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Chapter 1

Parker — Now







Come to New England, they said. It would be fun, they said. Easier for people like you, they said. If only they could see me now. None of my Massachusetts adventures have been fun or easy so far. Back in Castroville, if someone had told me my life would be upside down like this—wait for it—I would have made my peace with the Texas mindset and moved to Austin like any other gay in the state. But, no, Dad had to take a six-figure job up north and drag Mom and me with him. Okay, in all fairness, I love my dad and I might have been more excited than my parents combined because of our move, but I’m targeting him as the instigator of my problems all the same. By the way, why would anyone take his family to Boston only to have them live in a small town in its shadow? That should have been my first clue.

Blaming people for the crappiest year of my life is not exactly helpful in my current situation, though—especially not with my gravity-induced headache. To my estimation, there’s no chance in hell we’ll survive another impact, so I sure hope we’ve skidded to the side of this road in the process. Either my hearing’s off or my vocal cords have snapped in half, because I’m positive I’m still screaming.

When I can hear my own voice again, one look to my left makes my heart sink—or rise, I suppose. “Eric? Please say something.”

He groans in return. When my eyes have adjusted to the dashboard-lit darkness, I see blood oozing from a gash on the side of his forehead into his hairline—the first curls slick with the inky liquid, just another visual reminding me of how upside down things are.

I try to reach for my seatbelt buckle, but my right arm keeps sending burning pulses all the way to my collarbone. An odd itching, almost stinging, sensation spreads across my face, which must have been the airbag’s doing. My breath speeds up and before I know it I’m panting, fidgeting with the chunky plastic button to no avail. The pressure on my lungs, where the seatbelt is biting into my chest, sure isn’t helping. 

Eric produces a wet cough. “Parker? Parker, listen to me. I love you.”

No no no.

“Don’t you fucking say that, babe. It’s not that bad, okay? Just hang in there—sorry, I mean hold on.” It would have been hilarious…if we weren’t in a crashed car, wheels up. “See if you can move your legs.” Adding spinal injury to the mix would really label us screwed.

After a few grunts that go right through me, he says, “All good. How about you?”

I give him the short don’t worry version of my arm’s condition. “It was her. She fucking did this, didn’t she?” Eric doesn’t respond, forcing me to repeat the last two words.

“We don’t know that.”

“Cut the crap, Eric. Stop defending her. Once is an accident. Twice, not so much.” My head is throbbing from the excess blood gathering in my head. Despite my heart’s jackhammering efforts, it’s not up to the task of balanced circulation, and it’s aggravating by the minute. 

“Look, babe. Instead of jumping to conclusions, we might want to focus on getting out of here and get help.”

He’s not wrong. Scanning the car’s interior, I spot Eric’s black prosthetic pointing at me on the squishy-soft roof behind his head. He’ll never get out without my help, which means our rescue mission is in my hands now—yikes, I’m glad he didn’t hear me say that out loud. You’d think that after being a couple for over a year I’d have learned to steer clear of hand, arm and finger expressions, but no.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath, steeling myself for the next part. On the count of three, I grit my teeth and unfasten my seatbelt on the first try. Thinking the pain couldn’t get worse is my second mistake these past twenty-four hours—I don’t want to get into number one right now. My head and neck absorb the full scope of the impact, making me regret my heroic act instantly. On the upside—sorry, can’t help it—the throbbing sensation is easing to a stop. 

“You okay?” 

Sure, babe, as okay as everyone right after a kick-flip style car crash in rural Massachusetts can be. 

I lie and tell him I am while my vision refuses to cease spinning. It’s like I’m in a carnival madhouse where you have to step through a candy-cane-painted revolving barrel, sans the junk food waiting on the other side—as in deep-fried anything. It’s the one part about Texas I actually miss.

Too late I realize the rear window is now a constellation of glass stars on the roof/floor. I wince when I get to my knees, tiny particles digging into my skin. It feels like stepping on Legos, but sharper and smaller ones.

“Parker? What is it?”

“Glass. Damn it, I should have worn jeans. Okay, I’m getting you down too. Hold still.” The last part wasn’t necessary, but it’s something people say to instill confidence, I suppose.

A cruel combination of ice-cold fingers and Eric’s seatbelt being stubborn as refrigerated molasses is keeping my boyfriend suspended for the time being. “Son of a bitch. It won’t budge. I think the impact jammed it.”

“So, I’m stuck?” Eric’s breathing in and out through his nose so fast, I’m sure he’ll pass out. His wide eyes land on mine, a sight that frightens me to my core. I’ve never known him to be afraid of anything, but he certainly is right now.

I cup his face like we’re about to perform the Spiderman kiss. “Shh. Babe, you need to calm down. I’m here, okay? You’ll be fine. Breathe with me, come on.” We do a few breaths together, and after the sixth one he’s getting steadier. “That’s it. You’re doing great. Keep going. I love you so much.” Despite everything we’ve had to endure, that last part never changed. 

When I’m sure he won’t pass out, I start looking for our phones. Eric’s is still in its holder on the dash, but the screen is cracked and the power button no longer serves its purpose. Instead of continuing my quest, an idea strikes me. 

“Hey Siri, call 911.”

The familiar double beep sounds from somewhere in the back, yet I don’t see any screen lighting up. 

“Calling 911.”

“You’re fucking genius, babe,” Eric says.

The best phrase in the world, “911. What’s your emergency?” sounds through Eric’s car, and for once in my life, I’m feeling religious. Not even Texas could do that.

