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Chapter 1



“Can you believe this place?”
We haven’t even walked in yet, but I’m in awe. The impeccable brick facade, the perfectly manicured landscaping, the windows filling every wall, the classic wood doors. This should be a country club, not a school.
The builders just completed everything a couple of months ago, and tonight is an open house for the community. They want us all to see what our tax dollars paid for. And it’s impressive. Kim and I walk through the front doors and into the all-glass atrium. There are plants everywhere in here. On the floor and suspended at different heights from the ceiling. I stare at them and realize I can barely see the cables holding them. It looks like they’re floating. I wonder how they water them.
“Oh my God, Ellis, look over here.” Kim calls me to a doorway labelled Math Classroom.
Inside there are rows of tables, and at each seat is a laptop. The entire front wall of the classroom is a screen with a placard attached, explaining the touchscreen is connected to every laptop in the classroom. The teacher can show the entire class what any student is working on. They can also write on the touchscreen, and then mirror that to everyone’s laptops.
“This is so different from when we went to school.”
“Way different.”
It’s been fifteen years since we graduated, and it seems like the stone ages compared to this. We had chalkboards, classrooms with only a few windows that wouldn’t even open, and dingy hallways that were cleaned each day but still had a grime no soap could get rid of. This school has windows and skylights running the length of the halls. I wonder how my life would be different if I had the opportunities these kids will have.
What I wouldn’t give for a chance to start over. I’ve been unemployed for almost three weeks now. When I complain about that, people just roll their eyes. I know three weeks isn’t much, but I’ve always had a job. All the way back to high school. I’m not the type of person who can sit around all day. I need something to do. Someplace to go. And then there’s Kim. I love her so much, and I know she feels the same. But after years of counseling, we’re realizing we don’t love each other as husband and wife. We’re not in love that way.
We’ve just left the indoor swimming pool and are standing in the cafeteria with its four different stations, each serving a different type of cuisine when Kim stops. I turn around and walk back to her. It looks like there’s a tear in her eye.
“Do you know what I wish?” she asks.
I don’t answer. I already know what she’s going to say. It’s the reason I tried to talk her out of coming here.
“I wish I had a daughter who could go to school here.”
The entire time we’ve been married, she’s wanted kids. And we’ve tried. We’ve seen so many doctors and tried so many treatments and home remedies, but nothing has worked. She was devastated when she finally realized she could never have a biological child. Now that our marriage is slowly slipping away, I tell her it’s for the best we don’t have kids. She’ll always nod when I say it, but then she’ll sigh and not say any more. The pain is obvious in her eyes.
“I know you do, honey.” I take her hand. “And I wish you did too. You know I’d do anything to give you that.”




Chapter 2

I walk into the office and into more chaos than I’ve ever seen in my life. The secretaries are dashing about everywhere. They grip papers in their hands as they move from computer to computer. At least a dozen students stand at the counter. Everyone in the room is carrying on a conversation with at least one other person. Each time someone else speaks, they raise their voice to be heard over everyone else until there’s a giant crashing roar filling the large room that’s too small to handle all of this.
I wait in the corner. My head is spinning. I don’t know how anyone does this. How can the students and the secretaries keep everything straight? I should probably walk to the counter, but I don’t. I can’t be part of this, so I stand in the corner and wait while the students, one-by-one, get what they came for and leave. Finally, a secretary notices me and calls me over.
“Yes sir, what can I do for you? Sorry you had to wait.”
My ears are still ringing. “It’s fine. There’s an enrollment problem I need to take care of.”
“Oh OK, what’s the student’s name?”
I chuckle. “That’s the problem. It’s me.”
“You’re a student here?”
“No. But I got this in the mail. It says I’m supposed to be. I’ve already graduated, though, so… obviously not.”
She takes the paper and looks at it. “Give me a minute to find out about this.” I watch as she disappears through an office door.
I laughed when I opened the envelope. A letter confirming my enrollment in high school. As a sophomore. I handed it to Kim, and she started laughing too. Obviously, it was a mistake. I’m thirty-three, so I think I’m well past the age of a high school sophomore. I tossed the letter on the kitchen table and almost forgot about it.
As I walked past it for the next few days, though, I wondered if maybe I shouldn’t ignore it. What if my records were mixed up with someone else’s? Or what if they just didn’t have the full records on the computer? What could that mean for my future? I talked to Kim about it, and she admitted she was wondering the same things. We decided I had to get my records straightened out. I tried to call the office several times, but each time, the call disconnected as soon as I pressed send. That’s why I came here in person. On the first day of school. It seemed like a good idea at the time.
The secretary comes back and, with a smile, hands me a piece of paper. It’s different from the one I gave her.
“This takes care of everything?” I hold the paper up without looking at it.
“Yes, everything is on there.”
“That was easy. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. If you need anything else, just come back down and we’ll take care of it.”
I look at the paper. “This isn’t right. This is a class schedule.”
“It’s right. I double checked it myself. I don’t know where you got that old one from.”
What old one? “But I’m not a student. Why do I have a schedule?”
“Very funny. Now, you’d better hustle or you’re going to be late. You have to go clear to the other side of the building.”
“No, I mean it. I’m not a student. I’ve graduated. I have a college degree. There’s some mistake with my record.”
“I double checked and everything seems right to me.”
“Look at me. Do I look like a sophomore?”
She just stares at me with her lips pursed. I throw up my hands.
“There has to be something we can do about this.”
“I’ll tell you what. Let me walk you to your class to make sure you find it. Then I can tell your teacher why you’re late. I’ll come right back here and check into this some more. Sound fair?”
“I guess.” What else am I going to do?
She smiles as she walks around the counter and leads me out of the office.
When we get to the classroom, she and I walk up to the teacher’s desk. She’s a blonde-haired woman who seems to be about my age, maybe even a couple of years younger. This is embarrassing. I hope the school clears this up in a hurry. Before this class is over would be ideal.
The secretary introduces me, and the teacher smiles. My cheeks erupt in red. “Hello, Ellis. I’m Mrs. Kahl. Why don’t you take that seat over there?”
I turn in the direction she’s pointing. There are no desks in this classroom. Just large round yellow tables with five or six students seated around each. She points me toward one that has only three girls sitting at it. As I glance around the classroom, I wish I could run away and hide. I’m wearing a button-down shirt and a tie. Everyone else is wearing shorts or skirts and T-shirts. So, not only am I old enough to be their dad, I’m dressed like their dad, too.
When I pull my chair out, of course, it screeches on the floor. I hear a few snickers behind me, but I resolve to ignore them. I sit on the chair and scoot it in toward the table. When I do, my knee hits one of the table legs and the jolt knocks over the open water bottle of the girl sitting across from me. She jumps up to avoid the spill, and everyone erupts into laughter. I want to die.
“Everyone? Hey! Everyone quiet down. Aubrey, here are some paper towels.” The teacher grabs a roll from her desk drawer.
“He’s the one who did it. Why shouldn’t he have to clean it up?”
“She’s right. I’ll get it.” I stand, but Aubrey is already halfway across the room by then.
“No, I have nothing better to do than clean up your mess. You’d probably just make a bigger one, anyway.”
I sit back in my chair, but I wish I could crawl under the table instead.




