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For my best friend.
I miss you more than you know.
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You have come here to find what you already have.


—Buddhist aphorism
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There were thirty-six steps between Emory’s bedroom window and mine.


The first time we counted, we were six years old (forty-two steps). The second time, we were twelve (thirty-nine). The last time, we were fifteen. We pressed our backs against the side of her house, interlocked our arms, and heel-toe-heel-toed to mine, laughing and stumbling, starting over until we got it right.


That patch of grass knew everything about us. That was where we learned to walk, where we ran through the sprinklers on hot summer days, and where we held tea parties for our stuffed animals.


When we got older, a single text with the word GRASS! would send the two of us darting out our back doors, bound for our spot smack in the middle. We’d stay out there for hours—staring up at the stars, talking about music and books and boys, practicing our kissing skills on our own upper arms—until we couldn’t keep our eyes open or until our moms made us come inside, whichever happened first. Once we started high school, when we had bigger news and even more delicious secrets, we’d say things like, “You know you can tell me anything, right?” and we meant it deep in our souls.


But no matter how long two people have known each other, or how many times they’ve said those words, there are still some things you think but should never say to your best friend.


I know, because one day, I said those things.


And then Emory said those things.


And that was the last time either one of us crossed those thirty-six steps.
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Mom was alone. I could tell by her shoulder. When David stayed over, it was bare, with a thin strip of pink or black silk peeking out from between the covers. When he wasn’t there, she slept in one of Dad’s old concert tees like she always used to.


I tiptoed across the room and sat on the edge of her bed, but she didn’t move until I rested my hand on her back and gave her a little shake. “Hey, Mom,” I whispered, “I’m home.”


She let out a groan and strained to open one eye. “Hi, sweetie. How was the party?”


“Fun.”


A chunk of my dark hair fell over my shoulder, and she reached up and pushed it back. “Did Luke drive home?”


“Yeah.” I felt a pang of guilt, but I ignored it.


“I like him,” she mumbled. “He’s a good guy.”


Her head sank back into the pillow, and her eyes fell shut.


“Yeah, he is.” I pulled the covers up to her chin and kissed her forehead.


She was snoring again by the time I shut her door behind me. As I walked back down the hallway, I pulled my phone from the back pocket of my jeans and texted Luke:


Goodnight.


We came up with the code word when we started dating eight months earlier, and we both thought it was kind of brilliant. If Mom happened to read my texts—which she did at random, ever since David convinced her that’s what “good parents” did—I imagined she’d let out a happy sigh and tell me she thought it was adorable that Luke and I texted each other before we fell asleep at night.


I closed my bedroom door, turned the lock, flicked the light switch on and off, and then walked to my closet and dug deep in the back, feeling for the metal stepladder. I carried it to the window.


Luke was already in position, pressed against the side of Hannah’s house, right between her mother’s perfectly manicured rosebush and some giant flowering shrub. When I had the ladder in place, he poked his head out and checked to be sure the coast was clear, and then he stepped into a sliver of light coming from the streetlamp.


He took off running across the lawn, his green-and-white scarf trailing behind him and his matching Foothill Falcons jacket catching the wind like a pair of wings. He played it up, throwing his arms to each side, flapping them like a bird. Or a bat. Or an insane person.


I covered my mouth to stifle my laugh as he climbed up the stepladder. “God, you’re a dork.”


He swung his leg over the sill and landed on the floor with a soft thud. Then he hooked his thumb toward Hannah’s house. “She doesn’t think I’m a dork. She thinks I’m dead sexy.”


The smile slipped from my lips. Across the lawn, I could see Hannah’s face, low in the bottom corner of her window between her curtain and the white-painted frame.


I started to say, “Ignore her,” like I always did, but then I changed my mind. If she insisted on watching us, we might as well give her something to see.


I unwrapped his scarf and slid his jacket off, letting it drop to the floor. I pulled his T-shirt over his head. “What are you doing?” he asked. I brushed my fingertips down his bare arms and over his chest, and then I pressed my body against his, kissing him as I eased him backward toward the window. I pressed his shoulders against the glass and kissed him even harder. He made a show of running his fingers through my hair.


Hannah was dying. I could feel her scorn and disgust all the way across the grass. I imagined her grasping that cross pendant of hers so tightly it left four little indentations in her fingers, as she prayed for my soul and prayed even harder for God to strike down my evil boyfriend, sneaking in my bedroom after curfew. But to be fair, the image was over-the-top.


I started giggling. I couldn’t help it.


Luke flipped me around, pressed my back against the glass, and lifted my hands above my head. I laughed even harder. “You’re going full soap opera,” I said.


“Hey, you started it.”


I hitched one leg over his hip and pulled him closer.


“She’s totally watching,” he said. “Keep going.”


But I didn’t want to keep going. I wanted to kiss Luke for real, not for show, and certainly not for Hannah.


“I think she’s seen enough.” I looked over my shoulder, blew a kiss in her direction, and pulled down hard on the shade.


“Are you ever going to tell me what happened with you two?” Luke asked.


“Nope.” I didn’t see the point. Hannah and I hadn’t said a word to each other in over three months. She didn’t go to school with us, and between my play rehearsals and her church choir practices, our paths rarely crossed.


It wasn’t the way I wanted it, but it was the way it was.


