He grinned. “My company?”

“Yeah. You said you’d hire me. So what’s the job?”

His friends laughed before he could answer.

His grin shifted. Just a little.

I smiled back, sweet enough to rot teeth. “That’s what I thought.”

Maren leaned close to my ear. “One down.”

“Two to go.”

I moved away from Brielle before she could ask another question with witnesses. The hard seltzer was cold against my palm. Lime. Cheap. Perfect.

The bonfire popped. Somebody had dragged a speaker into the sand and was playing music too loud for the size of the beach. A couple argued near the dunes in the whisper-yell people used when they wanted privacy but also an audience. Two girls danced barefoot. Theo attempted to spin one of them and almost sent himself into a cooler.

“Idiot,” Maren said, but fondly.

“Exceptional commitment to the bit.”

“Do not say exceptional around him. He’ll hear it.”

I scanned the crowd because I needed something to do that was not think about Todd, Mom, or the fact that I had no internship, no shift-coverage excuse that did not hurt someone, and no working sandal.

That was when I saw him.

At first, he was just a tall guy half-hidden by the drink table, crouched in the sand with a flashlight in his mouth and both hands on the broken handle of a cooler. He wore a faded charcoal T-shirt, an open plaid overshirt, jeans, and black rectangular glasses sliding down his nose. His hair was light brown, messy from the humidity. His shoulders were broader than the rest of him seemed ready to admit.

He was not talking.

He was not posing.

He was not checking whether anyone watched him fix the cooler.

That made me look longer.

A girl in a red bikini top stood over him. “Is it dead?”

He took the flashlight from his mouth. “It’s a cooler. That would be a dramatic diagnosis.”

She giggled.

He did not seem to know what to do with that, so he looked back at the handle. “The pin slipped. It’s fine.”

Theo stumbled up beside him, chips still in hand. “Corey Nicolson, hero of broken beach appliances.”

Corey glanced up through his glasses. “It’s not an appliance.”

“It holds beer. It serves the people.”

“It’s a box.”

“And yet here you are, saving it.”

Corey pushed the pin back in with the tip of a key and tested the handle. It held.

The red bikini girl touched his shoulder. “Thanks, Corey.”

He stood, tall enough that she had to tilt her head back. “Sure.”

Then he stepped out from under her hand.

Not rude. Not scared. Just enough.

I felt that tiny step somewhere under my ribs.

Maren followed my attention. “No.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You looked.”

“I have eyes. It happens.”

“That’s Corey.”

“I gathered.”

“He’s Theo’s roommate. Engineering. Quiet. Probably owns a graphing calculator with emotional support rights.”

“Hot.”

“Daisy.”

“What? Competence is attractive.”

“You said hot before competence.”

“Sometimes the mouth knows before the brain.”

Maren groaned. “I am begging you to choose peace.”

“I chose peace earlier. Peace wore boat shoes and rejected me.”

“That is not a reason to flirt with the nearest nerd.”

“He’s not the nearest nerd. That guy by the speaker is wearing a Star Wars shirt.”

“Daisy.”

I took another sip and watched Corey wipe his hands on his jeans. He turned like he was going to disappear behind Theo, but Theo had already been pulled into a conversation with three people and a bag of pretzels.

Corey stood alone.

Not lonely exactly. More like he had practiced taking up the least amount of space possible and gotten good at it.

A dangerous thing happened then.

I got curious.

Not big-brain curious. Not class-discussion curious. Real-life curious. The kind where you want to know what someone says when they are not performing. The kind where you want to see what their hands do when they stop fixing things.

I left Maren with my can.

“No,” she said again, but softer this time.

“I’m getting another drink.”

“You have one.”

“It’s emotionally empty.”

“That’s a you problem.”

“Most of my problems are.”

I walked toward the cooler.

Corey saw me coming and immediately focused on the cooler like it had given him instructions. That made me smile. Not the one I used on Todd. Not the one I used on men who thought I owed them softness for noticing me.

A real one.

“Did you save the beer box?” I asked.

He looked up.