Chapter 3

Thankfully, the next class goes much better. The teacher doesn’t say a word to me, and neither do any of the students. I’m able to sit in the back corner and be ignored. I just hope the rest of my day will be that easy.
Between the second and third classes, I walk down the hall looking for my locker. It should be somewhere around here. I hope. After English and history, I have an armful of books and no backpack to keep them in. I hd no reason to think I’d be siting through classes today, so I’m not prepared for any of this.
When I get there, I flip my schedule over. On the back, the secretary stapled the slip of paper with my locker combination printed on it. I squeeze all my books under my left arm and hold the paper in front of me while I spin the dial. 5-2-34. I go around to all the numbers, but the locker doesn’t open. I try again, but before I get to the last number, the books slip out of my arm and fall to the floor with a loud clap. Why should I expect anything to go right for me today? I bang my head against the locker and let it rest there.
“Need some help?”
I turn and have to look up to see his face. He has to be well over six feet tall, and even under his collared shirt, I can see that he has more muscles than any high schooler should have.
“Um, I don’t know. I just need to throw these books in here if I can get the combination to work.”
When he bends over to pick up my books, his brown hair falls across his face. He has to brush it back from his forehead when he stands. “These books? Throw them, you say?”
I watch helplessly as he tosses my books down the hallway. My heart is pounding, and I feel like I’m going to explode.
“Oops. Sorry about that, grandpa.” He laughs and runs to catch up with his group of friends heading down the stairs. I watch as they all high five him.
I want to punch my locker, but the way things are going, I would end up breaking my hand. So instead, I walk down the hall and gather the books one at a time. When I get to the last one, I see a girl bending over it. Aubrey. Great, it just had to be her.
“Here.” She reaches the book out to me, Thirteen Reasons Why. I’ve never even heard of the book. Mrs. Kahl said that we probably wouldn’t get to it until the second semester, so I don’t know why I took a copy. I won’t be here then. If the secretary does her job, I won’t even be here tomorrow.
“Thanks. Um, I’m sorry about the drink.”
“Don’t worry about it. I’m sorry about Aiden. He’s an asshole to everyone, not just you.” She walks toward my locker, and I jog for a second to catch up.
“I guess that makes it slightly better then.” I chuckle, and she laughs.
“Not really. But it’s just who he is. Only a sophomore, but he’s already the varsity quarterback. And I swear his dad owns half the real estate in town.”
“So he’s got a big head.”
“The biggest. Want me to hold those while you put your combination in?”
I give her the books and spin the dial. Nothing. I try one more time and it still doesn’t work.
“Here. Let me try.”
She doesn’t wait for me to answer before she snatches the paper from my hands and dumps the books into my arms. She opens it on the first try.
“Wanna know the secret? These dials are always off by two numbers to the right. So your code is really 7-4-36. I don’t know why they don’t tell the new kids that.” She laughs.
“Probably just to laugh at us.”
“Probably. What do you have next?” She looks at my schedule. “Chem. Same as me. Put your books in and let’s go.”
We get into the class just as the bell rings. Aubrey’s friend had saved her a seat, but there isn’t another one with them. So I find the only one I can. It’s at a table in the back of the room. I smile to myself when I see it. If I can stick to the backs of the rooms today, I should make it. I take a syllabus from the stack on the teacher’s desk and then head to the back. As I do, I notice Aiden is in this class, and he’s not taking his eyes off of me. My stomach drops. Just when I thought that I could maybe make it through with no problems. Luckily, he’s toward the front and on the other side of the room, so I hope I’m safe.
The teacher spends the first fifteen minutes of the class going over the rules and showing us where the safety equipment is. It’s been so long since I’ve been in a chemistry class that I forgot most of this. Chemistry was never a strong subject of mine, anyway. After the introductions, she starts covering the material. She jumps right in with a discussion of bonds, and after ten minutes, I’m lost.
“Miss Peters? I have a question.” I announce as I raise my hand.
“Miss Peters, I have a question.” Aiden and his little gang on the other side of the room all burst into laughter as he mocks me.
The teacher doesn’t say anything to him, but Aubrey does.
“What’s your problem? What did he do to you?”
“You mean other than show up?”
“Hey guys. Enough.” The teacher finally steps in before things escalate.
And I’m glad. Being the new guy is bad enough, but needing a girl to stick up for me is even worse. But I’m still glad she did it. Maybe at least one person here has my back. I make eye contact with her. She smiles, and I smile back.
“Ellis, right? What was your question?”
I feel the blood drain from my face as my mind goes blank. “Uh… um…”
“He can’t even remember his question.”
“Aiden, will you shut up!”
“Hey, both of you! Enough! Aubrey, Aiden? I don’t want to hear another peep from either of you today. Got it? Not a peep. And whenever you think of your question, Ellis, you can ask me.” She smiles. For the fortieth time today, I want to sink into the floor. It’s not even noon.
As soon as the bell rings, Aubrey is at my side and staring down Aiden. He rolls his eyes and walks out of the class.
“We have lunch next. So does he. So let’s wait a couple of minutes before we head down. Let him get ahead of us.”
“Thank you. For… everything.” I snap my mouth shut. If I don’t, I feel like I’m going to cry.
“You don’t have to thank me. Miss Peters, can we stay here for a couple of minutes while we get things organized?”
“Actually… if you don’t mind. I need to go to the office. Want to go down there with me?”
“Sure.”
The office is nothing like it was this morning. There’s only one student in here now, and it looks like she’s helping to sort papers on the table. I spot the secretary from this morning and wave at her.
“Any luck?”
“With…?”
“Figuring out my records. Getting things straightened out, so I can leave.”
“Oh, right. That was you. No. Not yet. We’re still working on it, though. I called the district administration to see if there’s anything they can do. They said they should be able to get back with me by the end of next week.”
“What?” I look at Aubrey, but I realize from the look on her face that she has no idea what we’re talking about.
“Sorry. They’re very busy now too. Beginning of the school year is crazy. We usually don’t even process any schedule changes for the first couple of weeks, so it’s lucky that we can get to you before then.”
“But this isn’t a schedule change.”
She just stares at me and smiles. I throw my hands in the air.
“Whatever. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Just let me know if there’s ever anything I can do for you.”
The rest of the day passes quietly. Aiden isn’t in any of my other classes except phys ed, right after lunch. Since I don’t have any workout clothes, though, the teacher sends me to the library for the hour. I thank God with every step I take away from the gym and Aiden. My day ends with choir, which promises to be very interesting since my singing voice is worse than a field full of cats in heat. Even that passes quickly, though. The director doesn’t notice that I just lip-sync my way through all the songs.
When I walk in the door at home, Kim isn’t home yet. I set my books on the kitchen counter, go to the couch, and collapse. Once I’m lying down, everything hits me, and I start crying. I can’t even wipe the tears away. I don’t even have the energy to wipe my eyes.