I led him over to my bed, and when he sat on the edge and parted his legs, I stepped in between them. I let my fingers get lost in his dark brown curls and tried not to think about Hannah.


“Well, when you two start talking again, remind me to thank her.”


“For what?”


“I’m going to fall asleep tonight thinking about that kiss.”


That made me smile. Two seventy-three, I thought to myself. Only I didn’t think it to myself. I said it out loud. Luke pulled back and looked at me.


“What did you just say?”


“Nothing.”


I felt the flush heat my cheeks. I hoped it was dark enough in the room to keep Luke from noticing.


“Why did you say ‘two seventy-three’?”


“I didn’t, I said…” I tried to think of something that rhymed with seventy-three, but I was coming up blank.


Luke wasn’t about to let it drop. He brought his hands to my hips and pulled me toward him. “Come on. Tell me.”


“I can’t. It’s embarrassing.”


“It’s me,” he said as he undid the first button on my blouse. “What is it? You have two hundred and seventy-three freckles?” He kissed my chest.


“Maybe.” I giggled. “You want to count them?”


“I can’t.” He kissed another spot. “It’s too dark in here. Tell me.”


“I can’t tell you. You’ll think it’s weird.”


“Of course I will. You’re weird. In a good way.” And then, without taking his eyes off mine, he popped another button open.


“Ooh, I like that one even better.” I reached into the back pocket of my jeans for my phone, opened my Notes app, scrolled down to Day 273, and typed:


“You’re weird. In a good way.”


“Okay, fine. Here.” I handed him my phone.


Luke ran his fingertip over the glass, scrolling down slowly, scanning the entries. “Wait, who said the stuff in the quotes?”


“You did.”


“Seriously?”


“Yeah. I started on the night we met. You said this thing that made me laugh.”


“What did I say?”


I reached over his shoulder and scrolled to the top so he could read the first entry.


Day 1: “I think I’m in big trouble, Emory Kern.”


He laughed quietly. “I was right. I knew you were fun.”


“Sure.” I grinned. “But after all those boring girls you’d been dating, it wasn’t like it was a high bar or anything.”


Luke pointed at the last entry, Day 437. “Why does it end here?”


I shrugged like it was no big deal. “That’s August twentieth.” The day Luke was leaving for University of Denver, moving into the dorms, and I was hopefully doing the same at UCLA.


“Oh,” he said. And then it got quiet. And awkward.


I cracked a joke to lighten the mood. “So, no pressure, but that last one better be damn good. You should probably start thinking about what you’re going to say right now.”


Luke returned his attention to my collection of quotes.


“What? No way!” Luke started laughing so hard, I had to cover his mouth to muffle the sound.


“Shh…You’re going to wake my mom up.”


He pulled my hand away. “How did you not laugh in my face when I said, and I quote, ‘These songs make me feel like you’re in my arms.’ I did not say that.”


“You did. You made me a playlist, remember? Because you’re adorable.” I kissed his nose.


“I thought you meant this was embarrassing for you, not for me.” He looked up at me from under his long eyelashes, a mischievous smile playing on his lips. And then he swiped left. The little red delete button appeared on the side of the screen next to 273 days of carefully collected Luke-isms.


“Luke!” I panicked and tried to grab my phone from his hands, but he was too quick. He held it in the air, out of my reach, threatening to wipe the whole thing out with a single tap.


“Kidding. I wouldn’t do that.” He swiped right and the red button disappeared. Then he dropped the phone on my comforter and kissed me.


It was the kind of kiss I’d wanted when we were back at the window: long and slow, patient and teasing, soft and eager, all at the same time. God, I loved kissing him. I loved doing everything with him, but I might have loved kissing him most.


He flipped me onto the bed, straddled my hips, and pinned my shoulders to the mattress. “You’re the coolest girl I’ve ever known.”


I smacked his arm. “I already have my line for today. I don’t want more choices.”


“You surprise me. I’ve never dated anyone who surprised me.” He undid another button.


“See, now you’re just showing off.”


“Also, you have this insanely amazing body and I want you, like, all the time.” He popped the last button.


I rolled my eyes. “You’re going the wrong way with this. Now you just sound like every other guy.” Luke-isms were never basic.


“Hey.” He came down on his elbows so we were face-to-face. “Seriously. I love you. And you’re my best friend. You know that, right?”


I sucked in a breath. Not because of the love part—we’d said that practically every day now—but because of the best friend part. An unexpected and overwhelming wave of sadness rippled through my whole body. Without thinking, I turned my head toward Hannah’s house.


Even though she broke my heart, and pissed me off, and I wasn’t sure we’d ever find our way back to each other, Hannah had been my best friend for seventeen years. I wasn’t about to give her title to anyone else, not even Luke.


“You okay?” he asked.


I looked back at him. “Yeah.”


“You sure? You look sad.”


“I’m fine.” I took a long breath and smiled. “I love you, too.”


That one was easy to say.
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I stripped off my church clothes as fast as I could and changed into my running gear. I could feel angry tears building up behind my eyes, but I pushed them down when I heard a knock on my door.


Mom opened it and poked her head inside. She took one look at my feet and said, “You’re going for a run? Now?”


“Yep.”


“But we’re in the middle of a conversation.”


“No, we’re not. You and Dad can talk all you want. I’m done.”