Close, his eyes were hazel behind the glasses, and his face was better than it had seemed from across the fire. Not pretty-boy better. Worse. The kind that took a second and then became a problem. Strong nose. Serious mouth. A little sunburn across the bridge of his nose. He looked tired and careful and like he would rather rebuild the bonfire from scratch than make small talk with me.

“Yes,” he said. “Though I’m against calling it that.”

“Cooler feels too formal now that you’ve brought it back from the dead.”

“It was a loose hinge.”

“Let me have the drama, Corey.”

His mouth moved like he almost smiled. “Okay.”

I opened the cooler and reached inside. The ice water stung my fingers. “You know my name?”

“Yes.”

I waited.

His ears went red.

“I mean, most people know your name,” he said.

“Do they?”

He seemed to realize too late that there was no safe answer to that.

I pulled out a can and let the lid fall shut. “Relax. I’m messing with you.”

“I’m not very good at telling.”

“That’s okay. I’m very good at doing it.”

He pushed his glasses up. “That seems dangerous.”

“Only for people without balance.”

“My balance is fine.”

“You say that like a man who has filled out paperwork about it.”

“Once. Bike accident.”

I laughed before I could stop myself.

He blinked, then looked down at the sand.

Not because he was dismissing me.

Because he was pleased and did not know where to put it.

That was so much better than the usual.

“So,” I said, leaning one hip against the cooler, “did Theo drag you here, or do you secretly love parties?”

“Both can be true.”

“Oh?”

“He dragged me here. I don’t hate parties as a concept.”

“As a concept?”

“I like people having fun. I’m less skilled at being one of the people.”

There.

Honest without being sad about it.

I tipped my can toward him. “Respect. I’m skilled at parties but bad at going home before I make a weird choice.”

His eyes came back to mine. “Do you make a lot of weird choices?”

“Depends who’s asking.”

“I am.”

“Well, Corey Nicolson, that’s forward.”

His cheeks colored again, but this time he did not look away. “That wasn’t my intention.”

“I know.”

“You do?”

“Yeah.” I studied him over the rim of my can. “You’re not forward. You’re accidentally direct.”

“That sounds worse.”

“It isn’t.”

Behind us, the guy in the backward cap shouted something about body shots. A girl told him to shut up. Someone laughed too loudly. Someone else dropped a bottle, and the sound cut through the music.

Corey glanced toward the broken glass, then set his drink—water, I noticed, not beer—on the table and grabbed an empty cup. He walked over, picked the glass out of the sand with his fingers pinched around the edges, and dumped it into the cup before anyone stepped on it.

No announcement. No look-at-me helper act.

Just done.

When he came back, I was still watching.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“That was not a nothing face.”

“I have a lot of faces. You don’t know my catalog.”

“I know that one wasn’t nothing.”

I tapped my nail against the can. “Fine. I was noticing you’re useful.”

He winced.

I caught it immediately.

Useful.

I knew that wince. Different reason, same bruise.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” I said.

“It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not. People call me useful when they mean easy to place near a desk.”

His eyes held mine.

The fire popped behind us. Music shifted. Maren’s laugh cut through the noise and disappeared.

“My mom calls me dependable when she needs money moved around,” Corey said.

He said it so flatly I almost missed the hurt.

Then I didn’t.

“That sucks,” I said.

He looked surprised, like he expected me to make it prettier.

I did not.

“Yeah,” he said. “Sometimes.”

For a second, neither of us did the thing people usually did. No joke. No quick subject change. No polite little shrug pretending families were not experts at finding the exact job title for your guilt.

Then I lifted my can. “To being useful, but in a hot way.”

Corey stared at me.

Then he laughed.

It was quiet. Short. Kind of startled out of him.

God, that was nice.

“There it is,” I said.

“What?”

“You do know how.”

“How to what?”

“Be one of the people having fun.”

He looked down, but not fast enough to hide the smile.

“You’re very confident,” he said.

That could have landed wrong.

From anyone else, it might have.

But he said it like he was naming something, not taking inventory. Like he had noticed the bright part and understood it was not the whole machine.

“Occupational hazard,” I said.

“What’s the occupation?”