The next morning I convince Kim to come to the school with me. Maybe if we both talk to them, we can get through. It doesn’t work. We even try a different secretary this time. She doesn’t understand the problem either until we explain it to her over and over. Even then she just tells me the same thing—that they’ll have to contact the district administration and have them take care of it, and it could be a couple of weeks. Today, though, the secretary rubs salt in my wound by telling me that I’m not allowed to drive to school. Apparently, she remembers seeing me drive off the lot yesterday. As a sophomore, I’m not allowed to use the school parking lot. It’s only for second semester juniors and seniors. I start to argue, but Kim interrupts. She says that she’ll just start dropping me off on her way to work. I’ll have to find my own way home, though. I don’t want to argue, so I just agree.
Other than the failed visit to the office, today starts off a lot better than yesterday. Aubrey saves a seat for me in English. I toss my backpack on the table and sit next to her. We spend most of the class passing a note back and forth while the teacher drones on about Julius Casear, like anyone cares about a stupid Shakespeare play.
History drags too. I don’t know anyone in there, but at least no one causes any problems for me. Then the bell rings and I walk into chemistry. Aiden isn’t here yet. For a couple of minutes, I think that maybe he won’t be coming. But then he and his group of friends walk in. I feel sick to my stomach. He looks around the room. When he spots me, his eyes stop, and he glares at me. I have to look away. When I do, I hear his laugh.
Just a few minutes into the class, something hits me in the side of my head, and I almost fall out of my chair. It’s a crumpled piece of paper. The teacher must have seen it from the corner of her eye, because she slams her textbook onto her desk. “What was that?”
Everyone looks around, but no one says anything. I look down.
“Aiden threw something at Ellis.” It’s Aubrey who finally speaks up. Aiden denies it right away.
“Ellis? Is that true?”
“I don’t know. Something hit me in the head, but I didn’t see where it came from.”
“What was it? Let me have it.”
Miss Peters walks back to my table as I bend over and pick it up from the floor. When I hand it to her, she opens it up, looks at it, and then crumples it again. She takes it to the front of the room, where she tosses it in the trash can.
“This is going to stop. I’m not having this nonsense in my classroom. I’ll start giving out detentions if I need to. If that doesn’t work, then you can go see the principal. Do you all understand?”
The entire class mutters.
“We’re going to be partnering up and doing labs for the rest of the day.”
I immediately smile and look at Aubrey. She looks at me, but then her friend Mia grabs her arm and Aubrey looks away. My stomach sinks.
“Ellis and Aiden, since you two apparently can’t leave each other alone, you’re going to be partners. The rest of you find someone to pair up with.”
She did not just say that, did she? I mean, there’s no way. She knows that he’s picking on me, so she puts me with him?
“Miss Peters…”
“I don’t want to hear it, Ellis. You two are going to work together. Now get at it.”
I sigh and drop my head to the table in front of me. A loud smack makes me jump. It’s Aiden throwing his textbook and notebook on the table beside me.
“Looks like I get to do a project with grandpa today. This is going to be fun.”
“Aiden, just please. I don’t even want to be here—”
“I don’t want you here either, so that’s two of us.”
“Just chill, OK?”
“Chill? Is this the eighties? I guess that probably is when you last went to school, isn’t it? So what happened? How did they end up making you come back here?”
“It was a mistake. That’s all. I won’t be here long.”
“Guess we’d better take advantage of the time we have then—”
“Alright everyone. There are lighters in the drawer in front of you. Pull them out, but do not light them yet.” Miss Peters interrupts him and I exhale my relief.
I open the drawer and pull out the lighter. It’s long like the kind I use for my grill at home. Aiden immediately grabs my hand, and I wince, waiting for him to crush it. On some level, I know I’m almost eighteen years older than him, but I also understand physics and can plainly see that he’s a lot bigger and stronger than me. He doesn’t squeeze, though. He just wraps my hand in his.
“This is mine.”
For a second, I wonder if he’s talking about my hand. Goosebumps ripple up my arm. Then I realize he means the lighter. He wants to use it.
“That’s fine.” I open my hand under his, and it drops to the table. He doesn’t let go right away, but eventually he does, and I can breathe again.
Miss Peters walks us through the steps of using our Bunsen burners and finally we get to light them. I watch as Aiden brushes the hair back away from his face, tucking some of the longer strands behind his ears, and then turns on the gas while holding the lighter to the tip of the burner. After he adjusts the nozzles, he squeezes his finger on the trigger, and the spark ignites the lighter and burner simultaneously. When it’s lit, he looks at me and smiles. It’s like he’s a completely different person now. He’s not the bully who’s been tormenting me. He’s a teenaged boy who is having fun in a class. I smile back and realize that I’ve been holding my breath.
We spend the next fifteen minutes burning different metals that Miss Peters brings around to us. Each burns with a different colored flame. I remember doing this same experiment in my original chemistry class, and it was just as much fun then as it is now. Aiden and I aren’t exactly talking to each other much, but he’s not picking on me either. It’s a small victory, and I’m happy. At least until the end of the class.
We only have three metals left to test when I hear something smack into the glass of the window. I turn to see what it was, and when I do, I knock over a rack of test tubes. I jerk back around and fling my arms out to stop them from rolling onto the floor and breaking. I save them all, but in the process, I knock over the burner. It falls onto Aiden’s notebook.
“Oh my God!” Everyone in the class turns to see what I’m screaming about.
It doesn’t even take a second for the flames to burn the top half of the notebook. With the palm of his hand, Aiden smacks out the fire before it can spread any further. I reach for his hand—I want to make sure he’s OK—but he pulls away from my touch.
“What the fuck? I am going to kick your ass after school, grandpa. I will murder you.” I back away and move to the other side of the table. More to get away from the fury in his eyes than anything else. But just then the bell rings, and he walks away. He doesn’t even turn off the burner. Everyone watches him walk out of the room, and then they turn to me. I still can’t move. My mouth is just hanging open. Miss Peters dismisses everyone and comes to turn off my burner for me.
Aubrey is waiting for me in the hall when I’m finally able to move again.
“Where are you parked today?”
“I’m not. The school told me that I can’t drive here, so I had to take my car home this morning and have my wife bring me back. I’m going to walk home.”
“No, you’re not. I think he might be serious about wanting to beat you up. My mom picks me up after school every day. Come with me. We’ll take you home.”
“Are you sure?”
“She won’t mind. Where do you live?”
“Not too far. On Windbreak Street. Do you know where that is?”
“Yeah, we’re like neighbors. I just live on Washington. That’s just one street over.”
“Cool.” I smile, and we walk to the cafeteria together.
After lunch, I head to the library instead of the locker room. There’s no way that I’m going anywhere near Aiden today. I don’t care if I get in trouble for skipping phys ed.
When the final bell rings for the day, Aubrey and I grab our bags from where we set them against the wall in the choir room, and we walk to the front of the building. She texted her mom and told her to meet us there instead of on the student parking lot side.
When we get to the doors, I stop. “What if he’s out there?”
“He won’t be. He’ll be on the other side of the building.”
“What if he knows that we’re leaving this way?”
“How could he? It’s fine. Wait here. Let me look outside. I’ll wave you out when it’s clear.”