“Hi, we were in a car crash on Forest Drive in Adelaide near the Saint Ursula Institute. My boyfriend’s stuck in the car, but he’s conscious and breathing. I’m fine, I think, but we need your help.” 

“Hello? 911. What’s your emergency?” The woman’s tone rises a little more at the end. I repeat my part, but it only meets silence in return.

“Fuck. I need that phone.” Ignoring the glass Legos, I squint into the darkness of the rear seats and cut the skin of my fingers in my angry rummaging efforts. As my endeavor turns more and more desperate, I realize my boyfriend’s being too quiet. 

“Babe? Are you still with me?” I call out over my shoulder. 

Nothing. “Eric? Eric!” 

“Whoa, what? Sorry, I must have closed my eyes for a minute.” 

Fuck.

I rise and cup his face, which feels hot—too hot. “Stay with me, okay? You have got to stay awake, dammit.” 

“Okay. I’m sorry. I love you, Parker.” 

No. Please don’t.

A hurried sob escapes my throat before I speak. “Stop saying that. I’m going to get help, okay? Just promise me you’ll stay awake a little longer. We’re both getting out of this. I’ll be right back, I prom—”

“I lied.”

Blinking, I fail to register his words. For a moment, I’m sure he’s delirious. “What?”

“I…I lied to you earlier, and I think you should know.” 

“Eric, what the fuck are you—” 

I hear it before the sight of two headlights in the distance appear around the bend of the road. The revving of a car engine reverberates through the car’s chassis. It’s headed straight for us, accelerating as if on cue, erasing all doubt about its target.

“Eric? I love you too.”

Where most people see their life flashing by in the moments before they die, all I see are my regrets. Telling everyone how excited I was about moving here and gloating about it every chance I got. Skipping movie night with Mom so many times. Taking Kaufmann’s class when I knew it was going to be hell. Going to my first Homecoming Dance with a real date, and feeling like crap the entire night. Drinking too much at Diana’s party. Losing touch with Addison. Not being with Eric every waking minute for the past year, and blaming him for my mistakes. No matter how long my list may be, one regret trumps all the others. And it has everything to do with the person behind those headlights.




Chapter 2

Shawna — Then







There’s nothing more bittersweet than the start of a new school year. Okay, yes, the summer holidays sucked eggs like always, with me barely leaving the house unless Eric made me, but it also provided a sense of calm. No deadlines to chase, no olfactory assaults in the cafeterias, no disappearing acts during breaks, and best of all: no maneuvering through hallways with countless sets of eyes on me as I try—and fail more often than not—to be invisible. If I were one of Pixar’s The Incredibles, I’d prefer to be the goth-like daughter. Come to think of it, I wouldn’t say no to her ability to put up force fields either. A girl like me could use all the help to survive senior year.

On my way to the notoriously advanced Calculus class—which will look great on my applications—I only heard my nickname twice, which feels like a win. The combination of my reluctance to show emotions in public, my straight-A grades, and my dad being Adelaide’s Chief of Police has caused people to refer to me as Miss Robocop. It started somewhere around fifth grade and, like all nicknames tend to do, it stuck. Instead of letting it get to me, though, I choose to plot my revenge in the background while polishing my applications. If all goes well—and there’s nothing I wouldn’t do to make it so—I’ll be a Harvard-degree lawyer in under six years. It makes the nickname easier to bear when I think of adopting it in court. Believe me, no one wants to get cross examined by Miss Robocop.

The sight of my best friend paints a smile on my face as I enter the classroom thirteen minutes early. 

“There she is. Saved you a seat.” He gestures to nearly all the other seats in the room. The students of Saint Ursula are not particularly known for their punctuality, meaning most are going to be entering at roughly 9:05 am. A guilty part of me hopes this Mrs. Kaufmann will close the door at 9:01. With her last name sounding German, I’m feeling confident.

“Eric, I’m so glad you’re here.” I squeeze into the desk next to him. “If the rumors are correct, Calculus is the absolute worst. I’ve seen people on TikTok refer to it as the high-school equivalent of going down a slide made of razors and landing in a saltwater pool.” 

He knits his brows together and shakes his head. “Jesus. That’s, uhm, oddly specific.” 

“I know. My point is, we could use each other’s help more than ever, bestie.”

Eric’s mouth curls up on one side, the way I’ve seen him do for almost eleven years now. This time it happens in a flash as he cranes his neck to watch the door behind me. His dark eyes are on high alert, darting between the door, the blackboards, and me. When he starts chewing his ballpoint I can no longer keep my observations to myself. “Relax, Eric. The universe in which Jared takes this class doesn’t exist. And if it does, it’s probably one where ants have surpassed the human race on every front.”

He sighs. “I know. I wish we would just run into each other today and get it all over with. We were together, now we’re not, see you around, dude.” He punches my shoulder lightly. “Something like that. Like the grown-ups we’ll be by the end of this year.”

“I agree. You might want to drop the dude, though.” And replace it with asshole. Jared Bowman. That bastard really did a number on Eric when he was at his lowest. Like his plate hadn’t been full enough in the beginning of summer without Jared’s shit to deal with. The memory of him driving to my house so he could fall apart into a blubbering mess three days in a row infuriates me. All in all, I’m glad I’m the one he turns to when he needs to let down his guard—that dynamic’s always been a two-way street with us.