I jammed my foot into my running shoe and sat on the edge of my bed. I still couldn’t get my head around what they’d told me. Graduation was only three months away. Of all the things I’d had to worry about, I hadn’t thought college was one of them. Suddenly, everything was up in the air. I tried to tie my laces, but my fingers were shaking too much.


“I know you’re upset, Hannah. You have every right to be.” Mom sat next to me. She started to put her hand on my leg but thought better of it, so it kind of lingered awkwardly in the air before she rested it on the comforter between us. “Your dad was doing what he thought was best for—”


I cut her off. “You’d better not say for me. You’d better say for the school. He was doing what he thought was best for the school, like always.”


“That’s not fair, Hannah. And it’s not true. Your dad has made a lot of sacrifices for the school, but he’s made a lot for you, too. More than you’ll ever know.”


I grabbed my other shoe off the floor, slid it on my foot, and laced it as fast as I could. I couldn’t wait to get out of there. All I wanted to do was feel my feet slapping hard on the pavement and fill my lungs with air until they burned.


I didn’t say anything else, so Mom kept talking. “It was an investment. Dad thought it would have paid off by now. It will, soon, and when it does, it will benefit everyone. The school. Our family. Your future. It might not look like it on the surface, but he did do this for you, Hannah.”


It was all I could do not to laugh in her face. “He spent all my college savings, Mom. I might not be able to go to Boston University. How is that for me?”


“That’s not what we said. You’re going to BU, no question. All we’re saying is that you might have to defer for a year and go to one of the community colleges first. Lots of kids do that.”


“I worked hard in every class for four years to get into my top school. I’ve spent every second of my free time on extracurriculars and volunteering, not to mention all those hours practicing and touring with SonRise, all because you told me that a cappella choir would look good on my college applications.”


“Oh, come on…That’s not fair, Hannah. You love performing with SonRise. And I encouraged you to do it because you have a beautiful voice, not to get you into college.”


She continued. “You got into a great school. Defer for a year, give us a chance to let the investment do what we know it will do, and then transfer. Your diploma will still come from BU.”


Mom must have noticed that her words were making this sound like a done deal, when they hadn’t pitched it to me like that in the living room ten minutes earlier.


“Listen,” she said with a new, more positive lilt in her voice. “We’re not saying it’s definite. Not at all. We just thought we’d better give you a heads-up.”


A heads-up?


I couldn’t even look at her. And I knew that wasn’t entirely fair. She wasn’t in this alone. And the whole thing had to have been his idea, not hers.


“Now I’m wishing we hadn’t told you.” She punctuated the thought with an exaggerated sigh. That set me off again.


“No, you should have told me months ago! You should have told me back in December, when I got my early admissions letter. We went out to dinner to celebrate. And you and Dad knew we couldn’t afford it the entire time. How could you have done that?”


Mom had a strange look on her face. She bit down hard on her lip and looked out my window. Something was off.


I thought back to that night. Mom and Dad looked like they were about to burst with pride the entire time. They couldn’t have been faking it.


I started mentally piecing together the timeline, trying to figure out what had changed since then, if the money hadn’t been a problem back in December. It hit me like a slap. “It’s Aaron, isn’t it?”


The music director spot had been open for more than a year. In January, when Dad finally lured Aaron Donohue away from a huge mega-church in Houston, he’d said his prayers had been answered. His “dream team” was complete.


“Aaron has been a huge asset to the school, but he was an expensive hire.”


Aaron. The irony wasn’t lost on me. It would have been hilarious if it wasn’t so horrible. I moved for the door, more eager to get out of this room and this house and this town than I’d ever been before.


“Hannah.” I stopped. I looked over my shoulder, biting my tongue. “Everything will be okay. All we need is faith.”


Yeah, I thought, that’s all we need. Maybe I could just show up at the BU admissions office on the first day of school and say, “Hi, my name is Hannah Jacquard. I have no money, but here, take this. It’s a ton of faith.”


“God will provide, Hannah. You know that. He always does.”


I wished I believed that as much as I used to. My eyes narrowed on her. “Does He, Mom?”


She stared back at me, her expression a strange mix of shock and disappointment, and for a split second, a part of me wished I hadn’t said it. But a bigger part of me felt relieved that I finally had.


“Yes, I believe He does.”


“Well, He’d better get a move on,” I said. “Tuition is due in June.”


I stormed out of my room, down the hallway, and past Dad, who was still sitting in the living room, where we’d had our “family chat.” I heard him call my name.


I stepped back so I could see him through the archway. His face was blotchy and his eyes were red, and seeing him like that made me want to throw my arms around his shoulders and steal Mom’s words. That it would all be okay. That we just needed to pray about it. But I rooted my feet in place and didn’t speak.


“I’m so sorry.” Dad’s whisper cut through the silence. “I made a mistake. I’m going to fix this for you, I promise.” His voice cracked on the last word, and I couldn’t help it, I stepped toward him. He was my dad. I’d never been that angry with him, and I didn’t have the slightest clue how to do it.


The words It’s okay stuck in my throat, but I swallowed them back down. It wasn’t okay.


I opened the door and stepped out onto the front porch, my heart beating so hard I could feel it pounding against my rib cage. I took the front steps in a daze, and when I reached the walkway, I took a hard left, stepping over Mom’s flower bed, heading straight for Emory’s house. I was halfway across the grass when I stopped cold.


I stared at her house, feeling heavy and empty at the same time. I wanted to run inside and tell her she was right, not just about Dad, but about me, too.