She walks out the door, and I watch as she looks around and then motions for me to follow her. My heart is pounding against my chest and my hand shakes as I reach for the door and go outside. I don’t see Aiden, but I don’t look around too long for him either. I hurry to her mom’s SUV and hop in the back.
“Mom, this is Ellis. He’s coming over for a little bit, if that’s OK. He’s in a lot of my classes.”
“Hi, Mrs. Trottman.”
She turns and looks me over in the back seat. For a second, it looks like she wants to question me, but she just turns back toward the front. “Good to meet you, Ellis.” Then she puts the car in drive, and we leave the lot. As we do, I look around for Aiden, but I don’t see him anywhere. It worked.
As soon as we get inside her house—we really are neighbors, she’s behind us and just three houses down—Aubrey runs up the stairs to her room and I follow her.
“Wow, your bedroom is so pretty.” Everything is a light cream, an ivory, or a shade of pink. And everything has such a soft texture. I immediately go to her bed and rub my hands on the fuzzy, dusty pink pillows piled at the headboard. “I love these.”
“Thanks. Those are my favorite. I just redid my room last year. Before that, it was all pink from when I was a little girl.” She makes a puking noise, and I laugh. “Now, though, you have to invite me over so I can see your room sometime.”
“Oh, uh… Mine isn’t anything like this.” Our bedroom is just plain white with some boring black and white prints on the walls and light-colored wood furniture. We only have a couple decorative pillows, and none of them have the personality that these do.
“That’s OK. I’m sure it’s still cute. So, what time does Kim get home?”
“Usually around four-thirty.”
“So we’ve got plenty of time before you need to be home. What do you want to do?”
I don’t know. I’ve never been in a teenage girl’s room just hanging out like this. “Cuddle with these pillows?” I chuckle. “What do you want to do?”
She bounces off the bed. “Tell me what you think of this.” She pulls open her closet and pulls out a top.
“It’s cute. I like it.”
“It’s not too much?”
“Too much? No. I bet it’s really pretty on you.”
“I think it would look pretty on you, too.”
I blush. What is she saying? “No way. It would look ugly on me.”
“Try it on.”
“I can’t try that on.”
“Why not? Here.” She takes it off the hanger and tosses it to me.
I catch it but keep it squeezed in my hands.
“Put it on. I’ll even turn my back while you do, if that makes you feel better.”
She turns around, and I hold the shirt out in front of me. It’s a sleeveless top with thin shoulder straps and a blue and orange geometric print. There’s no way anyone would ever think it’s a boy’s shirt, but I try it on anyway. I feel ridiculous.
“Ellis, you’re hot with that top on. I told you. You’d drive Aiden wild in a different way if you wore that to school.”
I shiver just thinking about him. “Don’t even say his name. I could never wear this to school anyway. I’m a boy. Besides, the principal wouldn’t let me wear it.” I laugh.
“Tell me about it. I don’t know why they’re so old-fashioned about girls showing our shoulders.”
We spend the next half an hour like this. She goes through her closet and throws things at me to try on. For the first couple, I’m uncomfortable, but then I start to have fun with it. By the time we’re on the last outfit, I’m jokingly strutting around her room like a model.
“You’re so stupid.” She laughs.
“Speaking of that, wanna do this chemistry homework? I think I get it, but I kinda think I don’t, too.” I start to take this latest shirt off.
“Sure. Leave that on. That’s my favorite on you. I want you to borrow it.” It’s a yellow cotton top with short eyelet sleeves.
I laugh. “That’s not how borrowing works. You don’t tell me. I’m supposed to ask you.”
“Then ask me, so I can say yes.”
“Can I borrow this?”
“Yes. Happy?”
I smile and pull out my chemistry book.
At five o’clock, Kim texts me, wondering where I am.
“Oh shit, I lost track of time. I need to go.” I stick my worksheet inside the textbook and pack up my backpack. I toss my old shirt in there, and wear the one I’m borrowing home.
As soon as I walk in the door, Kim notices it. “That’s pretty. That color looks good with your skin tone. Where did you get it?”
“Thanks. I borrowed it from a friend. That’s where I was. She just lives right behind us, almost.”
“Oh? Well, come help me fix dinner. Put on an apron. You don’t want to ruin her pretty top.”
The next morning, I pause as I pull my underwear out of the drawer. For a split second, something seems wrong. I can’t figure out what it is, and the moment passes.
For a couple of days, school is actually peaceful, and I don’t mind going. Aiden stares at me every time he sees me, but he doesn’t threaten me again. In phys ed, he stays away from me. In chemistry, he can’t, but he barely says anything to me. The silence is uncomfortable, but it beats the alternative. Unfortunately, it doesn’t last.
Monday in PE, we stay inside because it’s raining. That means it’s kickball day. Everyone is excited. Even me. I always loved kickball when I was growing up. We all hurry and get dressed. I see Aiden watching me as I do, but I ignore him and walk out the doors and into the gym.
Aiden is one of the team captains, of course. And I’m the last person to be picked, of course. I end up on his team, but it’s not because he wants me to be. In fact, he tries to trade me and one of his good players to the other team in exchange for nothing. The other captain turns him down and teases him about being stuck with me. But that’s OK. I’ll show them. I’m good at kickball.
I don’t get to kick in the first inning, but I come up in the second with two outs. There are two runners on base.
“Just don’t get out, whatever you do.” Aiden yells at me from the front row of the bleachers where the team is sitting.
“I won’t. I got this.”
The first pitch comes toward me, and I run to meet it. I know as soon as I swing my foot that I misjudged. It glances off the side of my foot and slowly rolls foul.
“Yeah, you got this. Sure.”
I’m going to prove to him that I can do this. I let the next pitch roll by. It’s too bouncy. That means I’m down to the last pitch. I move a couple of steps behind home plate and get ready. As soon as the pitcher releases the ball, I’m watching it. Tracking it. Anyone who ever doubted me is going to be sorry. As it nears the plate, I take one small step and another. Then I’m moving toward it at full speed. Just as it comes to home plate, I’m there and ready. I twist my hips and drive all of my power into that leg. I hope they’re all watching this.
As I swing my leg forward, I close my eyes and wait to feel the impact on the top of my foot. But it never comes. My leg is in front of me now, and I open my eyes. I don’t see the ball anywhere.
“You’ve got to be kidding me. What a goddamned waste. Was that serious? Was that your ‘I got this’ because you definitely don’t got this. And by this I mean any skill at literally anything.”
I look behind me and see the ball in the coach’s hands. He’s laughing while Aiden yells at me. I missed it?
“I knew you were a joke the minute I saw you. And then you’re swishing around the locker room in your panties like some kind of sissy.”
“I don’t swish around the locker room. I just get ready right at my locker. I—”
“You already hang out with the girls all the time. Why don’t you don’t you take PE with them? Maybe they could take it easy on you. Sissy. Go over there with them.”
The other boys are joining in now, but I can barely hear them. Everything is drowned out by the rushing sound of blood pumping through my body. I look around wide-eyed at each of them as they laugh. I can’t catch my breath, no matter how hard I try. I try to force the air in, but I can’t. The tears are starting to spill down my cheeks, and I know that any second, they’ll come rushing down in a torrent. I don’t want them to see that. I run past everyone, out into the parking lot. I keep running until I get to a stand of trees on the other side. When I get there, I sink to the ground, hidden by all the cars. My tears masked by the rain.




