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CHAPTER 1




EVERYONE HAS PAIN




Some clichés contain profound truths despite sounding corny.

Like how first impressions matter. The guy I just bumped into in the school hallway scrunched his eyebrows. So, I couldn’t imagine what he thought of me. Especially since he towered over me by a good four or five inches.

“Watch where you’re going, man,” he said.

I bit my lip. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to be clumsy.”

“Doesn’t matter what your intentions were.” He crossed his arms. “You messed up.”

I tugged at my backpack strap. “Do you enjoy giving people a hard time?”

“Just defending myself.”

“It was an accident.”

He wrinkled his nose. “Wait. Are you new?”

“Yeah,” I mumbled.

“Figures. Well, I’ll let it slide just this once.”

Please. As if I needed the guy’s approval for anything. My life was none of his business, and he should’ve kept walking. If I were a violent person, then I would’ve punched him. But no. Fists weren’t the answer. Physical altercations never solved anything, and getting labeled “unstable” was the last thing I needed when starting a new school.

I snorted. “Thanks. Although, if you’re gonna act rude, you could at least give me a name.”

“I’m Wesley Campbell. And you are?”

“Kevin Thompson.”

He pointed to my hair. “The platinum blond looks good on you.”

My heart fluttered. Wesley couldn’t have said what he had. If I didn’t know better, then I would’ve thought he complimented me. Or worse. Flirted with me. And that couldn’t happen—not ever. Having standards when dating was important. Even if Wesley’s physical attractiveness made me hot around the ears. I refused to be attracted to a jerk. 

“Not gonna say something nice about me?” Wesley challenged.

I looked Wesley over. He might not have been ugly, but there was nothing special about his appearance. He had spiked, black hair in addition to a tee-shirt, long-sleeve flannel, varsity jacket, which had the image of a bear etched on the right side of it, jeans, and sneakers. So, Wesley must’ve been a jock. The only question was what sport he played. 

I didn’t care enough to ask, though. Taking a genuine interest in his life wouldn’t benefit me. I was my only priority. Life was simpler that way.

“Nope,” I said.

He snickered. “Ouch. My feelings are hurt.”

“Like you’re capable of genuine emotion.”

“You don’t know anything about my life.”

“You’re right. But the same could be said about you, because you’ve got no idea what I might or might not be going through.”

He winked. “Care to share?”

“Not really.”

Honestly, I didn’t care about seeming harsh. Pushing Wesley away was a much-needed defense mechanism. I just couldn’t afford to get hurt again. Not after Lincoln died.

He shook his head. “Too bad.”

“I’d say it was nice meeting you, but there’s no point in superficial niceties.”

“And people call me harsh,” Wesley said.

Wesley grabbed my arm when I started walking away from him. The grip didn’t hurt, but his touch also didn’t inspire confidence. Not like a warm feeling spread through my body while he locked eyes with me. So, yeah. I wondered what else he wanted—not like we had anything more to discuss. “See you around, Kev,” he said.

“The name’s Kevin.”

“Giving nicknames is kinda my thing.”

“I don’t have time for this.” I smacked my shoulder against Wesley’s before shuffling away without another word.

I didn’t regret not being nicer to Wesley. He couldn’t chastise me one second, only to praise me the next. That wasn’t how life worked. Not if he wanted to have honest interactions. If Wesley wanted to know the real me, then he should’ve dropped his whole athletic bravado.

A girl soon approached me. She beamed her eyes, grin expanding. She flipped her red hair over her shoulders, then cleared her throat. Good to know I wasn’t the only nervous person on the first day of school.

“I’m Annie,” she said.

“Kevin.”

She giggled. “I see you met Wesley Campbell.”

“Yeah,” I said, calmness radiating through me. 

From my initial impression, Annie was the opposite of Wesley. While it was true that keeping Wesley at a distance was a defense mechanism because of Lincoln’s death, Wesley still tried too hard during our conversation. Almost as if Wesley expected something from me.

“Don’t worry about him. He gives everyone a hard time, so it’s nothing personal.” Annie sighed. “What grade are you in?”