Right when I catch myself fidgeting with my mom’s silver feather necklace—my go-to comfort habit—I ask, “How’s your mom?” Now that three other people have walked in, there’s no chance I’m getting a real answer, however.

He presses his lips together in a thin line. “Same. Not as bad as in July, so it’s fine.” 

We sit in silence for a beat, the tension palpable as the mahogany weight-driven clock in the front inches closer to 9am. Two blackboards hang on either side of it with curly green-painted ornaments covering the hinges as though it were poison ivy—a reminder of our school’s longevity, just like the wooden doors with multi-colored stained glass. It goes to show that when they constructed these buildings, the craftsmen took their time to add prestige wherever possible. If only it weren’t so butt-ugly in most cases.

“Oh, did you hear about the new guy? He’s taking this class, too,” Eric says.

“No. What about him?” 

As more students file in, Eric scoots closer. “It could all just be a rumor, in all fairness, but it’s been going around that this new guy from Texas is some kind of underwear model. He moved here last week and visited the school with his parents. Jim Bennett told Ron Preston, who told me that one of the teachers recognized him from some website.” The way his entire face lights up tells me he’s seen pictures.

“Danger, Eric O’Keefe,” I say in my most robotic voice.

Eric chuckles. “You’re such a nerd. But now that you’re bringing it up, I can’t say I’d mind screwing some brainless model after school. I happen to have a window between five and six.” He wiggles his eyebrows.

“You’re so gross, Eric.”

“That’s why you love me. Admit it.”

“True.” I shrug. “Whatever gets you over Jared.” I know it’s something people say in this situation, but I can’t imagine what a breakup like the one Eric’s still processing really does to a person. Main reason? A brontosaur-sized lack of experience in the love department.

The classroom door closing with a bang snaps me out of my self-pity as Mrs. Kaufmann enters—or takes the stage like a storm, really. We barely get time to register her presence when she starts shooting words our way like rapid fire.

“I don’t bother with greetings as they’re a spectacularly unnecessary waste of time in this nation, and I expect you to do the same. Congratulations, everyone, you’ve accomplished the most arbitrary skill of being on time,” she says in her high-pitched, yet surprisingly loud voice. So far so good, as there’s nothing worse than a mumbling teacher in my rulebook.

Checking the clock in a graceful arc around the teacher’s desk, she ups her pace and locks the door. “You either get here on time or you don’t get here at all, as you can see.” Like a hummingbird she darts right back to the center of the room, her icy blue button-down blouse billowing behind her. It would have been stylish if it hadn’t been for her mom jeans. Then she stares at each and every one of us for so long I can hear my heartbeat.

She takes a deep breath through her nose and starts pointing—or firing—“Johnson, your socks are in violation of uniform rules. Question: were you in any way intoxicated when you got dressed this morning?”

Fuck, she knows our names. How?

Ellis, Kaufmann’s target in the back row with a summer-style blond buzz cut, clears his throat a little too loudly. “I, uhm… No, ma’am, not that I’m aware of.” 

“You’re not aware? Is your memory that short or did you really drink, snort, smoke, or shoot up that high an amount that you can’t remember? In other words, are you high or stupid?”

“I, uhm—” His face turns beet red.

“Stupid it is. Intelligent people don’t mumble. Have you ever seen Angela Merkel mumble? Don’t answer that, it’s rhetorical.” 

Oxygen has now become a valuable commodity in this classroom. Eric’s eyes are doing one hell of a job at conveying a what the fuck? when he side-eyes me. I’m trying to remember if I put on the correct shade of navy socks this morning, but I’m afraid to check now, just like everyone else—Addison Doherty included, sitting on my left with no sign of her resting bitch face. That’s got to be a first.

Mrs. Kaufmann continues to scan for uniform irregularities and hums her satisfaction when she turns around to her tan leather teacher bag that looks older than us. Maybe it lasted this long in fear of becoming her target, too.

“I suppose I should give you the brief introduction to this class. Any rumors you may have heard are far from accurate—they’re downplaying the experience, if nothing else. Make no mistake, it’s going to be hell from now until January, and chances are most of you will fail, especially if you turn out to be mumblers like the one in the back. You’re going to want to quit just about every week, because that’s how hard I’m going to ride every one of you. Why, you may ask? It’s relatively simple. The minute you apply to Princeton, Harvard, Vassar, Yale, UCLA, MIT, and whatever other college you can think of that’s worth mentioning, they’re going to accept you solely based on the fact that you survived Mrs. Kaufmann’s Calculus this year. In other words, you’re welcome.” 

It’s hard to tell which parts are most frightening about her. First, there’s her upturned chin that never seems to relax, as though she’s perpetually trying to communicate her superiority—casting her shadow on her underlings. Then there’s her awe-inspiring lung capacity, allowing her to string together sentences so long I’m equal parts intimidated and impressed as I do my best to keep track of her clauses—like reading a Virginia Woolf novel. And lastly, there’s the sad sense of compliance hanging in the air. Terrorized as we all may feel, every last individual in this classroom knows Kaufmann’s words aren’t empty threats. She owns our futures, and she’s going to dangle the carrot of our Ivy League dream right in front of our eyes for as long as we’ll allow it.