Until three months ago, I would have.


But I couldn’t do that.


I turned and took off running in the opposite direction, bound for the foothills. I reached the intersection two blocks later, and I punched the crosswalk button so hard it made my knuckles throb. When the light turned green, I bolted across the street and through the parking lot, only slowing down when I reached the three metal barriers designed to keep bikes off the trail. My feet hit the dirt path, and I veered left and disappeared into the trees.


The money was gone. I knew Dad had been investing in Covenant Christian School’s performing arts program from his own savings, after he’d spent everything in the church budget and then everything the larger local churches had invested, but it never occurred to me that he’d dip into my college fund, too.


The path began to twist and climb steeply. I locked my gaze on the little wooden trail marker at the top of the hill, widened my stride, pumped my arms harder, and picked up the pace. I didn’t take my eyes off that sign, and when I finally reached it, I gave it a victory slap. Then I took a hard right and kept going, following the bends and curves of the narrow trail.


My parents had always talked about college like that was the natural next step after high school. A no-brainer. They always said they’d pay for it and never seemed to care about tuition costs or out-of-state fees. If only I’d seen it coming, I could have been prepared. I could have applied for scholarships or grants or something.


I needed BU. From the moment I opened that acceptance letter, it symbolized a whole lot more than a four-year college plan. It was my chance to live in a city where nobody knew me, and no one was watching or judging or analyzing my every move. For the first time in my life, I wouldn’t be Pastor J’s daughter. And that meant I could be anyone I wanted to be.


The path wound up and up, twisting past my neighborhood again before the trees obscured the view. Three miles later, I reached the series of boulders that marked the peak, and I climbed to my favorite rock—I’d always called it my praying rock, and more recently, my thinking rock.


I took a deep breath. And then I screamed as loud as I could.


The sound sent birds from their nests and squirrels from their homes, and it felt so good to let it all out that way. Tears streamed down my cheeks, mixing with the sweat dripping off my forehead, and I wiped the mess away with the hem of my T-shirt.


I sat on the cold stone with my legs folded and let my head fall into my hands. I rocked back and forth, sobbing and shaking and gasping for breath, not even trying to control myself.


I was furious at my dad, but I was even more furious with myself.


Because Emory was right.


She was right about everything.




[image: ]


I rubbed my eyes as I padded down the hall.


“Morning, sleepyhead.” Mom was standing at the stove wearing black yoga pants and a bright orange tank top. Her hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun, and a few dark strands had come loose, framing her face. She was quietly humming like she always did when she cooked.


The coffee in the pot was cold, left over from the day before, so I dumped it out in the sink and made a fresh one. While I waited, I rested my head on the counter and closed my eyes. “Why are you so chipper this morning?”


“I’ve been up for hours.” She pointed toward the dining room using her spatula. “I’ve been productive.”


I looked up. The table was covered with pages ripped from bridal magazines. “That’s one word for it,” I said as I walked over to get a closer look.


She’d carefully organized all the bridal gowns into neat piles: Strapless dresses in one stack. Full-length ball gowns in another. Short, more playful dresses next to sleek, elegant sheaths. There was a smaller pile of colorful gowns.


She came up behind me and rested her chin on my shoulder, studying her work. “Am I going overboard? Because you can tell me if I’m going overboard.”


“You’re going overboard.”


“I know,” she said, sighing as she reached out and picked up a photo of a much younger woman in a sequined gown that made her look like she’d just stepped straight out of an animated movie. “I want to do it right this time, but…maybe I’m too old for this princess stuff?”


Over the last few months, I’d learned more about bridal gowns than I’d ever wanted to. I could identify raw silk from organza, a mermaid silhouette from a ball gown, and a sweetheart neckline from a bateau. I could tell the difference between a chapel- and a cathedral-length train, and a dropped waist from an empire.


I reached into the pile of straight-lined sheaths and chose a simple-looking one with a scoop neckline and none of the bling.


“I like this one,” I said.


“Something older.”


“Something elegant.” I handed it to Mom. “You’ll still look like a princess.”


She slid her arm around me as she studied the picture. “I’m not sure I can pull off strapless.” She pointed at her chest. “I don’t have the boobs to hold up a dress like that now that I’ve lost all the weight.”


Mom used to own a catering company, but when Dad left three years ago, she stopped cooking, then she practically stopped eating, and eventually, she stopped getting out of bed almost entirely. Within six months, she’d lost forty pounds and all her clients. Then one day she cleaned out her catering van, found a therapist, and joined a gym. And that’s where she met David the Douchebag.


“Maybe this?” She reached out and picked up a similar-looking dress with thin straps. “It looks comfortable. I could actually dance in this one.”


“I like it.” I took it from her hand and set it in the yes pile as she popped a forkful of omelet into her mouth.


When we were done rummaging through the stacks we had six styles we agreed would look best on her. She fanned the pages in front of her and drummed her hands on the table. “God, this is so fun! I feel like a teenager.”


“Teenagers don’t usually get married, Mom.”


“Fine. I feel like a late-twentysomething who’s young and in love, with her whole life ahead of her.”


“Which makes me?”


She thought about it for a second. “My younger but much wiser sister.”


The younger sister part was true enough. I wasn’t so sure about the wiser part, especially in light of recent events.


