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      The girl thought about the strawberry fruit snacks that awaited her in the cabinet at home as she turned the corner to cut through the creepy alley behind the Chinese restaurant. She came this way every day after summer school, even though she almost always ended up running at the end to get out faster. If she didn’t take the shortcut, it was a really long walk around the block.

      She passed the dumpster and then the large black grease bin that you couldn’t get too close to because they always missed the opening, making the whole area slick. It grossed her out as always. Halfway down the alley, the hair on the back of her neck rose and her stomach twisted. She stopped, pulling on her backpack straps.

      This was worse than normal. Should she go back the way she came?

      This was dumb. Everything was fine. She stepped forward again.

      But the feeling worsened with each step. Soon she would have to pass another dark alley that branched off this one. The one she always rushed past.

      She broke into a run toward the other end, wincing at the slapping sound of her shoes on the ground. She wished she could teleport to the street.
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      Lauren

      I plopped two tomato slices on top of the lettuce on my burger, then added a third tomato for good measure, trying to ignore the Fourth of July sun beating down on the back of my neck. Well, everywhere.

      “Are you sure you don’t want two more, Lauren?” Gabriel teased.

      “Yeah, you always eat so many tomatoes!” Maya echoed.

      “Shush, both of you.” I squirted some ketchup on top and dropped the bun in place, then moved along to the chip bowl. I hadn’t really wanted to come out of the nice, air-conditioned house to hang out with a slew of neighbors, but at least Gabriel and Maya were here to make it tolerable. My other best friend, Tenny, said she’d try to drop by later, but she had her own family thing. I scooped some of the dill cucumber salad I’d made onto my plate and dropped a handful of chips beside it, covering the rest of the American flag, and glanced at Gabriel, who had his ever-present grin on his face. We’d grown up next door to each other and I was still a little heartbroken over learning he was gay. It was some consolation that I was one of the few people in the world who knew.

      Maya was my eight-year-old stepsister, who had the energy of a jet engine.

      “Here you go!” she said, dropping two more slices of tomato on top of my bun. Gabriel cracked up as he piled his own burger with pickles.

      “Gross, now my bun is wet, Maya.” I slid them off the bun. We were technically stepsisters but I’d known her her whole life and practically raised her. I’d always thought of her sort of as mine, in some abstract way.

      “What kind of chips are they, Lauren?” Maya asked, standing on her tiptoes to see.

      “Just regular, unfortunately.”

      “No barbecue?” Gabriel asked.

      “Nope.” I backed up from the table and ate a chip. “I got us a blanket.”

      I looked toward our house. It was small and tan, and the siding and white trim looked worn, but not too trashy. My parents were talking to Gabriel’s mom—they’d been best friends forever—and there were some other neighbors around. As soon as it was dark, we’d break out the sparklers and do some fireworks in the street.

      Maya ran past me toward the blanket, a ratty old Barney thing I’d put in the corner of the yard in front of the boxwood shrubs. Maya plopped down, half her chips sliding off her plate. “Oops!”

      I grinned. So much energy. I loved it.

      Gabriel and I sat down on opposite corners. He pulled three cans of Coke out of various pockets and tossed them to us.

      “Can you open it for me, Gabriel?” Maya said, fluttering her eyelashes, which made us all laugh.

      “You don’t have to flirt with me to ask a favor, niña.” He opened it and handed it back.

      I opened mine and took a swig. I wished I didn’t like sugar so much, but there was no denying it. My thighs would give my secret away, if I bothered to try to keep it a secret. I took another swig and crossed my legs and scootched around to get more comfortable.

      “Did I tell you I registered for all my classes, Gabriel?” I asked.

      “No. What are you taking?”

      “The obvious—English, pre-calc, Western Civ, and of course I’m taking Spanish.” Gabriel had been on my case forever to learn it. He always said I was lucky to have a close friend who was fluent, but I hadn’t been interested earlier. Now I saw the practical value.

      Maya took a bite of her burger and a big blob of mustard dropped out of the sandwich onto her belly. She looked down. “Oh, man.”

      Gabriel handed her a few of the many napkins he’d brought and she tried to wipe it off but ended up just spreading it around.

      Gabriel and I laughed. “Dana’s going to be so happy,” I said.

      Maya kept wiping and Gabriel turned back to me. “I know you’re not just taking four classes at OAMS.”