“That being said, let’s check whether I’ll be wasting my time with the lot of you this semester,” she announces before pulling a navy manila binder from her old bag. “You’re about to take a test on last year’s Precalculus.” She pauses, taking her time to revel in our wide stares and dropped jaws—at least in my case. “No need to be alarmed, my dear students. Those of you who’ve been studying the correct way—the one that permits you to remember every single detail you’ve ever memorized—are going to pass this little test with flying colors. Besides, I’m sure most of you have taken one or two classes this summer as you prepared for this one. I try not to advertise it too much, as Dean Vanderbeeck continues to—and I quote—believe it an unnecessary addition to an already intense class. But, nevertheless, it increases your chances at success. At least in the first few weeks.”

She’s kidding. She’s got to be kidding. Her matter-of-fact tone as she’s hugging her precious tests, however, isn’t pointing in that direction at all. Perhaps she’s one of those teachers that tries to be funny in the most horrible ways, like gotcha! There’s no test at all. You should have seen your faces, adding a slap on the thigh. Tasteless as it would be, I’d welcome it like a summer breeze.

Addison starts coughing like her body’s refusing to have this new reality shoved down her throat. When Mrs. Kaufmann shoots her an arched eyebrow she ceases her heaves instantly. I’ve never seen a more effective weapon in the arsenal of non-verbal communication.

With an introduction like that, my heart starts racing and my palms are slick with sweat long before my copy of her test hits my desk. Putting my name on top of the first of six—that’s right, six!—pages takes effort the way it always does in September. Writing in longhand was not part of my summer activity list, so I’m rusty at best. 

“O’Keefe, eyes on your own copy. Don’t make me catch you shooting glances anywhere else, for I have no interest in teaching opportunists.” 

Okay, now I’m thinking she did that on purpose, like it’s her equivalent of a warning shot—it’s funny how I keep associating her demeanor with a shooter’s. Not that I’m laughing as I’m trying to make sense of this paper Armageddon, though. 

I realize full well that I’m supposed to be seeing connections form between the two sides of the equations, but my brain is refusing to cooperate like a spoiled Persian cat. Hours of studying last May are slowly adding up to diddly squat—but on the plus side, my sense of humor is rolling with the theme at hand. The corner of my vision tells me Eric isn’t faring much better. In between sighs, the back of his ballpoint is etching lines in his scalp. 

This game feels rigged. I know I’m among the best students in this school. This should be easy pickings for me, but for some reason—one that’s wearing Mom jeans—I’m drawing blanks left and right on this fateful test. She never exactly said it would determine the course of this class, but we all know it will. Her ability to induce fear with words unsaid must stem from years of honing the craft. I close my eyes in an effort to calm down. The world of law practice brims with bullies like Mrs. Kaufmann, so I better get used to it.

With only ten more minutes to go, according to the antiquated clock, I pull myself together and try to make the most of my reasoning skills. Once the shock wears off, some of the answers are coming to me easily, like ice-skating does after a few bumpy laps on the rink. Others, however, I’m sure I’ve never encountered before in any textbook. Or have I? What if I’ve been studying the wrong way all these years? Who says my good grades haven’t just been dumb luck until now? What if this test is the first sign of said luck turning against me? And how the hell did I get sucked into this spiral of thoughts with nowhere to go but down?

The bell rings in the hallway and I’m nowhere near done. Not wanting to look down and get flagged for cheating, I hear Kaufmann’s swift footfalls approaching the desk next to mine. With a loud thank you she almost rips the pages from under Eric’s eyes. 

“What is the meaning of this, O’Keefe?”

“Excuse me, Mrs.?”

“Tell me something. How am I supposed to grade your test when your answers are so illegible it might as well be Russian?” 

No way. No fucking way. Oh hell, she did not.

Eric’s eyes are filling, his jaw clenched. Gone are the tough-guy shields he always pulls up in public. He’s seconds away from storming off in blind rage—and ruining his chances at success.

I rise, stack the pages of my test and hand them to her, ready to throw punches if need be. “Mrs. Kaufmann, if I may interject?” 

“What?” she barks.

“Eric—I mean Mr. O’Keefe here—used to be right-handed.”

“What do you mean used—” When she looks down to Eric’s desk, her question dies halfway.

Please don’t say it.

“I see,” she mutters—an uncanny, yet welcome shift in sound levels. Then she turns and starts packing her things.

Eric mouths a thank you and blinks his unshed tears back to where they came from. There’s no telling what would have happened if she’d reacted any other way. Me chopping her right hand off with the fire ax in the hallway might have topped the list if I were of a more aggressive nature. I’m not, I think—or hope.

Once out in the hallway, where the air feels about an anvil lighter, my bestie and I don’t get much time to decompress, though. Splayed out before our eyes is the sight Eric must have been fantasizing about for a week. Where his face was the picture of misery only moments ago, it’s now lighting up like magnesium ribbons in Chemistry class. Posters of new Texas model guy are decorating most locker fronts. Parker Elliott, ladies and gentlemen, wearing nothing but a sorry excuse for underwear and bedroom eyes. Okay, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little turned on right now. And I sure as hell am not the only one, judging from the mob that’s gathered here. The giggles, the catcalls, the selfies, the hungry gazes… I hate how cruel kids can be. Every single one of these idiots is about to become an adult with voting rights, and that thought scares me more than Kaufmann.

I’m calling it. I officially hate senior year.




Chapter 3

Parker — Then







“Don’t worry about not fitting in around here, Parker. At our renowned Saint Ursula Institute it’s pretty much a factor we’ve ruled out by default. There’s no reason to feel out of place, as that’s where our gorgeous uniform comes in. Did you know it hasn’t changed in over a century? Makes you wonder about all those people who’ve worn it before you, doesn’t it?” 