Chapter 4

My whole body is shaking when I feel her hand on my back. At first I don’t look to see who it is. I don’t care. But she sits on the muddy ground next to me, just wearing shorts and a tank top.
“Babe, fuck them.” She puts her arms around me.
“You should go in. You’ll freeze to death out here.” I can barely get words out through my chattering teeth.
“So will you. But I’m staying right here. I heard everything that asshole said.”
“Why doesn’t he like me?” Suddenly, the fact that Aiden doesn’t like me is the most important thing in the world.
“I don’t know, but don’t worry about him. He’s not worth your time. He’s small and petty, and you don’t need people like that in your life.”
“I know.” I start sobbing again, and she pulls me in toward her.
“You’re freezing. You need to go inside.”
“No. I can’t go back in there.” I’m trembling so much that I’m making her body shake, too. “I’m never going back in there.”
“You have to sometime. You can’t just drop out of school because of him.”
“Watch me.”
She laughs, but why can’t I? Why do I ever need to go back there? I’m a grown man freezing in the rain and the mud because a teenage boy made fun of me. I’m sobbing because he doesn’t like me. What’s wrong with me?
“If you’re not going to go back inside, will you promise to wait right here for me while I do? I’ll be right back. I promise.”
“OK.”
I watch her sprint back between the cars until she disappears.
A few minutes later that she comes jogging back out. She has her backpack on her shoulders and is carrying mine.
“How did you get that?”
“I walked into the locker room and grabbed it.”
“You can’t do that. No one said anything to you?”
“Yeah, everyone did. They told me I can’t be there. I just asked where your stuff was, marched right up, and grabbed it. Fuck them. I don’t care about them.”
“Aubrey…”
“Ellis…” She laughs. “Stand up.”
I do. I’m not crying anymore. I’m too in awe of what a badass she is. I wish I could be more like her, but I know I can’t.
“Let’s go. Mom is coming to get us, but we’re not waiting here. I told her we’d be walking. We’re going to my house. She’ll pick us up on the way.”
“You can’t just leave school.”
“Watch me. Now, let’s go.” She grabs my hand and yanks.
We walk hand in hand in the rain for a couple of blocks before her mom spots us and pulls over. We rush into the SUV and she drives us to their house.
When we get there, Aubrey and her mom drag me up the stairs and into the shower. My clothes are probably dripping muddy water across their floors, but they don’t care. Soon the water is steaming. Aubrey has me undressed and practically pushes me into the shower.
“Stay in there until you’re warm. Your towel is right here. And I’ll go get some clothes out.”
“OK.” I can’t say anything more.
The water feels so good against my skin. I just stand and let it run all over me. The muddy dirt swirls down the drain, and I think of Aiden. Fuck him. Aubrey is right. Fuck him. I don’t care about him. He doesn’t matter to me. What he thinks about me doesn’t matter. As the water warms me, I stop shivering so badly. Then I stop shivering altogether. When I do, I feel better than I have in a very long time.
I turn off the water and slide open the shower door. The steam is so thick I can barely see across the room. I grab my towel and dry off. When the door opens, I gasp and try to cover myself as Aubrey walks in.
“Oh, quit being a baby. Like it matters if I see you naked. Here. I’ll be in my room.”
She sets some clothes on the vanity counter for me. A plush purple sweatsuit and a pair of blue panties. I put them on and walk across the hall into her bedroom.
“You can do your hair.”
“What?”
“It’s going to be all tangles if you just leave it like that. Here, sit.”
She practically pulls me to her desk chair. When she leaves and comes back with the hair dryer and a brush, I wonder what she’s doing. My hair is fine. It’s so short it takes like ten minutes to dry. But when I look in the mirror, it looks longer than I remember it. Much longer. I stare at it and am suddenly aware of its wet weight against my shoulders and back. She turns on the hair dryer. It takes a while, but finally my hair is dried, brushed out and… cute? It’s cute.
“So before we left school, I worked everything out for you. I talked to Coach Bell and told her that you’re taking PE with us from now on.”
“I wish, but I can’t do that.”
“Yes you can. You’re not going back around those boys by yourself. You’re going to use our locker room, too. Coach Bell was being stupid, though. She said you can only come in once we’re all gone, and then you have to go get dressed before the rest of us at the end. But that just means less time in PE for you. So it’s kinda awesome.”
“I can’t.” Can I? There’s something not right about this.
“Can’t back out now. I already have it all set up for you. Fuck those boys.”
Why can’t I do this? It would make my life so much easier. “You’re right. Fuck all of them. Especially Aiden. Why do I need them when I have the best best friend in the world?” I walk over to her bed, and let myself fall backward onto it, laughing as I do.
I don’t stay at Aubrey’s house too long. I’m feeling way better than earlier, but I still just want to be alone. Her mom drives me home so I don’t have to walk in the rain. When I open the front door, Kim calls out from upstairs.
“Hey, it’s just me.” I yell so she can hear.
She walks to the top of the stairs and looks down. She has on old clothes and her hair is tied back.
“You’re home early. What’s wrong? The school didn’t call.”
“Yeah, I left early.” Why would the school call her about me?
“Why? Are you sick?”
“No, I’m fine.”
“Then what is it?” She walks down the stairs.
I really don’t feel like talking about it, but I know she won’t stop until I tell her. “Some boys were picking on me.”
“Do I need to call the school?”
“What? No. I’m fine.”
“Which boys were they? Was it that boy you like?”
“Oh my God, Kim, that’s gross! I don’t like any boy.”
Her jaw drops. “What am I saying? Of course you don’t. Jesus. What came over me? Anyway, screw those boys, you’re better than all of them anyway. Who cares about them?”
I smile even though I know it doesn’t reach my eyes. “I know. That’s what Aubrey said. So, what are you doing home?” I hope I can change the subject before we have to talk any more about today.
“Come and see.” She starts walking back up the stairs, but then turns to make sure I’m following. “I’m not totally finished yet, since you’re home early, but I’m close.”
“What is it?”
“You’ll see.”
She leads me to one of the spare bedrooms. All the furniture has been taken out, and the walls are white now. On one wall, she painted pink dots randomly on the wall. The opposite wall has “Dream” stenciled in large script.
“Surprise!”
“Oh, I like this.”
“Do you? You’re always talking about your friend’s room, so I thought I would make this up for you.”
“For me?”
“Yeah. You need a study room. I had a desk and a table delivered this morning. And some decorations. You’re just in time to help.”
“Um, yeah. Let me go change. This is Aubrey’s so I don’t want to ruin it.”
We spend the rest of the afternoon moving things in and arranging them. She has every inch covered in plants and big fuzzy blankets and hot pink accent pillows. When we’re finally done, we’re both exhausted, and we stand back to look at it.
“It’s so pretty. I love it.”
“I hoped you would.” She puts her arm around my shoulders and pulls me into her.
“I really do, Mom. This is so great. Thank you so much.”
“Um…”
“Oh my God.” I hide my face in my hands and start laughing. “What’s gotten into us today? You know what I meant.”
We both laugh until we’re in tears.




Chapter 5

“Come on, girls. Get moving.”
I look to Aubrey and Mia. Mia rolls her eyes, but then the three of us start running. We played volleyball in PE today, and the losing team has to run two laps. Even though I scored six points and set up a perfect spike for Odeya, our team still lost. We’re exhausted and hoped that we could hide where Coach Bell would miss us. She didn’t.
“Alright everybody in.”
We finish our laps and walk into the girls’ locker room. Thankfully, they don’t make us shower, unlike the boys. As I peel off my dirty gym clothes, I gasp.
“Guys! I’m not supposed to be here.” I look at the two girls next to me.
“Why not?” Mia asks.
“Because the ten-minute rule? Coach must have forgotten, and so did I.”
It’s a hassle to end PE ten minutes early so I can change and be out of the locker room before the others come in. But that was one of Coach Bell’s stipulations for letting me take this class with the girls. And I did it last week with no problem. I don’t know how we all forgot about it today.
“That’s stupid anyway. Don’t say anything, and no one will care. Maybe she finally realized that you’re just one of us.”
Mia’s words make me pause as I’m stuffing my sports bra into the grocery sack I use for my dirty workout clothes. One of us? But I’m not. Not really. Not like the other girls in here. I’m… a boy. Just a slightly different one.
The sports bra was Coach Bell’s other stipulation. The first day I took phys ed with the girls, she yelled at me because I wasn’t wearing one. I tried to explain that I didn’t need one since I was a boy, but she wouldn’t hear it. She told me that if I didn’t bring one the next day, I would go back and take PE with the other boys.
That night, I asked Kim if she had one I could borrow. Before I even tried it on, I knew it would look strange on me. She has large breasts. I hate to admit it, but that’s what first attracted me to her back in high school. Well, the first time I was in high school. And I’m flat chested. But I didn’t care. I couldn’t go back to taking PE with the boys. I would do anything Coach asked.
I pulled the bra on and looked at myself in the mirror. It looked stupid, just like I knew it would. The band fit me, but the fabric of the cups was wrinkled on my chest. I sighed. I wished it would fit me better, but it would do until I could get my own.
The one in my bag now is one of mine. It fits a lot better. Thankfully. I check my hair in the mirror one more time before the three of us leave for algebra.
Mia comes over after dinner. We’re partners in Computer Science class, and we have a joint project due next week. We should be working on it. Instead, I’m sitting on my bed painting my nails while she’s texting someone.
“Did you see him staring at you all day in chemistry today?”
“Who?” I know exactly who she means, but I don’t want to admit it.
“Aiden. What a creep.”
“Ugh, no kidding. I don’t know what his problem is.”
“It’s a shame he’s such a weirdo. He’s hot.”
I screw the lid on and look at my finished nails. “Is he? I don’t really notice that.” I know I’m blushing. When I tilt my head up, she’s looking at me.
“Mm-hmm, sure you don’t.”
“I don’t.” I can feel the heat in my ears, and I’m glad my long hair covers them.
“Whatever. I think he likes you.”
I laugh. “He most definitely does not like me. He hates me.”
“I think that’s all just an act.”
“Um, it’s definitely not an act. You were in chemistry when he threatened to beat me up. And then you heard what he said in PE that day. I think the whole school heard about that.”
“The whole school did not hear about that. Just half of it. And I know the way he looks at you. He wants you.”
“You’re wrong, but even if you’re right, he’s out of luck because no. Just no. Not happening. Not ever. Anyway, we should try to get this coding done. I don’t even know what we’re supposed to do yet.”
The next morning, I put on my panties and bra and stand in front of my closet. I have no idea what to wear. Every time I pull something out, I wonder what Aiden would think of it. Who cares what he would think? It shouldn’t matter. It doesn’t matter. I don’t care about him. But then I wonder if Mia is right. What if he does like me? So what if he does? I don’t like him. He’s just a bully, and I want nothing to do with him.
I decide on a pair of short jean shorts and a pink and green striped T-shirt. It’s tight enough that it shows off my breasts but still keeps everything covered up. I slip my feet into a pair of flip-flops, check my makeup, and walk downstairs.
Besides, I’m a boy and I don’t think Aiden is gay. So nothing is ever going to happen.
Kim pulls up to the side entrance of the school, and Aubrey and I open our doors.
“Thanks, Miss Santos.”
“You’re welcome, Aubrey. El, wait. Do you have everything?”
“Uh, yeah?”
“So you don’t need this, then?” She reaches beside her seat and pulls out a paperback copy of Jane Eyre.
“Yeah! Where was that?”
“Right on the dining room table.”
“Oh. I guess I forgot that.” I take the marked up book and shove it into my pink backpack. Mrs. Kahl would have killed me if I forgot to bring her personal copy back to her.
“Love you. Have a good day at school.” She leans over and kisses me on the cheek.
“Love you too, Mom.”
I hop out of the car and walk inside with Aubrey. As I do, I see Aiden in the corner of my eye. He’s standing in the parking lot with his usual group of asshole jock buddies. And he’s staring at me the whole time I walk from the car into the building. It sends a shiver through my body.