      “No.” The Oklahoma Academy of Mathematics and Sciences was a final-two-year high-school run by the state. You had to apply to get into it, but tuition and room and board were fully covered for all students. Gabriel had graduated from there last month, so he did know what he was talking about. “I’m also taking inorganic chemistry, botany, and art.”

      “You’ll like the art teacher,” Gabriel said. “She’s super nice. Do you remember who any of the other teachers are?” He crunched down on a chip.

      “No idea.”

      “Let me know when you find out, and I can give you tips. Most of them are actually not bad. A lot of them have PhDs. It’s kind of like being in college.” He stretched his legs out in front of him.

      “You’ve told me all this already, Mr. Broken Record.” I squeezed my burger to squash it down and my finger split the soggy top bun, sending the halves onto the plate. “Shit!”

      “You’re not supposed to cuss,” Maya said, pretending to be serious.

      “I know, sorry, but it’s your fault. The tomato juice soaked all the way through. Stupid cheap buns.”

      “You’re supposed to be setting a good example for me.” Maya smirked at me.

      “I think, overall, she does, niña,” Gabriel said, tapping her toes with one of his black Pumas.

      It was sweet of him to say that. He knew how much I’d watched her growing up. Our parents worked a lot. Plus he was there for a lot of it, giving me breaks by playing Mario Kart with her. I pulled my t-shirt out from my waist. “Look, I’m setting an example of not pouring mustard on my shirt.”

      Maya cracked up while I tried to piece my burger together.

      Gabriel laughed. “You know she has to make her own mistakes to learn.”

      “Exactly!” Maya said.

      “Then you’re taking a step in the right direction,” I said, picking up the barely-together burger and successfully taking a bite.

      Maya was still giggling, but we dug in and ate for a bit. Maya told us about the goings on at the two-week summer camp she’d just finished and Gabriel went over his own course list for his first semester at college. We were lucky because we already lived in Burnside, a suburb of Oklahoma City, and that’s where Gabriel’s college, the Oklahoma Institute of Technology, was—which also happened to be the campus that housed OAMS. OAMS required students to live in the dorms, but we could go home on weekends. Gabriel was going to be living at home while at OIT to save money. He’d wanted to live in the dorms, but his mom thought they should save some of his scholarship money for other living expenses. Things were tight for them because the money he’d been getting from the government because of his dad dying had stopped when he turned eighteen earlier this year.

      I lay back, head in the grass. Gabriel and Maya were talking some more about the camp and swimming in the lake and how cool that was. As hot as it was outside, I felt peaceful. Everything was good. I was excited about OAMS, Gabriel was starting college, and Maya was going into the gifted and talented program at school.

      “Look, it’s the Three Musketeers!” I sat up to see one of our neighbors. “Hi, Mrs. Jansen.” I gave a little wave.

      “What grade are you going into, Maya?” she asked.

      “Third!”

      “You’ll be graduating elementary school in no time, sweetie. Gabriel and Lauren, you’re both starting on your own big adventures, aren’t you?”

      “Yep. In four years, I’ll be some kind of engineer.” He laughed. “The hard part is figuring out which type.”

      “You’ll figure it out. You’re a sharp one.” She turned to me. “And that fancy school will be lucky to have you, sweetie.”

      “Thanks. What’s Morgan up to?”

      “Still auditioning all the time and waiting tables.” Mrs. Jansen laughed. “It’s the old cliché for actors, but she seems to be having a good time.”

      “That’s fun,” Gabriel said. “I think she’s doing everything she’s supposed to.”

      Mrs. Jansen nodded. “Okay, I’ll let you get back to your conversation. I need to get a recipe from your mom.” She tottered off toward the patio.

      “Is Morgan going to be famous?” Maya asked.

      “Maybe,” I said. “She’s pretty, and she’s really effusive.”

      “What does that mean?” Maya asked.

      “She expresses herself a lot,” I explained.

      “Sort of like you, kiddo,” Gabriel said.

      “I’m effusive?” Maya asked, grinning.

      “You definitely are,” I said. I picked up one of Maya’s flip-flops and threw it at her.

      Maya caught it and threw it back, and soon we were tossing both flip-flops at each other and laughing.

      “How are you all doing?” Dana, my stepmom, appeared. “Oh, Maya, you’ve made a mess of your shirt. Let’s go inside and change it. Give me all your plates.”