“I’m a senior.”

“Same.”

“And before you ask, yeah. This is my first year at Fort Beach High. But I’ve lived in Fort Beach all my life.”

She frowned. “Starting a new school for your final year of high school has gotta be rough?”

“I’ll manage.”

“Where did you go to school before?” Annie asked.

I pursed my lips. I didn’t need a PhD for inferring Annie meant well by taking an interest in my life, yet my past wasn’t something that rolled off my tongue. Besides, I didn’t wanna alienate my possible new friend. No telling how Annie would react to what I went through over the last couple of months. It wasn’t like grief and death were normal conversation topics for teens.

I averted my gaze. “I’d rather not discuss that.”

“No problem.”

“I still gotta go to my locker, but nice meeting you.”

“Do you want me to walk you to your first class?” Annie offered. 

I shook my head. “I’m good, thanks. But that’s nice of you. More than most people would do.”

Annie’s kindness was great. However, I wasn’t five years old. I needed to do things myself. Especially since I was the new kid, and couldn’t seem weak on the first day. It wasn’t like I was so stubborn that I’d refuse help if I were drowning. I just needed some independence. And the feeling was more natural than needing oxygen to live. But maybe that was because of having absentee parents—my father was the CEO of a fashion company and my mother was a famous self-help author. Not having involved parents meant only counting on myself. Like everything else, I learned to live with the disappointment from my parents not being more present in my life.

Annie made a clucking noise with her tongue. “Mind if I ask one more question?”

I chuckled. “Go ahead.”

“When do you have lunch?”

“Fifth period.”

She jabbed her fist through the air. “Damn. Mine is sixth.”

“That’s unfortunate. But I look forward to chatting again.”

“Same.”

“Have a good first day,” I said.

“You too.”




• • •




The second bell rang sometime later, and anger shot through my body before I hurried through the hallway. Being late to first period was the last thing I wanted or needed, yet finding my locker took longer than expected—it was in the E Wing on the third floor. So, I took a couple of deep breaths, descended a flight of stairs, hurried through several more hallways, and entered English class several minutes later.

A curly-haired woman raised her palm at me the second I tried scurrying toward an empty desk in the front row. “Stop!” Mrs. Hall exclaimed. 

Sweat dripped down my back. I had a good idea about what might happen—she’d probably embarrass me somehow. But maybe, just maybe, I was wrong. I’d even sacrifice hot chocolate for one month if I got my way. I wasn’t asking for much. I just wanted Mrs. Hall to do nothing. If she got pleasure from terrorizing teenagers, then she needed a new job. Because I couldn’t think of one good reason for Mrs. Hall’s current hyena-like grin.

I furrowed my eyebrows. “Something wrong?’

Mrs. Hall blew a loose curl to the side. “You don’t expect me to ignore your tardiness, do you?”

Way to ask a loaded question.

I exhaled a breath—if only my prediction hadn’t been right. “Okay…”

“You can sit after you introduce yourself.” Mrs. Hall coughed into her right arm. “State your name and a fact about yourself.”

I rolled my eyes. I couldn’t hide my annoyance about Mrs. Hall being one of those awkward teachers who believed in ice breakers. If I had my way, ice breakers would be illegal. Nothing more annoying than being put on the spot.

“I’m Kevin, and I used to attend Yorkey Prep,” I said.

“You can do better than that,” Mrs. Hall said.

More anger flared through my body. If today was the first day, then I didn’t wanna know what the rest of my year would entail. Life wasn’t supposed to be this difficult, because my first period teacher shouldn’t have tried so hard to suck the fun out of life.

“Fine. You want something deeper?” I asked.

Mrs. Hall nodded. “That’d be nice.”

I stopped myself from laughing. Mrs. Hall was pretty dense for an English teacher, because she should’ve realized my question was rhetorical.

“Well?” Mrs. Hall demanded.

I curled my fingers into a fist. If Mrs. Hall wanted something more personal—like the tragedy that happened to me over the summer—then she’d get that. Perhaps the revelation would teach her not to mess with me. It wasn’t like I had to consider my classmates’ reactions when mentioning last summer. The majority of students weren’t even looking at the front of the classroom. Instead, they were either on their iPhones, staring off into space, or chatting with the person next to them.