Oh, it definitely looks over a hundred years old—that much of Miss Cho’s speech rings true. The rest? I’m not so sure. High schools by definition stack their halls with teenage drama and pecking orders, no matter how fancy the old buildings or how privileged their roamers.

“Now, I know its formal air and strict set of rules for accessories may come across as intimidating, or even elitist, but trust me: it’s nothing of the sort. Here at Saint Ursula we pride ourselves with our legacy of equal treatment for all individuals. We strive towards an identity that is most inclusive to all facets of today’s society. Therefore, I promise you’re going to blend right in. I don’t expect anyone to treat you with anything other than kindness from here on out.” 

If that last part doesn’t sound like a giant red flag, then I don’t know what does. Something’s off about this little interview with my guidance counselor. Part of me really wants to, but I don’t trust her. Trusting people is what gets you into trouble, and I’m not falling for it. Not again. 

The more she’s trying to convince me of this place being the Valhalla among private schools, the more antsy I become. Whenever someone in a horror movie goes on and on about how everything is going to be okay, you know the shit’s about to hit the fan in colors so vivid and a soundtrack so pulse-quickening it’s bound to keep you up at night. But then again, how much worse than Castroville, Texas, can it really get inside these ancient halls?

“So, Parker, are you excited?”

I cringe at the sound of my name. For some demented reason, everyone who grew up in Massachusetts pronounces it as ‘Pah-kuh’ with a nasal A that reminds me of Janice’s in the old show Friends. Here’s to hoping I’ll ever get used to it—which I doubt. 

“Sure, I guess,” I say, my shoulders reaching up to my ears. God, this navy blazer’s fabric itches. 

“Terrific. Now let’s check out your schedule for this semester, shall we?” Miss Cho turns her square screen so we both can see it on opposite sides of her heavy desk. Among many more, this piece of furniture overachieves in its contribution to the time-traveling experience upon entering the gates to this school. The old nuns must have been growing weed, because no one is that enthused about plants that they’d incorporate them in every aspect of the building—not if they didn’t get high and/or rich from it. The door’s stained glass, the floor tiles, the desk, the window handles, the vaulted ceilings, the painted walls, the spires of the gates… You name it, there’s a flower or leaf of some kind involved. Must have been one hell of a trip back in the day.

“You’re taking Calculus this year?” she asks. I’m going to choose to let her surprised tone slide this time. Being from Texas and talking slow doesn’t make me dumb. I fight to keep the words inside and clench my fists instead. Try as I have, I can’t seem to get rid of my San Antonio drawl completely. On the upside, I like to believe I’ve dialed it down enough for people to consider it cute, giving me a touch of authenticity…without sounding like a peasant.

“I am, yes. I’m applying to MIT next year.”

“That’s great. Fair warning, Mrs. Kaufmann can be a little intense, but she means well. If anyone can get you into MIT, it’s her. Oh,” her smile drops for the first time since I stepped inside, “darn, you’re missing her first class right now. But don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll catch up. It’s only one class.”

I’m failing to see the problem of missing one class, but I may simply be too tired to produce a normal reaction. She keeps handing me pamphlets of every sports and other team the school has ever promoted, all sun-shiny pictures of straight white kids in perfectly pressed uniforms. Not having slept more than an hour or so last night is making my eyes sting as I try my best to focus on her ramblings. I hate how much the intimidating tour my parents and I had taken last week got to me as I tossed and turned in bed, staring at the ceiling.

“Now, it’s imperative for students to be on time for each and every class, especially in the case of Mrs. Kaufmann. You’ll find that a good first impression goes a long way inside these buildings, and not just with teachers. The better you open yourself up to people as a newcomer, the faster you’ll feel at home. Exude kindness, and you shall reap what you sow.”

Barf.

What Miss Cho doesn’t know, however, is how determined I am to make this last-minute lane switch in my ride to MIT most successful. Every aspiring architect worth his salt knows the Architecture program at MIT is the one to beat in this country, which makes my dad’s decision to move to the Boston area the best one he’s ever made—except for starting a family with my Mom, of course.

Speaking of Architecture, after my chipper guidance counselor cuts me loose to walk to my next class, a deep sense of appreciation fills me. Wandering through these majestic halls, I half-expect to run into characters from Wednesday—if the uniforms were purple. Something about the way the soft September glow caresses the gracious bones of this particular wing gives it an eerie, yet jaw-dropping vibe. In any case, it’s hard not to take pictures at every corner. Not wanting my first impression with people to be the Architect’s Digest creep, I reign in my enthusiasm and focus on the fastest route to Davids’s English class in a room two wings removed. On second thought, I’ve got twenty minutes, so I might as well slow my pace.

I can’t wait to design modern-day buildings inspired by old ones like this. Ten years from now, I can totally see myself wearing designer suits and walking clients through my meticulously thought-out projects. I’ll charm the hell out of them with my looks if all else fails—should be easy enough with a jawline like mine. Everyone knows ugly architects get the worst projects. It’s not just about selling a blueprint, it’s the whole package, yourself included. Besides, everyone deserves to have some sort of advantage over their competitors.

While I’m taking it all in and trying to get a sense of the vast square footage of this place, a thought strikes me. Every sound probably bounces off these walls like a pinball machine, yet it’s quiet. Maybe too quiet. It’s the morning break, so there are supposed to be over 1,600 students in and around these buildings. Where the hell are they?