Chapter 6

“Mom? Is this yours?” I walk the short-sleeved wine-red dress down to her room.
“What, sweetie?”
“Is this dress yours?”
“No. That’s pretty, though. It’s not yours? One of your friends, maybe?”
“Why would I have a dress? Maybe it’s Aubrey’s or Mia’s. I’ll check with them.”
I go back to my bedroom to finish getting ready. Why would she think the dress was mine? I look at it one more time. It is pretty. There are giant orange, red, and blue mandalas all over it. I hold it up to me and stand in front of the mirror. Stop being stupid, you’re a boy, I berate myself and hang it back up.
I check with my friends at school. It has to belong to one of them. We share clothes all the time, so it wouldn’t be unusual for something of theirs to end up in my closet. But none of them remember it.
That day for PE, Coach has us line up single file along the wall of the gym. She announces that it’s kickball day, and I feel sick to my stomach. My mind flashes back to what happened the last time. Of course, that was with a bunch of super competitive jock boys, but after that, I never wanted to play kickball again. I look at Aubrey beside me, and she’s staring at me. I flash her a panicked look. She mouths, “you got this, babe,” and squeezes my arm.
Coach calls Becca and Odeya out with her. They’re going to be the captains of the two teams, and they’ll pick which of us they want. I lean back against the wall, knowing that it’s going to be a few minutes before my name is called. There are twenty girls in here, so that means nineteen names will be called before mine.
“Elena? Yo, earth to Elena.” All the other girls are giggling. I look up and see Odeya motioning me toward her.
“What?”
“Wake up. I picked you. Let’s go.”
“Me?”
“Unless there’s some other Elena who was standing behind you when I pointed at you.”
Like an idiot, I turn and look before I walk out to her. Everyone laughs, assuming I’m joking. I can’t believe she would pick me. We get along, but we’re not friends. Why would she pick me first over any of the other girls in the class? My face turns red. This is going to be an even worse disaster than I imagined. At least the boys knew I was going to be bad, so they picked me last. She must not know how terrible I am.
We start the game in the field, and Odeya sends me beside second base. I try to argue with her—lots of people kick the ball there—but she just waves me off while she heads to the center of the diamond to pitch. I take a deep breath and cross my fingers, hoping that nothing comes to me. It doesn’t. We get them out right away, and I can’t get off the field quick enough.
In our half of the inning, I’m the third person up. The first two girls are already on base. I have to force myself to breathe as I walk up to the plate. This is just like last time. No. Last time there were two outs. This time there aren’t any. So my out won’t be a big deal. I just need to not embarrass myself. I can’t deal with all these girls laughing at me.
The first pitch comes in, and as I run up toward it, I notice another difference between this time and last. My boobs. Puberty hit me since the last time I played this, and I grew. A lot. I knew it would happen. Mom has big boobs, too. I just didn’t know that I would develop them suddenly over a couple of months. I know I need to concentrate on the ball, but their bouncing distracts me. It’s not like I’m not used to them. I run every day in here with them. But this is different. I need this to be perfect. I let the pitch roll by, and I walk back behind the plate.
The next pitch comes in, and I move up toward it. Please don’t miss it. Please don’t miss it. I just need to make some contact. Any contact. Even if it bounces off my foot and somehow goes backward. I swing my leg forward, point my toe down, and I feel it connect to the ball. I want to squint my eyes closed so I don’t have to see it, but I don’t. I follow it as it carries above the pitcher’s head. That’s when I realize I should probably run. I didn’t expect to put the ball into play, so I just stopped as soon as I kicked it. As I get halfway to first base, I hear the ball smack against the wall above the short set of bleachers. Everyone on the bench behind me starts whooping, and I turn to them with my mouth hanging open. What am I supposed to do?
“Go, you goof.”
It’s Mia. I look at her, and she has one finger pointing up and is waving it in a circle.
I couldn’t have just done that. Could I? Even halfway between first and second, no one from the other team is coming after me with the ball. I must have. I kicked a homerun? Me? I smile as I turn and see all the girls on my team waiting to high five me once I cross the plate. I did this?
“You’re on my team every time from now on.” Odeya calls to me from across the locker room as we’re getting dressed afterward. “Definite MVP. Five runs and single-handedly getting a double-play in the third inning.”
“I just got lucky.”
“That wasn’t luck.” She laughs, and we both finish getting ready for our afternoon classes.