      We handed them over while Dana rolled her eyes at Maya’s mess and smiled at us. “Charles will be here a bit later.” Maya clapped happily and took Dana’s hand, and they went into the house.

      Uncle Charles was Maya’s biological father’s brother, and he was around, but he worked in the oil fields so we didn’t see him all that often. He was a nice guy and always gave Maya candy. And me, also, if I was there.

      “Guess who we ran into at the DQ yesterday,” I said. “And who is coming over tomorrow to hang out.”

      Gabriel rolled his eyes. “You texted me right afterward. I don’t know what you see in that guy. He’s a douche. Even his name is douchey. J. T. ”

      “But I haven’t told you in person.” I laughed. “You’re just jealous because he’s straight.”

      “Okay, I will acknowledge that he’s an attractive … young man. But. Douche.”

      “Have you ever seen eyes in that particular blue?” I mused. They really were pretty. “Usually blue eyes are normal blue, but his are more like teal.”

      “I have not, and I don’t care.” He stretched his legs out and leaned back on his hands. “Eyes do not make someone interesting.”

      “Oh, I beg to differ.”

      “I’m beginning to question my assessment of you as not shallow.”

      I splayed my fingers on my chest and feigned offense. “How sayest thou?”

      “Oh, God.” He put his fingers to his forehead. “Not Shakespeare again. I thought you got over that last year.”

      I laughed. “It’s kind of how they talk in the Bible, too, you know.”

      “I’ve only read the Bible in Spanish.”

      “Well, you’re missing out on archaic English.”

      “I think I’m okay with that.” He nodded thoughtfully. “So … are you going to try to impress JT with your cooking?”

      I laughed again. “I probably will. I’ll bring you something of whatever I make.” Cooking was kind of my thing. I’d probably make cookies in the morning and something for lunch.

      He grinned at me and rubbed his stomach. “Yay.”

      Out of nowhere, Maya threw herself across the blanket, making both of us jump.

      “You’re back, kiddo,” Gabriel said.

      “I’m going to get us some pie,” I announced.

      “Great, Maya can get sugary cherry goo on her new, clean shirt.”

      “Perfect.” I got up, wiggled my half-asleep foot and limped over to the table. I shooed some flies and cut three pieces. When I looked back, Gabriel was tickling Maya’s feet, an old pastime of theirs.

      With Maya getting older, I was kind of glad he was gay. There were some creepy guys out there. I was so glad I’d never have to worry about Gabriel. I walked back.

      “Pie!” I handed them out and we all dug in.
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      Gabriel

      Thursday morning, the sociology professor wrapped up what she was saying about the complexities of race in America—she wasn’t wrong, but it would take more than a single unit in a semester class to do it justice—and I loaded my spiral notebook into my backpack, which had seen better days. It was a faded black, and near the top, there was this random tear whose origin was a total mystery.

      “Hey. Gabriel, right?”

      I looked up to see—OMG, it was Will, the guy I’d been obsessing over from afar since the first day of class. His dark, curly hair was even hotter up close and his eyes were definitely green, something I’d been trying to confirm for weeks. I mentally gulped and somehow produced a confident smile. “Hi. How are you?”

      “Good, good.” He spread his palm across his chest, which looked pretty solid under his white t-shirt. “I’m Will.”

      “I … knew that.” I laughed awkwardly. “Nice to meet you.”

      He was smiling at me, those green eyes shining. “Do you have another class right now? I thought we could get a coffee, maybe talk about class.”

      “Oh, you want to get a perspective on race from the person of color, huh?” I teased.

      He laughed, his grin absolutely infectious. “Come on, let’s go. But actually, I do have a clue. My dad’s Black. I just take after my mom and pass on my own. My brother doesn’t.”

      “Oh, wow.” I felt like an idiot. I zipped my backpack and jumped up, and we headed toward the door. “Sorry, I was trying to be funny.”

      He laughed again and looked at me as we walked. “No offense taken. You probably wouldn’t be surprised at some of the other stuff I’ve heard.”

      I nodded ruefully. “Probably not.”

      Now that I was looking again, I could kind of see it in his face. But I was not saying that shit out loud.

      Besides, as it happened, I liked his face. He had a strong jawline and looked kind of rugged.

      “Where do you want to go?” I asked.

      “Student union?” he suggested.

      “Sure.”

      We headed toward the building exit, neither of us talking. I wanted to say something, but everything I was coming up with was either stupid or way bolder than I could really be out loud. I was not going to tell him I’d been wanting to hang out since the start of the semester.