I lifted one shoulder. “Existing while blonde.”

His face changed. Not pity. Not hunger. Something else. Attention, maybe.

“That sounds exhausting,” he said.

My fingers tightened around the can.

It was such a simple thing. Not clever. Not flirty. Not even smooth.

That sounds exhausting.

My throat did something stupid.

I smiled before it could get worse. “You have no idea.”

“Probably not.”

“And yet you didn’t say something dumb. Big night for you.”

“I’ll try not to ruin it.”

“I believe in you.”

His attention dropped to my mouth. Just for a second.

There.

Not loud. Not greedy. Not Todd. Not backward-cap guy. Not the boys who saw my body first and invented me backward from there.

Corey looked at my mouth like he wanted to kiss me and was not sure he was allowed to want that.

Heat moved through me, slow and real.

I stepped away from the cooler. “Walk with me.”

His eyes widened. “Where?”

“Not into the ocean. Relax.”

“I wasn’t worried about the ocean.”

“What were you worried about?”

“You.”

That hit wrong and right at the same time.

I tilted my head. “Me?”

“I mean...” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t know what I mean. You make it hard to pick the correct sentence.”

I should have teased him.

Usually I would have. It was right there, easy as breathing. Poor Corey, undone by a girl in cutoffs and lip gloss.

Instead, I said, “Good.”

His hand dropped from his neck.

“Good?” he repeated.

“Yeah.” I took one step backward toward the darker stretch of beach beyond the main firelight. “I’ve had enough correct sentences today.”

Corey looked past me toward Theo, then toward Maren.

Maren stood near the edge of the crowd, watching us with her arms crossed. She gave me a look that said she would absolutely key someone’s car for me if needed.

I gave her a tiny nod.

Not permission. Not exactly.

Just I’m okay.

She did not look convinced, but she did not follow.

Corey saw the exchange. “She’s scary.”

“She’s five foot one.”

“That doesn’t answer the concern.”

“She likes me alive.”

“Reasonable.”

I started walking.

After one beat, Corey followed.

We moved away from the bonfire, not far enough to be stupid, just far enough that the music blurred and the crowd became shapes. The sand got softer. My borrowed flip-flops tried to abandon me twice, and the second time I bent to fix one, Corey stopped immediately.

“You okay?”

“It’s a shoe issue, not a medical event.”

“Do you need—”

“Do not offer to carry me unless you are prepared for the consequences.”

He went still.

I looked up at him.

The firelight reached only half his face now. His glasses caught it, then went dark.

“What consequences?” he asked.

My stomach tightened.

So he could play, then.

Not loud. Not slick. But there.

I stood slowly. “Look at you. Asking dangerous questions.”

“I’m trying to learn from context.”

“That’s very engineering of you.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” I stepped closer, because apparently rejection, family guilt, cheap lime alcohol, and one man with careful eyes had made my common sense take the night off. “It’s working for me.”

His breath changed.

Barely.

But I caught it.

The beach behind us was not private. Not really. Nothing in Marina Isla ever was. People knew cars. People saw who left with whom. People turned one blurry picture into a whole story by breakfast.

But right there, with Corey looking at me like I was a person and not a prize somebody had called dibs on, the night felt smaller.

Quieter.

Mine.

“You don’t have to do that,” he said.

“Do what?”

“Make it a joke if you don’t want it to be one.”

I stopped.

My mouth opened, but nothing cute came out.

That was rude of him, honestly. You were supposed to ease into seeing me.

Corey’s face tightened. “Sorry. That was too much.”

“No.” I looked down at my toes in Maren’s cheap flip-flops, half-buried in sand. My toenail polish was chipped from the broken sandal fight. “It was just... accurate.”

He did not move closer. He did not grab the moment and make it about him.

He waited.

I hated how much I liked that.

“I had a shitty day,” I said.

“I figured.”

“Do not say it was written all over my face.”

“It wasn’t.”

That made me look up.

His hands were in his pockets now. Shoulders slightly curved, like he was trying to make six-three less obvious. It did not work.

“You smiled too fast,” he said. “At the cooler. Before you knew if anything was funny.”