Chapter 7

The next morning and the next couple of mornings after that, the dress is still in my closet. Each day I think for just a split second about wearing it, but then I tell myself that I’m a boy and I can’t wear a dress to school. Today is different, though. The whole time I’m getting ready, I can’t stop thinking about it. During my shower. As I do my makeup. While I do my hair. I keep imagining it on me. When I walk into my room, I’m determined that I’m wearing it. I put on my underwear and then take it from the hanger and slip it over my head. As it falls around my curves, I can already tell it’s perfect for my body. When I look in the mirror, I see that I’m right. It’s gorgeous on me. I smile.
All day at school, everyone compliments me on the dress, and each time they do, I can’t help my grin. I feel pretty, and I love feeling pretty. I already decide during second period that I’m going to buy lots more dresses and skirts and wear them all the time.
Third period is chemistry. Aubrey’s already seen me, but this is the first class I have with Mia, and she gushes over the way I look. I eat it all up, of course. Then she leans forward and whispers, “Look behind you.” I do and see Aiden on the other side of the room. Staring at me like usual. This time, though, his face is red. His eyes meet mine and we both freeze. Then he turns around and walks out of the classroom.
I turn to Mia. “What an asshole.”
“Girl, he likes you.”
“Clearly not.” I sit down and open my notebook.
Two weeks later, my heart is racing, and I’m sure I’m going to be sick. It’s six o’clock and mom is driving me to the school. We have a choir concert tonight. And I have a solo in the second song. I know I’m going to faint. I’m going to stand up there, and in front of everyone, I’m going to collapse to the floor. I know this is going to happen. I’ve practiced this song so much, and I’ve sung it for everyone I can. Mom, Aubrey, Mia, even all the girls in PE. But this is different. This is going to be an auditorium full of strangers.
I’m one of the last to walk out onto the stage. The sopranos are on this end of the risers, and since I’m a soloist, I’m in the front row. As I walk out, I feel wobbly in my heels. I focus on taking deep breaths and just look ahead of me. Once I’m in place, I look out at the audience. I’m looking for Mom. There. Second row on the left side. Her friend Daniel is with her. She asked me if it was OK to invite him, and I said yes. I like him, he’s nice. When they see I’m looking at them, they both wave at me. I give a nervous smile and look away, scanning the audience for anyone else I know.
That’s when I see him. Why is he here? He’s in the back, leaning against the wall. His arms are folded over his navy sweater, and that pose makes his body look even more broad than it usually does. My knees get weak when my eyes met his, and I have to look away. Why did he have to come? This is the last thing that I need tonight.
The first song passes too quickly. I take a breath as I prepare for the second. Not only do I solo in this song. I open the song with my solo. My hands are shaking, so I hold them together in front of me. It doesn’t help. Miss Evans looks up at me with a reassuring smile and asks if I’m ready. Can I say no? Can I apologize to everyone, and then we just skip this song? Sorry folks, there was an error in your program. Elena Santos will not be singing her solo tonight. We’re going right to the next song. Thanks for your understanding. I give her a quick nod, and she raises her hands to set the tempo for me. I take a deep breath.
And it goes wonderfully. I hit every note and every pitch. It’s the best I’ve ever sung it. As soon as the first word leaves my mouth, everything just happens on its own. Just the way I rehearsed it. When I finish, I want to smile from ear to ear. I want to shout. But I can’t. I just take a step back to the risers. When I look at the crowd, Mom is doing the grinning for me. Daniel too. They both have the largest smiles I’ve ever seen spread across their faces. Daniel gives me a fist pump that makes my mouth curl up a tiny bit. I scan across the auditorium to see if he’s still there. He is. And his eyes are still on me. I look away as quickly as I can.
After the concert, Mia runs from the crowd and hops onto the stage to hug me. We stand and talk for a few minutes before I head back to the choir room. I’m so elated that it feels like I’m floating rather than walking along the half-lit hallways. Until his voice brings me back down to earth.
“Elena.”
My heart stops, and I hurry my steps.
“Elena.”
This time I stop. There’s no one in the hallway except me and him. Tears are already welling in my eyes, but I know if I don’t stand up for myself, he’ll never stop.
“Will you just leave me alone? Please. I am so over this. I don’t care who you are or who your parents are. I don’t care about you. I’m just tired of this constant bullying. It needs to stop. Why are you even here tonight?” My voice is shaky, but I hope he can’t hear that. I march toward him with as much fake confidence as I can muster, which isn’t much.
“Because of you. I came to see you. I know how nervous you were. The whole school knew.” He chuckles under his breath. “But I knew you’d be great. I came to watch you kick ass. And you did.”
I look up at him, but I can barely see his face in the dim light.
“Don’t cry. You were great. Really great.” He wipes the tears from my eyes.
His touch singes my skin, and I want his fingers to stay there forever. But I can’t let him know how I feel. Instead, I steel myself. Preparing for what’s coming next. I know it’s something. This is just the setup to whatever he has planned. My stomach twists, and more tears pour from my eyes.
But I’m not prepared for him to lean forward. I’m not ready for his lips to press against mine. I gasp, and as soon as my mouth opens, he slides his tongue inside and runs it along mine. But he’s not forcing it. He’s not forcing anything. Everything he’s doing now is gentle. I feel like I’m melting, and I need to hold on to something before I’m puddled at his feet. I throw my arms around his neck. When I do, I pull him even tighter against me. He has one hand on the small of my back, and his other is sliding under my dress. I tense, afraid that he’s going to go too far, but he stops with his hand on my hip.
He pushes me backward, and I’m pinned between him and the wall now. I’ve never felt so tiny. Even in my heels, I’m nowhere near as tall as him. He could hide me in his embrace. And I want him to. I want him to wrap me up and never let me go. I want all of him. I want that honey taste of his lips. I want that smell of manhood that rises from him. Suddenly, I want everything about him. I want all of him. The glow fires through me as I feel his body pressed against mine. As I fight to take all of him in. I don’t care that we’re in the middle of the hallway. I don’t care if there are people watching. He’s the only thing I care about right now.
When he drags his lips away from mine, I keep my eyes closed. If I open them, this will have all been a dream. Just a fantasy. Someone will still be there, but it won’t be this Aiden. It will be the Aiden who did everything he could to make my life a living hell. I shake as I think about it.
“I wanted to see you. And I wanted to give you this.”
“Um… thank you.” I can’t take my eyes from his. I know I look like a fool with my mouth hanging open, but I don’t care.
He laughs. “Not that. This.”
I look down as he takes a step back and holds a small wooden box out to me. When I look up again, he just nods and I take the box.
“What is it?”
“Open it.”
My throat is tightening. I don’t want to open it. It’s going to be something making fun of me, and that means this was all nothing. I don’t want this to have all been nothing. I stare at it so long he finally reaches down and pulls back the lid for me. I can’t see it very well, but I can tell it’s a pendant necklace. I look up and his face is lit in a smile.
“It’s a little dark here, but I hope you like it?”
“What is it?”
“A necklace.”
I giggle. “Well, I can see that. It’s not that dark. But what is it?”
“Do you remember my notebook? In chemistry?”
The red rises in my cheeks. How could I forget? “I really am sorry. I’m just a huge klutz and—”
“Stop. That’s what this is. I sent the ashes to one of those places that uses them to make jewelry. This one is called a fire crystal. I thought that seemed appropriate.”
He shines the light from his phone, and I can see the orange and red and yellow swirling in the pendant.
“That day is when I knew… Well, not right then. I was mad—”
“Mad? You threatened to beat me up.”
He rubs his forehead and holds his hand over his eyes. I want to pull it away. I don’t want him to hide himself from me.
“I was terrible. I was an asshole. And you have every right to hate me forever for that. You should. I don’t blame you. But since that happened, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you. And I just—I was stupid. I know you hate me, and you probably hate the necklace. But anyway, you can do whatever you want with it. I just hoped…”
He starts to turn away, but I grab his hand. “No. I don’t hate it. I love it. And… I don’t hate you either. I just don’t get it. You always act like you want to murder me. The way you stare at me. I just don’t know what’s real.”
He laughs again, and I smile at the sound of it. “This. This is real. And so is the staring. I just can’t take my eyes off of you. Reid tried to tell me that I looked like a lion who wanted to eat you. And in a way, I guess I am.”
I’m pretty sure the heat coming from me is going to set off the sprinklers any second. “But what about in the gym?”
I can see the confusion on his face. “What happened in the gym?”
“You…” My mind goes blank. What did happen in the gym? I can’t think of anything. I don’t think we’ve ever even had a day where the boys and girls were together, so he couldn’t have done anything. “It was nothing, I guess.” I draw him even closer toward me. “Will you put this on me?”
He doesn’t say anything. He just nods and takes the box while I pull my hair up and turn around for him. His hand brushes against my neck, and I swear it feels like he’s trembling. It takes him a minute to work the clasp, but he finally gets it and I turn around.
“Beautiful.”
“Yes.”
Neither of us is looking at the necklace.
I stop breathing as he leans forward and kisses me again. I grab his hair and hold him against me, and I don’t know how long we stay like that before I finally let go.
“If I tell you something, will you promise not to be mad at me?”
“You can’t start off like that. That means I’m going to be mad at you for sure.” I giggle, but it’s just to mask my nervousness.
“I nominated you for homecoming court.”
“You what?”
“And I told all my friends they have to vote for you. They’re telling everyone they know too.”
I drop my arms from him. “Why?”
“Because I know I’ll be voted the sophomore boy representative on the court, and I want you to be the girl beside me.”
My heart is fluttering, and I have to force myself to take deep breaths to stop it. “You want me to—”
“I do. I want you.”
“Elena? Who is that?”
I hear Aubrey stamping down the hallway toward us.
“Aiden? You get away from her right now, or I swear to God, I will kick your ass down this hallway.”
Aiden backs away.
“Aubrey, it’s alright.” I smile at her. “It’s alright.” I want to burst. I want to tell her everything. And I will. Just not with him standing there.
“So, um, I’ll see you around. I just wanted to tell you how well you did. You have a very pretty voice.”
“Um, thanks. See you around.”
As he walks away, I grab Aubrey’s arm and drag her back toward the choir room. “He just kissed me, and gave me this, and I think I’m going to die.”
When I’m sure that no one’s around, I stop her in the hallway and tell her everything that just happened. Even just remembering it so I can tell her gives me goosebumps. Aiden Bromley kissed me! I’ll never forget this night. As I tell her more and more, we’re both squealing in excitement, but when I put my hand on her arm, I stop mid-sentence.
“Where’s my ring?”
“What ring?”
“The one I always wear. Here.” I point to the third finger on my left hand. “I never take it off. Ever. I can’t lose that.”
“I don’t remember it. What did it look like?” She has her phone out and is shining the flashlight all around the hallway floor.
“It was… silver? Just a plain band. I think? I don’t know. I can’t picture it right now. But I have to find it. I can’t lose that.”
We hunt all around the hallway, but there’s no sign of it. My chest feels mangled, and I’m sobbing and holding on to Aubrey when I walk outside to Mom and Daniel.
“Honey, what’s wrong?” They both run out of the car, and Mom puts her arms around me.
“My ring… It’s missing… I lost it.” I can barely get the words out.
“It’s OK. It’s just a ring. Which one was it?”
“That silver one you gave me a long time ago. The one I always wore. Every day. I swear I had it on during the concert. I know I did. I was playing with it on stage when I was nervous.”
“Well, it probably just slipped off then. Or maybe in the choir room afterward.” Daniel puts his arm around me.
“No. We checked everywhere. It’s just gone. Mom, what am I going to do?”
“Don’t worry about it. It’ll turn up. If not, we’ll get you a new one.”
I start sobbing again, and they squeeze me between them.
When she steps back, Mom takes my hand and holds it between us. “It’s OK, sweetie. It’s alright—”
“Mom, what happened to your rings?” I notice that she’s not wearing her engagement or wedding rings, and I panic all over again.
“Nothing. They’re fine. I had to take them to the jewelers to be resized. That’s all. I pick them up tomorrow.”
“Oh.” I swallow. “That’s good. I thought maybe you two—”
“No, your dad and I aren’t getting a divorce or anything like that.”
“Nope.” Daniel brushes the hair away from my face, and I look up at him. “You’re stuck with me forever, kiddo. Especially now. I can’t leave just as my daughter becomes a big star.”
“Whatever, Dad. It was one solo.”
“But I’ve already heard people saying that it was the best solo in the history of solos.”
I roll my eyes and laugh as I say goodbye to Aubrey and then walk to the car with Mom and Dad.