It all makes sense once I turn another corner into a bigger hallway outfitted with lockers on both sides. Combined with the frantic whisperings and giggles at whatever gossip is floating around their ears, it’s a welcome reassurance that Saint Ursula in its essence is just another high school. Nothing I can’t handle.

It’s like I jinxed it with my last thought. A piercing gasp to my right with an Oh shit, here he comes makes my stomach turn. All eyes are on me after a few nudged elbows. I’m not sure what’s happening, but again, I might be too tired to be grasping social constructs this morning. Some kids are staring with wide eyes and hands clasped to their mouths, while others are looking down with their lips pressed together to keep from laughing in my face. I checked the mirror countless times before heading to school, and I’m wearing the exact same thing as everyone else. It can’t be my appearance, so where does that leave me? Fuck Miss Cho and her platitudes.

And then I see it, plastered against the lockers’ fronts at regular intervals. My customized reminder that I should never trust anyone ever again.

No no no.

I can’t believe they found it—whoever they may be. There I am, in glossy print with my name on top, wearing nothing but an orange Andrew Christian jockstrap, giving the handsome photographer my best version of come here eyes in his tiny studio apartment in Austin. I hate how absolutely stunning the pictures are, and how insanely sexy I am in them—careful what you wish for, I suppose. From the way my eyes catch the light all the way to my slightly dehydrated buffed-up tanned figure, everything about me looks perfect—magazine-cover perfect. I don’t remember how, but my combed-back hair that day was doing me all kinds of favors, falling over my eyes just enough to look like a three-figure haircut. Every time I see these photographs, I want to scream run, you gullible idiot at myself.

Don’t react. Keep your cool. Weakness turns you into prey and that’s not you. You’re Parker Elliott, smoking hot and owning it, no matter what happened. Roll with it. Eyes on the prize.

My confidence song starts playing in my head, Carrie Underwood’s Before He Cheats. Every time my mind trails back to the memories behind these pictures—fuck, there’s the one taken from behind—this song does a fine job at keeping me from crumbling. I take a deep breath and turn around to face the vultures.

Flashing my million-dollar smile, I say, “Well, well. Anyone want a signed copy? I’m not above providing a real-life reenactment, but that’s going to cost you. In that case, you’ll have to talk to my agent first, though. By the way, whoever came up with this, thanks for the free Instagram exposure. You just saved me hundreds of dollars this month. Better take enough pictures, y’all. Make sure to tag my handle parkedlikeelliot.” I’m horrified at my use of y’all, but the crowd seems to enjoy it—a whoop comes from somewhere to my right, together with more coyote howls from some jocks in the back. With my All-American exterior, I can be likable whenever I need to. 

As I start striding off, doing my best to keep my wobbling knees in check, I’m praying I could emulate some of that Carrie Underwood swagger—if there were ever a time I could use it, this would be it. With a little luck, I can keep this fake smile plastered on my face long enough for the collective excitement to wear off, which it does as soon as the bell rings. The mob disperses. Mission accomplished. Crisis avoided. These kids may be tough, but they ain’t Texas tough, as Mom always says. Fast as I can, I make my way to the bathrooms—or basically any place I can fall apart for a couple minutes. Even though I’m going to miss another class, the alternative will damage my reputation beyond repair. No one needs to see the next part.

My breathing speeds up when I spot the boys’ bathroom signs in the middle of another hallway—yes, I’ve officially lost count. After checking for signs of life beneath every door a wave of relief hits me—there’s no one here but me. 

And then it happens. 

The moment I lock the stall door I’m reliving it all. His cigarette-tainted breath. The slap in my face when I refused to kiss him. How he inhaled my sobs when I succumbed. His hand down my jockstrap as I stood there trembling. And most of all, his thundering voice too close to my ear, terrorizing me into submission. I do my best to keep the screams inside with both my hands over my mouth as hot tears pearl down my face. I hate how much power this memory has over me. Of all the things that could have happened today, I hadn’t been counting on the revival act of my personal horror story. Not one bit. 

For the record, I’m blaming Miss Cho and her jinxing enthusiasm for this fucked-up start of senior year.




• • •




When I’ve calmed down enough to be able to take in the blue-green butterfly-patterned floor tiles, a knock to my left makes me jump from my enamel seat. I hadn’t realized it, but my butt’s gone numb.

“Hey, sorry to interrupt, but are you going to be okay?” Despite the soft tone of her voice, there’s a fierce quality to her accent. Yup, harsh sounds all around New England—frosty compared to San Antonio’s warm molasses intonation.

“Uhm, yeah. It’s—it’s fine,” I lie, coughing in my most masculine way. I’m not about to tell a random stranger in the wrong bathrooms my darkest secret, thank you very much. She heard my entire episode, so she’s probably trying to get the full scoop for her gossip circle. Consider my shields up.

“I don’t mean to pry, but it sounded anything but okay. Listen, you don’t have to tell me anything. Just knock twice if you need a ride to Canada. I’ll do it, no questions asked. I swear on my mother’s Hermès scarf collection.”

She sounds like a piece of work—a rich one, too. After a huff of laughter, I say, “Not just yet, no. But good to know. I’ll keep you posted on that front. It’s not every day you meet a girl who’s willing to cross her mother for a stranger, so thanks. What are you doing here, anyway?” Waiting for a response from the other side of the thin wooden wall, I notice a set of carved-out penises on the door—of course.