      “What’s your brew of choice?” he asked.

      “I’m more of a smoothie guy.”

      He pushed open the building’s front doors and the brisk fall air hit us. “Smoothie? Really? What’s wrong with a thick black brew?”

      “It doesn’t sit well with me.” We trotted down the steps to the sidewalk. The real reason I couldn’t drink coffee was because of Papá. He taught me to like it, and we’d drink it together despite Mamá being annoyed because I was so young. After he died, I couldn’t go near it because it reminded me too much of him. But this isn’t something you tell someone you’re supposed to be flirting with.

      “Your loss.”

      The sidewalk was busy with people going both directions, with lots of dodging involved to make progress. I glanced over to where the Happy Hollow was in the lawn across the street. It was a small dug-out pit lined with stones, a perfect den of privacy for horny couples. Maybe Will and I would end up there sometime. I wondered if there would be a line, given how popular it was supposed to be.

      Will’s eyebrows were raised as he looked at me. He must have spotted the daydreamy look on my face.

      “What are you thinking about?” Will asked.

      I regained control of my smile and toned it down. “Uh.” I reset my brain and looked at him. “Maybe I’ll tell you some day.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      Did he just wink at me? Lauren would be so impressed with me for flirting with a hot guy. I was always such a chicken.

      My stomach was doing flips, but we just turned right toward the union like everything was normal.

      “So, what do you think of the class?” I asked. “Dr. Wetherspoon?”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “It’s actually kind of cool, way more interesting than I expected. Like, learning that all these things I’ve seen in the world are recognized concepts that have names.”

      “Same. It’s also kind of jarring to see a white person acknowledging the ones about race.”

      “Yeah, I know.” He laughed “But that idiot who insisted race was always biologically detectable from a person’s features …”

      “She was all, ‘Those are all socially constructed meanings that you’re assigning to people’s features.’” I said in a haughty way, and sort of imitating the professor’s voice, which made us both laugh.

      We had to dodge a group of frat guys hogging the sidewalk.

      Once we were past them, Will said, “I know. He’s not going to do well on the test. What’s your major?”

      “Mechanical engineering. But I’m not sure if I’ll stick with it.” We turned left and headed toward the union’s back-door entrance.

      “Oh, nice. I’m undeclared at the moment.” He shrugged, seemingly unconcerned.

      “If I do want to change, I have to keep that major as long as possible because I have a scholarship through the department.” There was so much at stake with college that I couldn’t make a bad step. I had to get it right or I could end up wasting so much money.

      “Oh, so you’re a smart guy.” Will opened the door and held it for me. It led right into Booth Forest, a large area filled with these tall wood and green booths

      “Mostly just organized.” I went in, and it was loud from all the conversations echoing throughout the room. Some people turned to look at us, but nobody seemed alarmed by the sudden presence of a couple gay guys. If they knew. Did people know? I’d never really officially come out, but people often guessed. Still, it hadn’t ever really been a problem for me. What about Will?

      I glanced over at him. He caught me looking and gave me a sideways smile. We’d just passed through Booth Forest and into the food court area.

      He touched my shoulder. “Do you want to split up so you can get your smoothie and I’ll get my coffee, and we can meet back here?”

      “Sure.”

      We went our different ways, but once I was in line and had ordered my smoothie, I looked over at him in line. He totally caught me looking and winked at me again, which about made my heart nearly stop. I turned quickly back around, face heating. He was obviously way more used to being identifiably gay. If we got together, I’d have to get used to that.

      I could get used to that. I totally could.

      We met up at the entrance to Booth Forest and smiled at each other again, making me feel giddy.

      He looked into the room. “Let’s find a spot.”

      I followed and we had to walk down a couple aisles before finding an empty booth, but we snagged it. When I sat down, I tossed my backpack into the corner, where it landed with a heavy thud.

      “What do you have in there?” Will asked.

      I adjusted the backpack against the wall. “I have to drop some books off at the library, plus I always feel like I should bring every relevant book for my classes.”

      “Okay, let’s see them,” Will said.

      I unzipped the bag and looked at him. “Are you a reader?”

      “Sometimes. I like fantasy, like, the newer stuff that isn’t always about only white people.”

      I laughed and pulled out three books and set them on the table. Two Batman graphic novels and an old sci-fi in Spanish.