Then she jumped up and kissed my forehead. “I’m going to take a quick shower. You’ve got dishes,” she said as she skipped off down the hall. “Our first bridal salon appointment is in an hour, so make it snappy.”


I took a sip of my coffee and sat there a little longer, studying the dresses again. Careful not to ruin our new piles, I pulled out one that had caught my eye a few times from the stack of rejects. I lifted it in the air and gave it a closer look.


It was a simple A-line with a low scoop neck and tight cap sleeves. The model’s hair looked like mine: long, straight, and dark brown. Her eyes were bright blue, too, and we both had high cheekbones. She seemed taller than me, but that might have just been the three-inch strappy sandals on her feet. She was prettier than me for sure, but I could kind of see myself in her. I could definitely see myself in that dress. No time soon or anything—at least not until college was over and my acting career was well established—but someday.


As I ran my fingertip over the curves and seams, my phone buzzed.






	Luke:

	Hey what are you doing?






	Emory:

	Wedding planning with my mom






	Luke:

	Fun.







I typed the word hardly, but then I deleted it and instead typed a simple, Yep.


I had to do everything I could to make Mom’s wedding perfect. Nothing else mattered.


Besides, it was all almost over. Graduation was three months away. The wedding would be over in five. In six months, she’d be moving into D-bag’s loft in the city and I’d be living in the dorms.






	Luke:

	I’m going to practice. Want to see a movie later?







I typed Sure, and hit SEND.


And then I picked up the picture of that dress again. A little part of me wished Luke and I were building toward that kind of a future. But we weren’t. In six months—in 162 days to be exact—we’d be over, too.
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When I walked into the kitchen on Monday morning, I found Dad standing at the sink, filling up two travel mugs—steaming hot coffee for him and tea with a splash of milk for me, operating like he did every morning, as if nothing had changed.


“You ready?” Dad asked as he twisted tops on the travel mugs. He was wearing a multicolored hoodie and a pair of skinny jeans with black slip-on Vans, looking more like an aging punk headed for the skate park than a pastor-turned-principal heading to his day job.


“Yep.”


He handed me my tea. “Here, sweetie.”


“Thanks.”


It was the most we’d said to each other since I stormed out of the house the day before.


That was the problem with attending a school ten miles away. None of my friends lived anywhere near me, so if I wanted to avoid riding to school with Dad, I would have had to get up a full hour earlier, catch the public bus, and transfer twice.


By the time Dad and I reached the intersection, I was wishing I’d done that. We always listened to music or talked about the news, and the silence was killing both of us. I could hear him slurp his coffee and thump his fingers nervously on the steering wheel. I stared out the window, watching the neighborhood blur by. The post office. The car wash. Foothill High School. The diner next door.


“I’m glad you know,” Dad finally said as we merged onto the freeway. “I hated not telling you. We don’t keep secrets in our family.”


I didn’t think we did either. Not until the day before.


“I have a plan,” he continued. “I made a few calls last night, and I’m meeting with a bunch of the churches in our network this week. They’re bigger than us, with deeper pockets and a lot more resources. I know they realize this school is a huge asset to the community. It’s in their best interest for us to succeed.”


“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled. I’d heard it all before.


“We just need enough for your first year. After that, everything will be fine again.” He tightened his grip on the steering wheel.


Dad signaled and turned onto the private street marked with a metal sign that read COVENANT CHRISTIAN SCHOOL in neat block letters. He followed the narrow road, lined with roses and lavender bushes, until it opened onto the parking lot in front of the sanctuary.


The church looked quintessentially Southern Californian: mission style, with white stucco walls, arched windows, and red roof tiles. Right after I was born, the church decided to build the adjacent school and the church leaders tapped my dad, who had been the associate pastor, to be the new principal and oversee the construction.


He had a say in every aspect of the new campus, from the height of the cafeteria ceilings to the pattern of the stained-glass windows in the library. He’d designed a series of pathways that connected every building and led to a sprawling green lawn where we ate lunch on warm days. And he made sure the whole campus was surrounded by trees that sheltered it from the neighboring office buildings and gave us a bunch of smaller, almost secret places to sit and study, or just be alone and pray.


Dad loved everything about that school. Mom used to joke that I’d been an only child until the day Covenant was born.


He drove around the back, into the faculty lot, and pulled into the spot marked RESERVED FOR PRINCIPAL. He cut the engine, and then turned toward me. “I’ve got this, okay?”


When I didn’t answer, he leaned on the console and came in closer, until I had no choice but to look at him. “I’m not asking you to forgive me. What I did was wrong. I’m asking for you to stick with me a little longer. I’m going to do whatever it takes to make this right, okay? Do you trust me?”


And suddenly, there was Emory’s voice in my head.


You have a blind spot when it comes to your dad, Hannah. You’ll believe anything he says. Believe anything he believes. When was the last time you had an opinion that was entirely your own?


“Hannah. Please.”


I could tell how much Dad needed to know I was on his side. And at that point, what good would it do me not to be? “I trust you,” I said.


He pulled me into a hug. “That’s my girl.” Then he released me from his grip. “Let’s get going. We don’t want to be late.”


He climbed out of the car and shut the door, and I watched him cross the parking lot, doling out greetings and the occasional fist bump to the kids he passed. I stayed in the car until I heard the first bell ring, and then I got out and walked toward the sanctuary doors. I didn’t rush. I didn’t feel like it.