“The guy I was secretly dating died in a car accident this past Fourth of July,” I said, raising my voice.

A silence fell over the room, and everyone shifted their focus to me. Apparently, I underestimated how nosy teens were.

Mrs. Hall’s cheeks turned bright red. “Sorry for your loss.”

I took the empty seat in the front row without waiting for Mrs. Hall’s permission to sit. 

I tilted my head while stretching my arms. Unfortunately, Wesley sat in the desk behind me. And we stole a glance with each other. Except his previous cocky smile wasn’t plastered on his face. This time, his Adam’s apple throbbed. Almost as if he sympathized with my loss, and acted human for one fleeting moment.




CHAPTER 2




APOLOGY




I sat on a wooden stool by the kitchen counter, eating a cookie. 

Several days passed since my first day at Fort Beach High, yet I didn’t know what to think about public school. Mrs. Hall’s behavior irked me—embarrassing me seemed unprofessional—but life could always be worse. I hadn’t been bullied, so that was something positive to focus on. I just had to make it till June, and then I’d never have to worry about high school again.

Footsteps echoed, growing louder with each passing second. Mom entered the kitchen without smiling. She approached my seat by the counter, then grabbed an apple from the fruit basket. A series of crunching noises echoed through the kitchen.

“Thought you had plans with your friends?” I asked.

“I do.” Mom took another bite of the apple. “They just got moved back a couple of hours.”

I nodded. “Cool.”

“Enough about me. How does public school compare to private school?”

I shrugged. “It’s okay.”

“That’s all you’ve got to say?”

I huffed. Mercury must’ve been in retrograde. First Mrs. Hall badgered me on my first day, and now Mom decided to interrogate me. It wasn’t like she and Dad took much of an interest in my life. I was lucky if I said five words to them a week. So, yeah. I couldn’t help my current skepticism about why Mom wanted to chat. It didn’t matter if I was dealing with something major like grief. That wouldn’t have stopped her in the past—like when my pet hamster died when I was ten—from focusing on herself.

My dynamic with my parents wouldn’t get better if neither one of us made an effort, though. So, I was stuck between whether I should continue putting up walls or if I should have a genuine conversation with Mom.

Mom’s eyes widened. “I’m really trying…”

“That’s nice,” I murmured.

“If you’ve got something to say, then say it.”

“While I’m thankful for the mansion, driving a Mercedes, and having a credit card, it’s a little late to be taking an interest in my life.”

“Lincoln has been dead for two months.”

My heart lurched at Mom’s cavalier attitude about Lincoln’s death. Lincoln was a human being, and his life mattered. To me, at least. Mom also didn’t need to state the obvious. I wasn’t a little kid, and was capable of discovering truisms for myself. It wasn’t like Mom was there when I got the call from the hospital about Lincoln’s death.

“I can count,” I said.

“Didn’t say you couldn’t.”

I remained silent. 

“You shouldn’t have kept your relationship with Lincoln a secret,” Mom said. “Your father and I could’ve helped you.”

I made a pig-like snort. I shouldn’t have been shocked about Mom making my situation about herself. Yet I was. I was only human, and that meant wanting to believe the best in Mom no matter how many times she disappointed me.

“I was protecting his privacy,” I said.

“You didn’t attend his funeral.”

I bit my lip. “Didn’t wanna out him to his family.”

“That’s kind of you.”

“Vulnerability works both ways,” I blurted.

Changing the subject was best. I refused to be in the spotlight any longer than I needed to. Lincoln’s death pained me enough as it was.

“What are you talking about?” Mom asked.

I bit my nail. “If you want me to be honest, then you should behave the same way.”

“I tell you stuff all the time.”

“Letting me know you’re accompanying Dad to Europe or Asia on one of his business trips isn’t deep conversation.”

“I didn’t realize you felt this way,” she said.

“I’m not saying this to hurt your feelings. I need space and time to sort out my emotions about Lincoln.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I’d be happy to help you find a therapist—one you approve of.”