      “Batman, huh?” He gave me the side-eye. “I’m more of a Marvel guy.”

      My eyebrows shot up in excited surprise. “Do you read comic books?”

      He shook his head. “I never have. Is that a problem?”

      I laughed. He was obviously teasing from the glint in his eye. “Well, if you’re interested in trying them, I have the perfect starting point for you. Have you heard of Watchmen?”

      “The movie?”

      “Oh, my God, no.” I splayed my hand across my chest. “The graphic novel. It’s way better. Dark, but good.”

      “I usually like stuff that’s a bit dark,” he said.

      This was awesome. Maybe I could get him into comics and I’d have someone to talk about them with. Lauren had never liked them. “I’ll bring it on Tuesday,” I said. I raised a finger and cocked my head to the side. “But be aware, there are rules about how to read it.”

      He laughed. “I’m not a rule-follower, Gabriel.”

      “Well, you have to, or I won’t let you borrow the book.” I tried to look very serious and utterly failed because of how happy I felt.

      He made me pull out the other books in the bag and teased me relentlessly about my mom’s Spanish romance novels, but I hadn’t felt this good in a while.
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      Lauren

      My botany lecture ended and I headed to the front desk, where I was scheduled to meet a prospective student and her mom for a tour. I volunteered for this the first week of class after I found out you could get out of P.E. to do it. They liked how easy it was for me to talk to people, a skill not everyone here had. You know, with all the nerds.

      Before turning the corner toward the front of the classroom building, I spotted JT coming out of a classroom. His blond head towered over everyone, sort of the same way he dominated any room he was in. I adjusted my shirt and cursed myself for not stopping at the bathroom to put more lip gloss on.

      But I shouldn’t have worried. We’d been together for months.

      A smile stretched his face when he saw me. I went up to him and kissed him on the mouth, his light day-old stubble brushing my chin.

      He put his arms around me for a second, but then pulled back and took my hand. “What are you doing out of class?”

      I explained about the tour.

      “See you at seven thirty, then?” he asked.

      “Yep,” I said, despite the twinge in my heart. Why couldn’t he ever meet after school like everyone else? Where did he go every day? Was he sneaking around with someone?

      He squeezed my hand and headed off to his last class.

      I shouldn’t complain, even in my head. He was perfect, and I was lucky he was into me. I’d been admiring him since I first saw him freshman year at Burnside High, and running into him in July was just great luck. We’d been officially together since mid-July. He’d become a bit of a fixture at my house over the summer, even helping out by staying with Maya when Gabriel and I had to do something. He usually came over on Saturdays when I had to watch Maya, which was most of them, including this coming weekend. I was planning to make my onion pizza, which was JT’s favorite.

      The prospective student and her mom were waiting by the front desk when I got there. The girl had on jeans, a yellow cardigan, and some brandless shoes. Her straight brown hair was unsettled and clearly not designed to impress. No makeup. Obviously awkward—like half the kids here. She’d fit right in with them. Her mom was wearing nice slacks and a pink blouse and had on normal makeup. I always wondered what moms like that thought of their unkempt daughters.

      “Maddy?” I asked.

      Maddy turned and looked at me before looking at the ground again. But her mom smiled.

      “Welcome. I’m Lauren Baxter. I’m a junior here, and I’ll be giving you the tour and telling you about the school.”

      The mom said hi and Maddy smiled shyly and gave a little wave.

      “Nice to meet you both.” I walked closer to the windows to get out of the way and they followed me. “First I’ll give you an overview and you can ask questions, then I’ll show you around the classroom building and the dorm.”

      We started down the hall.

      “I’m sure you already know a lot of this, but one of the rules is that we aren’t supposed to leave the college campus without permission.”

      The mom nodded. “And by college, you mean OIT, right?”

      “Yeah. OAMS doesn’t really have a ‘campus.’ We just have this building and the dorm you passed on the way here from the parking lot. But the Oklahoma Institute of Technology does have a whole large campus, and it’s sort of our adopted one.”

      “Great. Thanks for clarifying.”

      I continued as we walked. “OAMS students have to live here during the week. Friday after classes they can go home, but they have to be back by Sunday night at eight thirty. Most students stay here most weekends.”

      “And there’s no fee, even for room and board, right?” the mom asked.

      “Correct. The state covers everything.”