As I got closer, I could hear an upbeat Top 40 song playing inside. Dad liked to keep Monday Chapel “chill and fun,” not all “heavy and churchy.” I walked down the center aisle to the first row and fell into my usual seat next to Alyssa.


Her feet were kicked out in front of her and her head was reclined against the back of the pew. “Morning,” she mumbled as she peeled one eye open. Then she closed it again and went back to dozing.


It was all I could do not to tell her what happened, but I’d promised my mom I wouldn’t. “Let’s keep this to ourselves,” she’d said when I returned from my run the day before. “You know how fast information spreads around the church.”


I leaned forward, waving at Jack and Logan in the seats next to Alyssa. They were sharing a pair of earbuds and watching a YouTube video of another competitive a cappella choir on Jack’s phone. “Morning,” Logan said.


I reached into my backpack for the flash cards I made for my chemistry test and began thumbing through them. I was only on the second card when Alyssa sat up taller and pointed at the stage. “Ooh, look. My future husband got a sexy new haircut over the weekend.”


Aaron stepped onto the stage wearing a light blue Covenant Christian T-shirt with jeans and a pair of black Toms. He took his guitar out of the stand and brought it with him to the bench next to the pulpit. He didn’t have his usual baseball cap on; I assumed that was because he wanted to show off his new haircut.


I hadn’t thought much about Aaron, but that was probably because Alyssa thought enough about him for herself, and me, and, like, six other people. Not that I had any problem seeing Aaron the way Alyssa did. He was definitely cute. And confident, but not cocky or anything. Which made him even more adorable. But when I saw him onstage, all I could think about were those words Mom had said the day before. “Aaron’s been a huge asset to the church and the school, but he was an expensive hire.”


Translation: I would be going to BU next year if it weren’t for him.


“I have to study,” I said to Alyssa, tapping my fingernail against my flash cards.


She plucked them from my hand. “What could possibly be more important than my future husband’s sexy new hair?”


“World hunger. The roles of women in developing countries.” I grabbed my flash cards back. “Me not failing Chem.”


Alyssa looked back at the stage, and I followed her gaze. Aaron shuffled through a stack of sheet music on the bench next to him. Then his eyes flicked toward the front row. He tipped his chin toward us and grinned.


I glared at him.


When he looked away again, Alyssa slapped my arm. “Did you see the way he just smiled at me? That boy’s mine.”


I laughed under my breath. “Boy?” I asked.


She rolled her eyes. “Stop saying that. He’s not that much older than me.”


“He’s five years older than you!”


“Four,” she corrected. “I’ll be eighteen next month.”


“Whatever. He’s still practically our teacher.”


“He won’t be in June,” she said with a wink.


The sanctuary lights dimmed and the stage lights came on. I used to cringe at what came next, but after three and a half years, I’d gotten used to it.


My dad ran in from the side of the stage wearing a lavalier mic and waving his hands wildly in the air. He stopped in the middle, bouncing on his toes and looking out at us. And then he lifted his arms into the air and yelled into the sanctuary, “This is the day that the Lord has made!”


We all yelled back, “Let us rejoice and be glad in it!”


“Nice!” He lowered his arms. “Wow, you sound unusually spirited for a Monday morning. Amen!”


“Amen!” everyone yelled back.


He insisted that everyone call him Pastor J because Pastor Jacquard sounded overly formal and no one could ever pronounce it anyway. My friends always told me how lucky I was to have him as my dad. They said he was more like a friend than a pastor, and that they told him secrets they’d never tell their own parents. That always used to make me proud. Lately, it made me wish he wasn’t my dad so I had someone like him to confide in.


“Before we get to official business, a few quick announcements.” Dad paced back and forth across the stage as he spoke. “As everyone in this room knows, this is a unique school. We gather together for Monday Chapel. Throughout the week, we meet in smaller groups and share what’s going on in our lives. We come back to this room with our families every Sunday. We connect,” he said, interlacing his fingers. “We get each other, don’t we?”


Out of the corner of my eye, I could see heads bobbing in agreement, Alyssa’s included. “Amen,” she whispered.


Dad’s heart was in the right place, but it bugged me when he talked about Covenant like that, as if he’d singlehandedly created this perfect teenage utopia where everyone got along, talked openly about feelings, and never said or did anything to hurt anyone. Nice visual, but it wasn’t true. We judged each other; we just did it more subtly and about different things, like who was the better Christian.


“Our annual Admissions Night is in three weeks, and I’m going to need all of us to come together as a team.”


I glanced around, taking in all the empty rows in the back of the sanctuary. When I was in elementary school, Dad used to turn away hundreds of kids every year, but by the time I was in middle school, things had started to change. Applications were on a steep decline and Dad had started letting teachers go, cutting back programs, and taking out loans from bigger local churches.


Over dinner one night, he told Mom and me all about his new plan.


“We’re going to focus on the performing arts program. We already have an incredible dance troupe and drama department, a competitive show choir, and of course, an award-winning a cappella group,” he’d said as he patted my hand. “And we’re in LA, after all!”


Mom snickered. “We’re in Orange County. LA is an hour away from here.”


“Close enough,” he’d said.


Dad spent the next six months getting investments, beefing up our drama and dance departments, hiring new directors and upping their budgets.


Admissions Night had always been a big deal, but lately, he seemed to be pulling out all the stops, more determined than ever to fill that room. And now I knew why.