If only I could scream into my pillow. Nothing wrong with going to counseling, but Mom needed to lose the attitude. My feelings about Lincoln’s death wasn’t a project she could manage on a quick timetable. Toxic positivity existed too. People couldn’t be happy all the time, no matter how much some individuals wished they could. 

“Let me feel what I’m feeling—not like I’m downward spiraling by ditching school and doing drugs.”

“You better not,” Mom said.

“There’s one thing I love about public school.”

Her gaze widened. “What’s that?”

“People are less snotty than private school.”

She laughed. “Yeah. That must be nice.”

Good to know I amused her. Perhaps there was hope for our dynamic yet. Joking around with Mom was the normalcy I wanted. Not speculating about how long I’d have to live with the pain from Lincoln’s death.

“Hope you know I’m sorry for what you’re going through.” Mom threw the apple pit into the garbage under the sink, wiped her lips with a napkin, then squeezed my hands. “I want you to be happy. So, if you ever start dating someone again, don’t hesitate to introduce them to your father and me.”

I scoffed. Having a distant dynamic with Mom meant not believing what Mom said. Somehow, her words seemed hollow. Mom was also too much. She ruined the moment by discussing the possibility of me dating again. Because I wouldn’t look at another guy or girl for a long time. Being attracted to someone else so soon would betray Lincoln’s memory. And I couldn’t. Lincoln’s death didn’t mean my love for him stopped. It hadn’t. Lincoln and I hadn’t gotten the amount of time we deserved, yet that didn’t mean our relationship wasn’t real.

“Have you made any friends?” Mom asked.

“One.”

“That’s good. You don’t deserve to be alone.”

I chuckled. “Nothing wrong with being an introvert.”

“You’re young and should enjoy life. Because life isn’t only about surviving—you need to live too.” Mom met my gaze, then sighed. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have sounded insensitive.”

This moment was one of the few times my heart didn’t thump louder and faster. Mom caught her mistake, so that was something. Most people wouldn’t have had the self-awareness she had—nothing fun about admitting a blunder. And Mom was also right about her comment regarding life being about living and not just surviving.

“The girls and I are gonna grab dinner after our shopping outing,” Mom said.

“Great.”

She gripped her pearl necklace, holding it so tight it should’ve broken. “You’ll be on your own tonight.”

“Not a big deal. I’ll order takeout.”

I overlooked the uneasy feeling in my stomach. No point in acting emotional about eating dinner alone. Not because feelings made me weak, but because nothing good would come from my outburst. Family dinners were almost nonexistent in my house—I was lucky if I had four or five family dinners a year. An itch shot up my back, then I scratched it. If I was being honest, then I needed to admit I couldn’t remember the last time I shared a meal with my parents. Certainly not for my eighteenth birthday a couple of weeks ago. Mom and Dad had been away on a vacation. Lincoln’s death also killed my desire to celebrate. My life was just beginning whereas Lincoln’s life ended abruptly. We should’ve enjoyed senior year together—even if he hadn’t been ready to publicly admit his sexuality.

“Cool,” she said.




• • •




I grabbed hot chocolate from McNally’s the following morning and sat at a table in back. It was Saturday. So, I couldn’t spend the entire day at home. I might not have been Mr. Social, but if I remained in my bedroom all day, my mind would wander. Like with how I was supposed to spend the rest of my life without Lincoln. Forever was a long time when I was only a teenager. 

Someone patted my back, then I lifted my gaze. My throat burned. Wesley stood in front of me with a cup of iced coffee. And if Wesley was smart, he wouldn’t bother me. Drama was the last thing I needed when relaxing.

“This seat taken?” he asked.

I didn’t respond. Instead, I turned my iPhone on. Ignoring Wesley might be the fastest way to get rid of him. There was no reason to chat with him. Any possible sympathy he felt for me about Lincoln’s death didn’t matter. I hadn’t forgotten about his jerk behavior during our first interaction.

Wesley sighed. “I’ll take that as a no.”

I didn’t respond. 