      After that, I showed them around the front, where all the administrators’ offices were. We turned the corner and I took them to the large lunch room. “They bring us lunch here during the week, mostly sandwiches, but Tuesdays and Fridays we get hot food. The shepherd’s pie is the best. Breakfast and dinner we get at the college cafeteria. And on weekends, lunch too.”

      “Maddy has a gluten sensitivity,” her mom said. “Will they be able to accommodate that?”

      “Definitely. The cafeteria, too.” This just made me think of JT again, because he was a picky eater and always asking for little things from the staff. I’d see him next at the cafeteria. My stomach flipped at the thought of kissing him again.

      “Great,” the mom said.

      We moved on down the hall and looked into a couple of empty classrooms. We went into the second one and I showed them the various tech we had: computers, specialized tablets that could project, several AV tools.

      “This is impressive,” the mom said.

      I glanced at Maddy, who looked a little bored. I gave her a smile and she returned it, albeit shyly.

      We walked to the art studio at the end of the hall, but there was a class in session so we didn’t go in.

      We headed back toward the front of the building and down the opposite hall. “The music room and auditorium are down this way.” The music room wasn’t in use, so we went in. The teacher was there, and Maddy chatted with her because she was an oboe player.

      After they were done, I said, “Let me show you the dorm.” Our two white brick buildings shared a lawn, making an L shape with each other.

      As we crossed the grass, the mom asked, “Can you talk a little about safety? We’re worried about the missing girls.”

      There had been several girls who’d gone missing in the area recently. It had become big news when a sixth grader disappeared on her way home from school a couple weeks earlier.

      “Well, we have the run of the campus, but it’s pretty safe. There are blue lights all over the place where you can run to and call for help if you need it. They have a microphone and speaker connected to the campus police. But those missing girls are all younger, too.”

      “That’s true,” the mom said. She still looked worried.

      I worried about Maya, but we never let her out alone, and that seemed to be what happened with all the missing girls. Somehow, they’d end up on their own, walking home from school or something like that. Maya would never do that. And right now, I had other things to keep my mind occupied—primarily JT, but also the insane amount of homework that was always waiting for me.
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      Gabriel

      I was at home Saturday evening, texting Will and working on calculus homework. I was lucky Mamá didn’t want me to get a part-time job, since I got the scholarship. She was always stressed about money, but she wanted me to be able to focus on school. I sometimes thought her life would be easier if she would just find a guy to marry, but she never got over Papá being killed any better than I had. We sometimes still talked about him like he was coming home from Afghanistan soon.

      My phone dinged on the couch next to me, but I forced myself to finish the calculus problem I was working on before I could touch the phone.

      It was excruciating. The phone dinged again. But finally I finished and picked it up.

      —I’ve gotta go to work⁠—

      Well, that was a buzzkill. Not what I wanted to see. I picked up one of Lauren’s snickerdoodle cookies she’d brought over earlier. JT was over, so of course she wanted to impress him with her cooking. It was embarrassing how much he would gush over the things she made. She was good, but still.

      —I’ll talk to you after I get home— Will added.

      He worked in the college’s library and apparently his boss wouldn’t let him use his phone during work hours, which was ruining my life even though this was only the second time I’d had to deal with it. He’d worked Thursday, too. That was actually why our coffee/smoothie date—was it a date?—ended. He’d had to go to work.

      Will was really cool and had seemed to enjoy hanging out with yours truly. He was definitely a potential boyfriend in my mind, even though we hadn’t seen each other since Thursday. We’d texted all day yesterday. I knew I needed to chill out, but that’s where it seemed to be heading. I scrolled back to our first texts.

      —I’m almost to the library and will have to go dark— he’d texted after leaving the student union.

      —It will be good for me to have a chance to do some homework— I said.

      There were some laughing emojis, and then a message saying he was turning his phone off. Eventually, several hours later, —Okay, I like books, but I don’t like student athletes coming in, handing me a list of books, and asking me to get them for them. I mean, no⁠—

      —Do they do that?—

      —You’d be surprised at how entitled they are— he answered. —My brother definitely is⁠—

      His brother was a walk-on for the basketball team.

      —You’re pretty entitled— I texted.

      —In what way?—

      —You think you’re entitled to my texts— I added some laughing emojis.

      —I think this is more of an equal partnership thing— he said, which made me laugh.

      I responded with more laughing emojis, feeling like I was being ridiculous.

      He texted —You do owe me though⁠—

      —What?—

      —You have to guess— He included a winking emoji. He had stepped up the flirting a bit, and I was both nervous and excited.