Aaron.


Me.


“I want each one of you to think about the reason you’re here at Covenant.” Dad slowly paced the stage, stopping to smile at specific students. It was his way of connecting, of drawing them in. He told me once that he tries to find the people in the crowd who don’t seem to be hearing the message, or the ones he knows need to hear it most, and he makes a point to look directly at them. “Maybe you were someone who never quite found the right group in middle school. Maybe you felt a bit lost. Maybe you felt pressured to do things you knew weren’t right.”


I heard a few scattered amens around the room as Dad made his way to the other side of the stage. “Or maybe you came here to make the most of your God-given talents in music and dance. No matter what brought you here to this family, you’re in a place where you belong.”


Dad kept pacing, looking out into the sanctuary, pausing to let his words sink in.


“I bet every one of you knows someone who needs this place as much as you did.”


I thought of Emory. She used to come to church with me all the time when we were little, and she never missed any of my choir performances, but over the years, I could tell she’d become more uncomfortable in this room. When I asked her to come to candlelight service last Christmas Eve, she scrunched up her nose and said, “I’m gonna pass this year. That’s your thing, not mine. You understand, right?”


I told her I did, and I’d meant it, but it still hurt.


“Right now, I want each one of you to close your eyes and picture that person.” Dad was still pacing the stage. “I’m going to count to three and I want you to say that person’s name out loud. Ready? One. Two. Three.”


The auditorium filled with sound. I couldn’t think of anyone else, and I wasn’t about to say Emory’s name, so I mumbled something unintelligible, knowing the names would all blend together anyway.


“I know I’m your principal and not a teacher, but I’m giving out a little bit of homework today. I want to see the person you just named sitting right next to you on Admissions Night. Amen?”


“Amen!” everyone yelled.


Dad pointed at Aaron. “Aaron has been working so hard on a new promotional video, and he’s finishing it up this week. When he comes around, be yourselves. Ham it up. Have some fun! Show our community what this school is all about. Amen?”


“Amen!”


“Okay, let’s get to today’s sermon.” I heard the whir of the projection screen as it lowered from the ceiling.


I knew from all the time I’d spent singing on that stage that the first row was hard to see from the glare of the spotlights, so I pulled out my Chem flash cards and kept them on my lap. I figured if he happened to notice me with my head bent down, he’d think I was praying.
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“Why do I feel like people are looking at me?” I slid my tray down the lunch line.


“It’s your imagination,” Charlotte said as she reached for a basket of fries.


“Yeah, I thought so.” I tossed my purple feather boa over my shoulder with dramatic flair, and it hit the guy standing behind me right in the face. I apologized even though he didn’t seem to care.


I reached for a salad and changed the subject. “I like your hair, by the way.”


Charlotte’s long blond hair was twisted into a soft braid that started at one temple and continued over the top of her head, framing her face like a crown.


“Thanks. I think I’ve finally got this one down. I’m going to post the video tonight.”


My hair looked the same every day; I liked sleeping too much to get up early and mess with it. But Charlotte’s hair always looked different. She wore it in sophisticated-looking updos, braided it in fishtails, or let it hang in big, loopy curls. Once she mastered the new technique, she’d post a short tutorial video on Instagram. Last time I checked, she had over twelve thousand followers.


I looked over my shoulder at Luke’s table. His back was to me, but I could see him at the far end, talking with his friends. He broke from his story long enough to take a sip of soda.


I was just about to turn away when Lara noticed me. Once she did, that was it. It was like I’d flicked my fingertip against the first domino. Lara elbowed Tess, who leaned into Ava, who nudged Kathryn, and one by one their heads turned to look at me. Eyes widened. Jaws dropped. And then it was the guys’ turn. None of them even tried to hide their surprise. They laughed and pointed until it snaked around to Luke, the final domino to fall.


When he saw me, I tilted my head to one side and gave him a flirty wave, feeling all Marilyn Monroe and hoping I looked the part. He covered his mouth, but I could tell from the crinkles next to his eyes he was smiling.


When I stepped up to the counter to pay for my lunch, the cashier looked at me sideways. “What?” I asked, and she shook her head and said, “Nothing,” as she handed me my card.


Charlotte was business as usual. “Are you skipping the theater today?”


“No. Why would I?” I stuffed my card back into the pocket of my denim skirt.


She gestured over at Luke. “Look, you don’t have to keep doing this. How many days left?”


I didn’t skip a beat. “One hundred sixty-one.”


“Have lunch with your boyfriend. It’s okay. I know you made a big deal out of it, swearing you’d never ditch Tyler and me like I ditched the two of you when I started dating Simon, but seriously, it’s okay. We get it. And we like Luke. You don’t have to hang out with us at lunch.”


“Sure, I do.”


“No, you don’t. Seriously. Even if that would make you a ginormous hypocrite, I’d never say so.”


“Not to my face.”


“Never to your face.”


I laughed. “Well, it’s not about you two anyway. Our Town is four weeks away and if I don’t get my Emily Webb lines down, Ms. Martin’s going to strangle me. Or replace me, which would be much worse.”


I pointed at the double doors that opened onto the path that led to the theater.


“Go. If I don’t show up, it’s because Mr. Elliot sent me home, not because I don’t love the hell out of you.”


I tossed the purple boa over my shoulder, spun on my toes, and moved across the cafeteria like a runway model. I could feel every eye fixed on me. I ate it up.