“I was just meeting up with someone after Kaufmann’s class. You know, for stress relief? Anyway, it was more than necessary. Trust me.”

Fuck. I can’t decide which part sounds more disturbing: the hint that she’s a floozy or the confirmation of Kaufmann being the monster I’d been picturing since first hearing her name. If someone tells me she’s got a wooden leg, I won’t even question it at this point.

“Meeting up with someone, huh? Please tell me you used protection. Otherwise, you might need that one-way trip to Canada more than me.”

She meets my retort with a bang against the wall, making it reverberate a little after. “That is such a southern thing to say. Abortions are still legal here, I’ll have you know. And FYI, I only allowed him to get to second base—this time.” 

Feisty—I like this girl. “Why don’t you guys hook up across the hallway? The girls’ are always cleaner, right?” 

She scoffs. “And way more judgmental. At least in here you can see the filth right away, which is a hundred times better than having it sneak up on you like a pack of hyenas—a very accurate metaphor, I’ll say.”

“Touché. There’s filth in here alright.”

She snickers. “Okay, smart ass, you sound like fun. I’m coming out. You too? Count of three?” 

Smart ass? Now she’s done it. “Coming out? Bitch, that ship sailed ages ago.” Years of watching RuPaul’s Drag Race are finally paying off.

My impression has her cackling. “Oh my God, I knew it. Okay, okay. Get ready. One, two…”




Chapter 4

Addison — Then







“Three,” we say in unison, right before we open our doors and step out of our stalls.

No fucking way.

I’ve seen those green eyes at least five times on my way here. Damn it, he’s even better looking in person. There should be a rule for people to look awful after collapsing in tears—so unfair. I battle the instinct to gasp, but I’m sure he’s seen the flash of recognition across my face. Oh, well. “Oh. You’re him—the hot underwear model everyone’s talking about.” 

He runs his hand through his dreamy blond locks, making them cascade to his forehead right after as though this were a shampoo ad on YouTube. Even with his flushed cheeks he’s got that model glow emanating from his skin. I’m feeling a tingle as I roll my eyes up and down his frame. Oh, and it gets worse. Thinking about how he was letting his emotions run wild in that stall only adds to his sex appeal. Not all men can do that, especially not the insecure ones. He’s a knockout, one I intend to become besties with—yesterday.

“Is that why you were upset? Honestly, dude, I’d kill for skin like yours. And your abs. And, okay, also your hair while I’m at it. Way to make a bitch feel bad, by the way.” I air-quote the word bitch.

At least I got a tiny curl of his lip on one side for my efforts. “You seem very nice, but if it’s all right with you, I don’t want to talk about those pictures. They, uhm, don’t tell the full story.” He clears his throat right after as though he’s trying to toughen up again. Must be that macho Texas vibe that hasn’t worn off yet. “So, anyway, you know who I am, so…” 

“Right. Sorry, Addison Doherty, senior year.”

“Me too. Nice meeting you, Addison. Parker Elliott. By the way, you might want to fix your hair a little before we step out. Was that part of his first or second base? I can never tell with straight people.” 

Parker Elliott, master of deflection. Way to turn the spotlight on me. He’s right, though. One side of my high ponytail has come undone because of Nick’s handsy mood earlier. I can still smell his Polo Ralph Lauren cologne on my collar, too. Knowing Nick, he probably dabbed on a little extra when he got my text right before recess. A+ for enthusiasm, as always.

“If touching hair is second base in your playbook, then you’re not doing it right, Parker. Besides, who says I’m straight? Word goes around that I sleep around and according to most of the gossip squad, I’m not gender-specific.”

He nods and hums. “I have to say, there’s an unmistakably masculine quality to your overall demeanor. Throw in your natural beauty and I can see how that would intimidate other girls. There’s no chance they don’t hate you, right? And so, to counter their awful treatment, you take pride in not fitting in and then turn to boys when you’re lonely. Am I anywhere close?”

My jaw drops. This guy really gets me, and we’ve known each other for less than twenty minutes. Or am I that obvious these days? “Maybe. Stay close and you might find out.”

Parker walks up to the sink and starts soaping his hands “What’s his name? Wait, you do know his name, right?” 

I punch his shoulder. “I always know their names. And nice try, mister. You don’t tell me everything either.” 

He stiffens at my retort, staring at the running tap. “You’re right. Sorry.” 

Shit.

Must be one hell of a story he’s keeping inside. And now I’ve made it awkward again. Way to go, Addie. I pull out my lipstick and reapply it while allowing Parker to get his bravado back. As soon as I start smacking my lips together—marveling at my skill—the sense that I’m forgetting something creeps up on me. “Crap. I’m supposed to be in class.” 

“Me too, and I’ve already missed one.” He pulls a folded schedule from his back pocket and folds it open. “Do you know where Davids’s English Lit class is?”

“Get the fuck out of town. You’re taking it, too? Well, my friend. Looks like we’re both in luck. He’s totally chill. We’ll just tell him I had to save you after getting lost and that, by extension, I had to show you around a little so it won’t happen again. Trust me, he’ll believe every word.” 

He faces me and cocks an eyebrow. “Please tell me you didn’t sleep with him.” His smirk dimples his cheek.

“Nope, still not telling you anything.” After snapping my lipstick shut, I slip it in the pocket of my blazer and hold out my hand. “You coming?” 