He sat in the chair across from me. “I wanted to apologize for how I behaved when we first met.”

My eyes remained on my iPhone. With a little luck, Wesley might realize I didn’t want anything to do with him. His remorse showed he was human, yet the world would survive if we weren’t friends. Some stereotypes—like the jock not being friends with the quiet kid—were true. 

So, yeah. Wesley should’ve run along and not wasted our time. Nothing worse than pissing away time—it was the one thing people couldn’t get back.

“Do you hate me so much you can’t even make eye contact?” he asked.

Damn. So much for meeting Wesley’s gaze. Apparently, the universe had other plans for me. It wasn’t like I could walk away from Wesley. He might chase after me. And I could also see him at school. So, unless I moved to the North Pole, I might not have had much of a choice about talking to him.

I snickered. “I don’t hate you. That’d require feeling something for you, which I don’t. So, don’t flatter yourself.”

“If I knew what happened to you, then I wouldn’t have been so confrontational.”

“Great.” I sipped my hot chocolate. The drink’s sweetness lingered on my tongue while the echoing of numerous voices filled the coffee shop. Some people might’ve teased me for preferring hot chocolate over coffee, but I didn’t care. It wasn’t like I hated coffee. I just enjoyed how hot chocolate was less bitter than coffee. “I accept your apology, so you can go.”

“I’m not done.”

I leaned forward, elbows sliding onto the table. “You shouldn’t need to know somebody’s past to treat them with respect. There’s something called being a decent human, and you might wanna try it.”

“You don’t know me.”

“You’re right, and I’m not interested in being friends.”

“What Mrs. Hall did wasn’t cool.” Wesley slurped the rest of his iced coffee, then tossed it into an adjacent garbage. What a surprise. He made the shot. 

“Let me guess. You play basketball?” I asked.

Wesley tugged at the sides of his flannel. “Close. I play football in the fall, hockey in the winter, and lacrosse in the spring.”

“Cool.” I peeked at the time on my iPhone, then turned it off as fast as I turned it on. After that, I cleared my throat before standing. “I should leave.”

Wesley gave me a weak smile. “I’m not gonna do anything.”

Color me impressed. Wesley spoke without raising his voice. No explanation necessary about how some jocks or popular students wouldn’t hesitate about intimidating people to get what they wanted. 

“Fantastic,” I said.

“Please sit. At least finish your drink,” Wesley said.

“Why?” I asked.

He drummed his fingers against the table. “You seem like a cool guy.”

“It’s gonna take more than a compliment to make me be your friend.”

“Do you have anything better to do?” Wesley nibbled on the inside of his lip. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to sound rude.”

If this were several weeks ago when the anger was fresher about Lincoln’s death, then I might have cussed Wesley out. But not this morning. He was right. I didn’t have anything better to do. Annie and I hadn’t exchanged numbers so we couldn’t hang. And Dad was away on business and Mom made brunch plans with a couple of friends from her garden club—different friends than who she hung with yesterday. Plus, that seemed a little extravagant to have plans again so soon after yesterday. 

But whatever. If Mom enjoyed being social, then that was her business. Mom was an adult, and I couldn’t tell her how to live her life.

“Fine.” I returned to my seat.

“Promise I won’t bite.”

“Good to know.”

“I can’t believe you dated Lincoln Wright,” Wesley blurted.

Damn. Wesley ruined the moment by mentioning Lincoln. I might not have wanted to become Wesley’s best friend, yet I wouldn’t have minded indulging conversation with him for a few minutes. But no. That couldn’t happen. I hadn’t mentioned a name when I divulged Lincoln’s death to my English class. So, Wesley must’ve looked that information up. And my pulse hammered in my ears. My life wasn’t up for public consumption, because Wesley didn’t have a right to private information. 

“How the hell do you know that?” I asked.

He sniggered. “Lincoln is the only Fort Beach teenager who died on the Fourth of July.”

I flinched. “You’ve got no right mentioning his name.”

“Might be helpful to chat about him.”

I gave him a dirty look. “You’re unbelievable.”

The door opened, and a woman trekked into McNally’s. 