      I also had no real idea how to respond properly. —I couldn’t possibly guess. I’m a very innocent boy— That sounded very flirty, even though it was also literally accurate.

      —That doesn’t have to always be true. We’ll talk about it sometime⁠—

      Being so inexperienced was really annoying, but it wasn’t like I could fix it on my own. I couldn’t have an actual relationship with myself. I set the phone down. I needed a break from all the hoping-it-worked-out, and from my calculus. I headed into the kitchen to heat up some leftover enchiladas Mamá made for dinner last night. She almost never made them with salsa verde, even though she knew it was my favorite, so I was really looking forward to these leftovers.

      Once it was in the microwave, I went to get the mail, still smiling.

      The arrival of the electric bill was an immediate stressor, even though this month would be lower than September because AC season was fading and it hadn’t gotten cold yet. But then, as I was coming back in, I saw JT leaving Lauren’s house. He looked smug and I hated him. Something was seriously off with that guy. He looked up and smiled at me, managing to look even more smug.

      What was up with Lauren? What did she see in that guy?

      I ignored him and decided to see if Lauren and Maya wanted any of the enchiladas. There were more left in the pan. I walked over and rang the doorbell. The front room lights were off and nobody answered the door. Maya wasn’t supposed to answer the door on her own, but what was Lauren doing? I rang the doorbell again, but nothing.

      Was she already in bed at this hour? So weird.

      Feeling a bit lonely, I went back home, dropped the mail on the kitchen counter, and grabbed my enchiladas out of the microwave. I sat down on the couch, put my feet on the coffee table and turned the TV on. It was on a local channel and by chance they were talking about OIT. Something about sports.

      I took a bite of enchilada—yum—and watched as they switched to a hospital scene with some of the big basketball players there, talking to cancer kids. I wasn’t into sports, but some of these guys were … very nice to look at. They were wearing shirts that covered their biceps, which was unfortunate, but it was still obvious how fit they were. All these giant guys were sitting in this big room with a bunch of kids clustered around them. They looked hilarious in those kid-sized chairs. Honestly, I was probably closer in size to the oldest kids than to these guys. Being short was really annoying.

      After a bit, they interviewed this blond guy named John Johnson. Apparently he was a big guy on the team, nicknamed Hoppin’ John. I didn’t like the look of him and he reminded me of JT. Guys like that were so arrogant, and he was obviously full of himself.

      “I’m just happy I can change a kid’s life. These little guys go through so much, and they need a break from everything.”

      Blah blah. I had achieved a few things in life, too, and you didn’t see me going around like I was God’s gift to humankind. All he was doing was visiting them. The kid he was talking to was in bed and had a tube running up his nose, although, admittedly, he did look excited to meet John.

      I hated performative philanthropy. Famous people were always doing that stuff. Walking around like their mere presence was life-changing. I mean, college athletes weren’t usually wealthy yet, so maybe I was being harsh. But seriously, just because he’s a good athlete, we’re supposed to believe he’s this great person? I didn’t buy it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lauren

      Halloween night, I made a quick dinner of chicken noodle soup for Maya and me. I’d been roped into taking her trick-or-treating because both my parents had ended up having to work. I was a tad annoyed at having to come home on a school night, which wasn’t the norm.

      After we ate, I helped Maya get into her pirate costume. It was pretty cute, actually—black boots, red and black striped leggings, and a flowy white shirt. The best part was the upright plush parrot that was stitched to her left shoulder. We put on a flashing ankle light for safety.

      “Hold up your sword,” I told her before stretching my jaw in a giant yawn. Another week with not enough sleep. OAMS’ homework load really was no joke.

      Maya lifted the cheesy plastic cutlass. “Arr!”

      I snapped a photo, Maya’s red bandanna bright against her dark hair. She was so excited that it was infectious, and I was no longer annoyed at having to take her. She was too cute.

      The truth was, I’d been kind of frustrated with her because every time I babysat on Saturdays, I’d have JT over, but Maya would always be in our space.

      Tonight was like the old days. As an eight-year-old, I’d loved getting a new baby sister more than anything. From her first steps, she’d always followed me around as if I were the sun.

      Looking at her now, growing up so fast, I shook my head and texted the pic to Dana like she’d told me to. She’d been really disappointed she had to work and couldn’t take Maya out.