He smiles and obeys—an effect I tend to have on men of all kinds, it seems.




• • •




After having caught up with all things Brontë—and having listened to the haunting Kate Bush song Wuthering Heights as an intro to Emily’s novel, my new best friend and I parted ways. Even though I was eloquent about wanting to have lunch together, I couldn’t find him anywhere in the cafeteria, which meant I was forced to have lunch with Nick and his jock dude squad. I should have known it was a decision I’d regret five seconds after, as the waft of changing room sweat mixed with Axe body spray and bologna sandwiches hit me like a sidewind. And to add insult to injury, now Nick is going to think I want to go all the way in this relationship—if that’s what this is. I should have just gone down on him in the bathroom stalls. Only kissing and feeling each other up sends way too personal a message to boys like him. Will I ever learn?

This first day of senior year is pulling out all the stops, because guess what? One class of Kaufmann’s Calculus just wasn’t enough to spread the joy today. It’s funny how, unlike this morning, most of us are fifteen minutes early this time around. Sad but true, inducing terror actually brings the hoped-for results at the end of the day. Just when I realize I forgot to warn Parker, my chest falls as I spot him in the second row of desks. Great minds…

“Oh good, you made it. Where the hell have you been? We were supposed to have lunch together, remember? You’re not doing this new-friend thing right.” 

The picture of innocence, his eyes wide and mouth agape, he says, “Right. I’m sorry, Addison, I…I had lunch outside.”

I must have misheard. My face contracts as I slide into the seat next to him. “It was raining, you freak.” 

“Yeah, I noticed. It wasn’t that bad, I guess.” He shrugs it off, staring out the window. 

Oh, Parker.

As I read between the lines, I decide to drop the subject altogether. It’s obvious why he’d rather want to eat out in the rain than spend time in the cafeteria. One day I’ll find out all there is to know about the traumatic events that had him bawling his eyes out this morning. All he needs from his new best friend now is time and space. Two weeks from now, he’ll be telling me every little detail. For him to be able to do that, I’ll need to establish a baseline of trust between us, which means I’ll have to spill the beans on my thing with Nick in the next couple of days. See what I did there? My therapist skills are on fire. Hell, I’m going to be the best psychiatrist in the northern hemisphere, no matter what my dad says. Harvard, here I come—if I survive Mrs. Kaufmann’s class from hell.

“Hey, I don’t know what you’ve heard about this class, but no matter what happens, stay close to me and do not—I repeat, do not—antagonize her. Do you understand?” 

“Uhm, okay.” 

“Yeah, I’m going to need you to say the words in case this backfires.” 

He scoffs. “Please. You just want to be able to say I told you so. But okay, Addison. I understand.” He rolls his eyes until they settle on the door.

Eric O’Keefe. Fuck, I forgot to warn him—for so many reasons I don’t even know where to start. Eric does what he always does and steps up to Parker’s desk to check out the fresh meat, holding his bag over one shoulder with his head cocked. “You must be Parker. Nice to meet you. Eric O’Keefe.” He holds out his left hand.

I’m too late to save him. Eric gives me a knowing smile like he’s already gloating about having snatched away my new friend. 

My non-verbal comms must be off, because instead of conveying don’t let that boy get anywhere near you, my eyes might have just given him the go get him, tiger look. I need to work on that, stat. Parker redirects his instinct to shake hands with his right one and switches with a nervous half-laugh. “Nice meeting you too, Eric.”

Fuck me.

That trick totally worked. And oh yes, we’ve got a blusher—no wait, make that two. The disarming effect of these boys shaking left hands worked like a charm—literally. Somehow the intimate gesture is now radiating off them like Fukushima’s third reactor. Even though that’s a Physics term, the chemistry between their locked eyes is palpable in the atmosphere. Their hands have shaken for too long to still be socially acceptable, so Eric retracts and scratches his neck. In all fairness, Eric deserves to have some unique way to break the ice with boys, considering his physical challenges. I’m not above granting him that.

Still blushing, Eric takes his usual seat behind Parker, joining his neurotic bestie Shawna Devereaux, aka Miss Robocop. Neurotic’s a euphemism here: that girl’s one step removed from her first kill—mark my words. Her nickname used to be funnier when she wasn’t this big, but it still works. 

I wiggle my eyebrows at Parker, bringing out his dimple-smirk again. If there were any doubt before, now I’m positive he’s beyond rescuing from Eric’s gravitational pull. He’ll be orbiting that guy from now on, and judging from that vulnerable spark in his green eyes, there’s nothing I can do or say to bring him back to Earth’s surface. One thing I can do, though, is be there when it all goes down the crapper with his fresh-from-the-field crush—knowing Eric, the odds are in my favor. I’ll be his shoulder to cry on when the time comes. Color this bestie supportive. Addison 2.0, bitches.

“I don’t mean to be rude, but most of you have got a lot of nerve showing your faces back here. Considering the test you did this morning, I don’t think I’d be so brave, but that could just be me and my humble self talking. Well, no point in dragging this out, I suppose. Except for Kendall Berkley, everyone failed last semester’s test.” Storm Kaufmann whirled inside with clouds so dark I swear it could have been the dead of night. She’s the kind of woman that swore off makeup somewhere around the eighties, or whenever bra burning was all the rage. Pausing for dramatic effect, her dead ballpoint-blue eyes are feasting on our shock once again. It’s official: this lady gets off on instilling fear.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/dreamspherebooks-logo.png