The wind howled, and a faint chill permeated the coffee shop. Not cold enough to need a jacket and scarf. But still cold enough to indicate summer was almost over, and then it’d be fall and then winter.

“You didn’t answer my question,” I continued.

His cheeks flushed. “Let’s just say I know how to do a Google search.”

“This isn’t a game.” I rose. Time to go. I had enough self-respect to not chat with Wesley. He was practically a stranger, so he didn’t have a right to discuss something so personal with me.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

I hissed. “Anywhere but here. I’ve had enough.”

“I might not have known Lincoln that well, but he was a good football player.”

“How do you know that?”

“Fort Beach has faced off against Yorkey Prep in numerous sporting events,” Wesley revealed.

I gasped. “Oh…”

He winked. “Gonna return to your seat now that you’ve had a second to calm down?”

“Nope. I’m out of here.” I grunted. “And you better not follow me—I’ve got pepper spray.”

I hurried away from Wesley, then the bell attached to the door chimed when I exited McNally’s. 

Confusion filled my insides. I might not have known much about Wesley, but I was certain about one thing. He gravitated toward me. And it would’ve been nice to know what Wesley’s motive was. I wanted to be left alone, and he wasn’t making that easy. So, Wesley couldn’t become more of a nuisance. At least, I hoped not. Life was supposed to get less complicated, not more complicated.




CHAPTER 3




FIRST IMPRESSIONS AREN’T EVERYTHING




I sat in my usual seat Monday morning in English. Mrs. Hall hadn’t stopped rambling, yet I wasn’t listening to anything she said. I was worth more than high school, and last Fourth of July and Fort Beach would soon be a distant memory. Whether teachers admitted the truth or not, there was more to life than school. Like with how a grade didn’t define my character.

Someone leaned against me from behind, lips grazing my ear. I craned my neck. It was Wesley. “Better at least pretend you’re paying attention. I’d hate for you to get in trouble,” he whispered.

Please. As if I needed Wesley Campbell’s protection. It wasn’t like Mrs. Hall would give me detention for not focusing on her tangent. 

“I’ll be fine,” I mumbled.

Wesley snickered. “Whatever you say.”

Mrs. Hall clapped her hands, and I almost jumped out of my seat. Having so much enthusiasm during first period should’ve been illegal. 

“I’ve got excellent news!” Mrs. Hall exclaimed. “It’s time to discuss your project, which’ll span the entire school year.”

Everyone but me whined. I didn’t care enough to get upset about something Mrs. Hall mentioned. She was only my teacher, and I wouldn’t remember her name five years from now.

Wesley returned his lips to my ear. “Don’t tell me you enjoy doing homework?”

I snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

My heart skipped a beat while sweat clung to my brow. If I didn’t know better, then I would’ve guessed Wesley wanted to seduce me. There was no good reason for him to be so close to me while speaking. Almost as if he wanted to make me hot and bothered. 

“The project involves character studies, and you’ll be working in pairs.” Mrs. Hall played with one of her curls. “There’ll be three parts to the project. The first part is about your initial impression of your partner. The second part is your final opinion about your partner, which you’ll start thinking about in May. And the final part is what you and your partner learned from this assignment, particularly what this taught you about biases and human nature.”

“Wonderful,” bellowed someone from the back of the room.

Mrs. Hall sneezed without covering her arm—apparently, germs didn’t bother her. “This sounds more complicated than it is. You’ll present together, but you’ll take turns speaking. There’s also no requirement other than answering the three parts. So, you can use a PowerPoint, poster, movie, song, or anything else you want to convey this information.”

Wesley raised his hand. “What’s the point of this, Mrs. Hall? No offense, but this project doesn’t seem related to English class.”

Go, Wesley. For once, I agreed with him. This assignment seemed dumb—it wasn’t like it connected to anyone of the books, short stories, or films we’d study in this class.

Mrs. Hall squealed. “You’re right, Wesley. This assignment is unorthodox. However, it’s important. It’s supposed to get you thinking about characterization, because that’s something we’ll be discussing a lot this year.”