My chest got tight.

I laughed once, but it did not have much air in it. “That is a wildly inconvenient thing for you to notice.”

“Sorry.”

“You apologize a lot.”

“I’m working on it.”

“Try again.”

He blinked.

“Say something else,” I told him. “Not sorry.”

He looked at me for a long second.

Then he said, “I’m glad you came over.”

No performance. No grin. No babe, no sweetheart, no attempt to make himself bigger.

Just that.

My skin warmed in places the fire could not reach.

“Better,” I said.

His mouth curved. “Good.”

The word sat between us.

I could have gone back. I could have let the night stay simple: a bad interview, a broken shoe, a funny conversation with a shy guy I would wave to later outside the coffee kiosk.

Instead, I reached up and touched the edge of his open plaid shirt, just two fingers at the hem.

His eyes dropped to my hand.

“I’m not drunk,” I said.

“I didn’t think you were.”

“I’m not trying to make some guy jealous.”

“Okay.”

“And I don’t need rescuing from my bad day.”

His gaze came back to my face. “I didn’t think that either.”

My fingers curled into the fabric. “You’re making this very difficult.”

“What?”

“Finding a reason to walk away.”

He swallowed.

The sound of the bonfire crowd rose behind us, then dipped. Someone cheered. A bottle thudded into a cooler. The ocean dragged itself up the sand and slipped back.

Corey took his hands out of his pockets.

Slowly. Like he wanted me to see every inch of the decision.

“You can still walk away,” he said.

I looked at his hands. Big. Careful. Empty.

I thought about Todd and the tiny teeth. My mother’s tired voice. Brielle’s little “Oh.” The guy who would hire me for a job he could not name. All the people who looked at me and thought they knew the whole story because the cover was easy.

Then I looked at Corey.

“I know,” I said.

He nodded once.

I stepped closer anyway. Not into him. Not yet. Just close enough that the front of his shirt brushed my knuckles and his breath caught again.

“Do you want to leave?” I asked.

“With you?”

I smiled.

This time it was not fast.

“Yeah, Corey. With me.”

His eyes searched my face, still careful, still too decent for his own good.

Then he said, “Yes.”

My hand slid from his shirt.

“Okay,” I said, and turned toward the boardwalk before I could overthink it into something uglier than it was.

Behind us, the bonfire kept burning. Maren would text me in five minutes. Theo would probably shout something stupid. Brielle might notice. Someone else might, too.

For once, I did not look back to see who was watching.

Corey walked beside me, close but not touching, his hands loose at his sides.

After a few steps, he said, “For the record, I’m still concerned about the bonfire architecture.”

I laughed, and it came out low in my chest.

“For the record,” I said, “I’m still concerned about your concept of flirting.”

He glanced at me. “Is it failing?”

I looked at him then. Really looked.

“No,” I said. “That’s what scares me.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Boy with the Safety Glasses

Corey
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Daisy Shaw asked if I wanted to leave with her, and my brain immediately tried to open six emergency exits.

Not because I didn’t want to.

Want moved through me before logic could catch it, fast and hot and inconvenient. It hit in my chest first, then lower, then everywhere else I was trying very hard not to acknowledge while standing on a public beach with sand in my shoes and Theo Banks somewhere behind me probably committing a misdemeanor near open flame.

Daisy walked beside me toward the boardwalk like she had made the decision and expected the world to keep up. Her blonde hair lifted in the wind, loose pieces sticking to her lip gloss. She wore a white cropped tank, denim cutoffs, borrowed black flip-flops, and gold hoops that caught the bonfire light each time she turned her head. She was five or six inches shorter than me, maybe more, but she did not move small.

People moved around her.

People watched her.

I watched the path.

This was not a plan.

I liked plans. Plans kept rent paid, scholarship deadlines met, lab hours clean, and my mother from hearing anything in my voice that made her ask whether I could send money before the first of the month. Plans had categories: immediate, urgent, expensive, avoidable, unavoidable.

Daisy Shaw did not fit into any of them.

“You’re doing math,” she said.

I looked at her. “What?”

“Your face.” She tapped two fingers against her own
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