When I reached Luke, I set my tray on the table, threw my boa around his shoulders, and sat on his lap. He squeezed my thigh. And then he kissed me.


It was a little kiss. A school kiss. Not a get-a-room kiss, but it might as well have been. I could feel everyone watching us.


I licked my lips. “You taste like peppermint.”


He reached into his sweatshirt pocket and held up a roll of Mentos. “Freshmaker?”


Luke dropped a mint into my palm, and I popped it into my mouth.


“So…I assume there’s a story behind this,” he said as he played with my feathers.


“There is an excellent story behind this.”


I said it loud enough for Tess and Kathryn to look up from their food, and for Ava and Dominic to stop talking. Luke’s twin sister, Addison, waved her hand toward her chest and yelled, “I’ve gotta hear this,” reminding me why I liked her most.


“Okay, so…” I sat up a little taller, twisting toward them. “I’m at my locker between third and fourth. I’m just about to leave for class when I turn and find Mr. Elliot standing there with his arms crossed, looking all stern.” I mimicked his posture and expression. “In this real quiet voice, he asks me if I’m aware that I’m in violation of the school dress code.”


Using Luke’s shoulder for balance, I stood so everyone at the table could see my outfit in its entirety.


“I think he’s referring to my skirt, right? So, I give it the fingertip test.” I stretched one arm to my side, demonstrating. “And it barely passes, but it does, so I figure I’m in the clear. But then he waggles his finger at me and says, ‘Bare shoulders are not allowed, Miss Kern. You know that.’”


I scanned the cafeteria to be sure there weren’t any teachers in sight, and then I pulled the boa down, exposing my shoulders.


Even Tess looked surprised. “Um. It’s a tank top. The dress code says they aren’t allowed, but everyone wears them anyway.”


“Right?” I slapped my hand down hard on the table. “That’s what I thought! But apparently, this is not a tank top, Tess, this is a ‘dress code infraction.’” I curled my fingers around the words as I said them.


I had everyone’s undivided attention. I liked that.


“Anyway, Mr. Elliot keeps going, telling me I have to go home and change because what I’m wearing is ‘distracting to the boys,’ which is nuts, right?” I looked at each of the girls. Ava nodded. Kathryn said, “Duh.” Tess rolled her eyes. Then I looked right at Luke. “Are you distracted?”


He shrugged. “Sure, but I’m pretty much always distracted by you.”


“Of course you are.” I kissed the tip of his nose. “And that is completely your problem and not at all mine. Anyway,” I said, addressing the group again. “I tell Mr. Elliot that I have something that will cover my shoulders, and he thinks about that for a minute and tells me to go get it. Then he walks away.”


I took a sip of Luke’s soda and got right back to my story.


“I go straight to the theater, figuring I’ll find one of my sweatshirts backstage or in the greenroom or something, but there’s nothing. So, I go to the prop room and rifle through the costume racks, and voilà. I found this hot little number.” I modeled it again. “It covers my shoulders just perfectly, don’t you think? And I’ve always looked good in purple.”


Everyone laughed and I curtsied. Then I hopped off Luke’s lap, took the spot next to him, and reached for my sandwich. I was starving.


Addison stood and came down to our end of the table. “Scooch,” she said to Brian and Jake, and they both slid over so she could sit between them. “So, Emory. You’re going to Luke’s game on Wednesday, right?”


“This Wednesday?” Charlotte, Tyler, and the rest of our drama group friends always met at the diner after Wednesday rehearsals, drinking coffee, eating chocolate chip cheesecake, and running lines together. I couldn’t imagine missing it. And I needed to practice my lines.


“It’s the first game of the regular season,” Luke said. “You’ve never even seen me play, not in a real game, at least.”


“But I don’t know a thing about lacrosse.” I could tell by the looks on their faces that it wasn’t a very good excuse.


“That’s okay,” Addison said. “I’ll talk you through it.”


I’d never been to a school sporting event. I always assumed I’d graduate from Foothill High School without ever seeing one. But what could I say? It was Luke.


He wrapped his hand around my waist. “You can wear one of my jerseys.”


I giggled. I couldn’t help it. “Your jersey?” Luke was broad-shouldered and at least five inches taller than me. I’d swim in one of his jerseys. Plus, wearing my boyfriend’s jersey sounded so…mainstream. So…girlfriend-y.


“Does it say Calletti in big letters across the back and everything?” I asked.


“Well, it doesn’t say Jones.”


I started to make another joke, but I could tell this whole jersey thing was important to him, so I changed course. “Can I make a few alterations?”


“Sure,” he said. “I’ve got dozens of jerseys. Do what you want with it.”


“Uh-oh,” I heard Jake say. “Elliot’s heading this way.”


I looked up. Mr. Elliot was over by the cash registers with his eyes locked on me.


“That’s my cue.” I wrapped up my sandwich and adjusted the boa to be sure my shoulders had the appropriate amount of coverage.


I gave Luke a kiss. “See ya,” I said as I headed for the double doors that led to the theater.
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“Testing. Testing, one, two, three.” Alyssa pulled her hair into a ponytail while she waited for Jack to connect the next microphone. When he was done, he gave her a nod and she stepped in front of it. “Testing. Testing, one, two, three. This one’s not working,” she yelled up toward the balcony, tapping her fingernail on the mic.
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