Wesley rolled his eyes. “Whatever.”

Mrs. Hall rubbed her cheek. “One more thing. The project counts for fifty percent of your final grade.”

“Why not have each quarter count for twenty-five percent of our final grade?” asked a boy in Wesley’s row.

Mrs. Hall’s lips curled. “This project ensures you can pass even if you have bad quarter grades. And it might seem like more work, but it’ll be worth it.”

Grumbling echoed through the classroom. 

Mrs. Hall was rather presumptuous. She had no right to tell us how to feel about an assignment. We might’ve had to continue attending classes every day if we wanted to graduate high school and get accepted to college. But that didn’t mean we had to enjoy everything that happened. If a teacher was persistent about an idea—such as the project having a benefit—then it was pretty much guaranteed that the opposite was true.

“I’ll even let you pick your partners,” Mrs. Hall said.

Everyone soon paired up, and Wesley and I were the only ones without partners. 

“Partners?” Wesley asked.

My spine tingled. I would’ve rather attended summer school than be partners with Wesley. I wasn’t gonna be forced to work with him. I might not have been able to save Lincoln, but I’d advocate for myself.

I raised my hand. “Mrs. Hall?”

Mrs. Hall glared. “What is it?”

“Could I do the assignment by myself?” I asked. “You wouldn’t even have to change the criteria. I’d just apply the questions to myself. It could be a good opportunity to learn more about myself.”

Wesley’s face drooped. Almost as if he was disappointed I didn’t wanna work with him. But I didn’t care. I’d always be my biggest priority. It was what I had to do when grappling with something as serious as death.

Mrs. Hall exhaled a breath. “Wesley doesn’t have a partner.”

“I’d rather work alone,” I insisted.

“I’m sorry, but having a partner is mandatory,” Mrs. Hall said.

“Wonderful,” I said.

The bell screeched. 

I shoved everything into my backpack before zipping it up and standing. I had to leave English class as fast as I could. Wesley might want to exchange phone numbers, and I couldn’t have that. 

“Wait!” Wesley exclaimed.

Damn. If only I was more athletic and was capable of making a faster exit. But no. I’d forever be the scrawny kid.

I shifted my weight. “What?”

He grinned. “Do you wanna work at your house or mine?”

“Neither, and we’ll figure something out later.” I darted out of English class without looking back at Wesley. He wasn’t a friend or family member, so I didn’t owe him anything.

I cursed under my breath when I turned the corner in the hallway and I met an impenetrable wall of students hurrying between classes. I would’ve been less upset if a bird crapped on me. There was being unlucky and then there was being doomed. I shouldn’t have had to deal with Wesley, yet there wasn’t a way for me to get out of working with him. So, I now understood the phrase, “shit out of luck,” and hoped spending time with Wesley would be kept to a minimum.




• • •




Annie and I might not have had lunch together, but we had the same AP Gov Pol class. So, we could walk to fourth period together several hours after my disastrous English class.

Annie glanced at me. “Sorry you were partnered with Wesley.”

I forced a smile. “It’s not your fault.”

“Don’t have to put on an act for me. You can vent if you want.”

We rounded the corner.

Perhaps Annie had a point. I might not have wanted to ramble about Wesley. But if I was stuck spending time with Wesley, then I needed to uncover useful information about him. Something, anything that revealed he was actually human or gave me better insight into dealing with him. Wesley trying too hard during our brief encounters made him seem overly confidant. And I despised even the hint of cockiness. I would’ve given anything to believe that much in myself. But I couldn’t. Not when I barely got myself out of bed each morning since Lincoln died. Because that was the thing about grief. Even the littlest things pissed me off.

“What’s Wesley’s deal?” I asked.

She giggled. “Come again?”

“He’s gotta have a past like everyone else.”

Annie straightened her collar while we strutted down a new hallway. “He used to be homophobic until the start of junior year. But someone finally snitched on him, and one of his coaches made it clear that he’d no longer be welcomed in the Fort Beach High athletic department if he continued being homophobic. And his choice paid off—he’s the quarterback on the football team.”
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