Chapter 8

I look at myself in the mirror one more time and squeal silently. I try to wipe the huge grin from my face before I walk out there, but I can’t. Not totally. I’m just too happy. This is something I’ve dreamt about since I was a little girl.
As I walk out of my room, I have to take a deep breath. I can’t believe this is happening. From the top of the stairs, I see them all waiting for me, and my smile instantly takes up half my face. I can’t help it. Mom and Dad are downstairs talking to his mom and dad. And then there he is.
His eyes are on me. Like always, and I love that about him. I love that he truly sees me. He’s wearing a light gray suit with a white shirt and a pink and black plaid tie. And my God. I’ve never seen anyone so hot. My heart races the instant I see him. I want for us to stare at each other like this forever. Just the two of us. No one else. I walk to the upper railing, still keeping my eyes on him, and just stop. I don’t need to go down and show off for anyone else. I don’t need to go to the dance. I just need this. I just need his eyes to see me and mine to see him.
“Would her highness, like a royal escort down the stairs?” It’s Dad. Of course it is.
I roll my eyes, but it forces me to take them off of Aiden. As much as I don’t want to. Now I see the others again. Dad is wearing the same suit he wore last night to the football game when he escorted me onto the field. Mom wipes her eyes. She has on a different dress today. Then there’s Mr. and Mrs. Bromley. They both smile as they look up at me. His dad pats Aiden on the shoulder and keeps his hand there. I walk down the stairs so they can see me.
I spent the entire afternoon in the salon getting ready for this. My hair swept up and then pinned and sprayed into place. My nails set and polished. My makeup perfect. I can hear my heels on the steps, but I don’t know how. I’m not touching any of them.
My dress is simple black satin with thin straps tied at the shoulders. It drapes perfectly across my curves before flaring out just a bit at my hips. The side slit runs to the top of my thigh. My shoes are simple black sandals with two thin straps crossing over my foot and then again around my ankle. They’re just a three-inch heel. I wanted higher for tonight—I already feel so tiny next to Aiden—but Mom wouldn’t let me. She told me that my feet would kill me by the end of the night. And she’s probably right. But it would have been worth it.
I’m wearing my tiara too. As the sophomore girl representative on the homecoming court, I don’t get a full crown, but I still have this sparkling tiara. I always assumed that they were cheap plastic, but they aren’t. At least not this one. It’s metal with gemstones set in it. When it’s on, I feel even more like a princess than I do whenever I’m around Aiden.
Everyone oohs and ahhs around me and tells me how beautiful I am, but the look on Aiden’s face is all I need. I tilt my head up toward him, and he just smiles. I know he would do more if our parents weren’t here, and my stomach flips thinking about it.
The parents move the two of us together. First at the base of the stairs, then against an empty wall. Finally, outside under the sycamore tree in the front yard. I look up and see the frayed rope from my tree swing still tied around the lowest branch. I take Aiden’s hands when I see it, and I think about how far I’ve come. From that little girl until now. I know our parents are here, but I don’t care. I pull his hands down, and I stand on my toes and kiss him. It seems like our lips are pressed together forever, but I know it’s just seconds. When I pull away, I whisper “I love you.” I’m so quiet that I’m not sure he heard. But then he whispers the same words back to me, and I dissolve.
“Ahh, you guys are adorable.”
“So beautiful.”
Their voices intrude into our world, and I hate them for it. There shouldn’t be anyone else. It should just be us. Forever. When I turn to look at them, they all have their cameras pointed at us. Their faces are filled with pride. Mom is fully crying now. She’s not even trying to hide it.
“Is that enough? The car is going to be here any minute.”
Dad laughs. “My baby girl is on the homecoming court. There are never going to be enough pictures.” He holds up his phone and acts like he’s a professional photographer. Dork.
Just then, the car does pull in, and I’m saved. Aubrey is the first to get out. Our jaws drop as we see each other. She’s gorgeous, and I can tell she thinks the same about me. Then Mia comes over with Valentina, Reid’s date. We all stand at the bottom of the driveway, hugging, and I see the boys walk over to Aiden and do whatever weird handshakes it is that boys do. Before we leave, the moms insist we take group pictures. All the girls, then all the boys, then everyone together.
During the last picture, all of us crowded together under the tree, Aiden sneaks his hand on my ass and pinches me. I jump but try to regain my composure right away before the parents see what happened. As soon as I’m sure they have the picture, I spin to him. Still burning from his fingers. I’ve never seen his grin so wide and his face so bright.
“I can’t help myself. You set me on fire.”
“I can’t help it either.” I kiss him, and this time it’s a real kiss. I don’t care who’s around. I don’t care that our parents are making hooting noises in the background. I throw my arms around him, and I know that I’m never going to let go.
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I only agree to dress up for him to prove how absurd this is. I want us both to laugh at how foolish I look. But when I brush the makeup on my face and smooth the dress around my body, my heart flutters. Now, we’re standing in his bedroom, just inches apart, and neither of us is laughing.
His stare burns through me. His hands slide down my arms and scorch my skin. Isn’t this what I always dreamed of? His fingers. His lips. On me. But I was never dressed like a woman in those fantasies. I never wanted to be his girl. So why can’t I stop thinking about that now?
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