      The sun was starting to fade by the time we left the house. We stopped by to show Maya’s costume to Gabriel and his mom, Adelita, and they said appropriately admiring things and took their own photos.

      “You look positively dangerous,” Gabriel said.

      “I do?” Maya said, stricken.

      “It’s good, Maya,” I explained. “Pirates are supposed to be dangerous.”

      “Oh yeah,” she said.

      “Have fun tonight, mi peligrosita!” Adelita said, making Maya smile.

      Then we headed out—but not before Maya grabbed a banana Laffy Taffy from their bowl. Plenty of other kids were trick-or-treating, parents in tow. Maya went up to each house on her own and came back to show me her spoils. She had the same old purple plastic pumpkin I’d used when I was little.

      After the first few houses, I got my phone out and played my puzzle game. I stuck one of Maya’s pieces of red licorice in my mouth and sucked on it for a while. This stuff was so good, I didn’t know how Maya could hate it so much. But she did, so I got all of it. Which was great, but I’d really rather be celebrating Halloween differently, like going to a party with a boyfriend.

      After several houses, we caught up to a group of other third and fourth graders. One of them called her name, and after they all excitedly showed each other their candy hauls, she stayed with the pack.

      I sent JT a text. —What are you doing?—

      I followed the gaggle of kids to several more houses, avoiding the parents, because who wanted to talk about school and where I was going to college with a bunch of adults? I glanced at my phone. Why hadn’t JT texted me back? I started another game.

      I’d seen him at school today and everything seemed back to normal, but Saturday was weird. He’d come over with some beer, and we’d been drinking stealthily, and somehow I’d fallen asleep on him. I woke up and he was gone and it was late.

      Maya ran over with more licorice and I stuffed a piece in my mouth.

      “It’s so gross, Lauren,” she said.

      “Nope, it’s awesome.”

      She went back to the group and we went to the next house.

      “Lauren,” said someone behind me.

      I spun around and saw JT.

      “What are you doing here?” I was so surprised I forgot to smile. And then I panicked a bit because I hadn’t touched up my makeup before coming out.

      “I was just out for a run.”

      I clocked what he was wearing. “Only you would run in jean cutoffs,” I said, laughing. He also had a brown t-shirt with the chemical formula for caffeine on the front, which was more normal.

      “It was all I had. Tomorrow’s laundry day. Anyway, I came this direction because I thought I might catch you and get to see you again.” He grinned, which made his eyes crinkle.

      That made my night. I kissed him. I slid my hand across the back of his neck, breathing in his familiar guy smell. He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me in close—so close that I felt a hardness in the front of his shorts, which shocked me. Was that because of me? That idea was both terrifying and intoxicating.

      He disentangled his tongue and leaned back. “You taste like candy.”

      I laughed. “It’s the red licorice Maya’s been giving me all night. She doesn’t even want it in her bucket, so I get every bit of it.”

      “I like it.” He let go of me and backed away and I was instantly two degrees colder.

      “I texted you,” I said.

      “Oh, it must still be muted.” He pulled his phone out to glance at it. “I didn’t notice.”

      “That’s okay.” I stepped forward and took his hand. “I was just wondering what you were up to. Now I know.” Not with some girl.

      He smiled and squeezed my hand before dropping it. “Listen, I’d better get going. I want to finish my run so I can get back. Don’t want to get caught off campus. But I’m glad I got to see you again.”

      “Yeah, me too.” I loved that he sought me out. Not a lot of people prioritized me.

      He gave a little wave and took off running. I didn’t know why he couldn’t stick around. Getting caught off campus wasn’t really that big a deal. At least from what I’d heard.

      I turned back around and watched the kids ring the next doorbell. The pirate dropped a handful of candy into her bucket and the group headed across the yard to the next house.

      I covered my mouth in another yawn and followed along the sidewalk before pulling out my phone to text JT again.

      —Miss you already⁠—

      I stared at the phone, waiting for a response that didn’t come right away like I’d hoped.

      Maya got so excited on the way to the next house that she jumped up and down. It made me smile. She was so cute.

      Even after four more houses, JT hadn’t replied. Of course, if he was running, he wouldn’t feel it. Or hear it.

      After the next house, the pirate ran over to the group of parents and held up a Butterfinger to a woman in a witch costume who leaned down and smiled. “Look what I got, Mommy—my favorite!”

      It was a little boy, not my sister.

      Oh, my God—where was Maya?
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