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PRAISE FOR SOPHIE GONZALES

‘Didn’t know it was possible to pack a book with this much charm, humour, sincerity, and wisdom, but then again, it’s Sophie Gonzales. Perfect on Paper is perfectly wonderful’

Becky Albertalli, author of Simon vs. the Homo Sapiens Agenda

‘I devoured this book in one lovely day! Yet again Sophie has created an ensemble of empathetic characters led by a clever, relatable, sincere protagonist you’ll root for all the way through. Perfect on Paper is full of the kind of sharp wit, keen insight, and hilarious rom-com shenanigans that make it a heartfelt reminder that love may come in infinite and unexpected ways, but is still the one thing we all have in common’

Emma Lord, author of Tweet Cute

‘Perfect on Paper is a perfectly-complicated love story in every way. Gonzales has gifted us with a well-intentioned and thoughtfully-complex protagonist in Darcy, whose advice is wonderfully applied not only to the questioning students she anonymously helps, but to readers as well! Full of swoons and angst and packaged carefully with heart, Perfect on Paper was a brilliant study on the complications of first loves’

Erin Hahn, author of You’d Be Mine and More than Maybe

‘A delight! This heartfelt, queer update on Grease … illustrates a timeless truth: love is love is love’

Jenn Bennett, author of Alex, Approximately

‘Irresistibly cute, hilariously sweet, this book warmed my heart with its characters and love story’

Mason Deaver, author of I Wish You All the Best

‘There can never be enough queer stories about romance - and when they are told with this much heart, humor and a swoon-worthy story line, you never want them to end’

Angelo Surmelis, author of The Dangerous Art of Blending In

‘Only Mostly Devastated is the kind of book I wish existed when my kids were younger - a charming, funny, laugh-out-loud teen romance that reminds all readers love comes in a multitude of flavors, and they are ALL sweet’

Jodi Picoult, author of Small Great Things and A Spark of Light

‘A delightful, heartwarming, heartrending story about family, love, friendship, and living your most authentic life. I couldn’t put it down’

Sandhya Menon, author of When Dimple Met Rishi

‘Funny and sweet and super gay, fans of Simon vs. the Homo Sapiens Agenda are going to be all over Only Mostly Devastated!’

Cale Dietrich, author of The Love Interest

‘Wry but earnest, sweet but irreverent, heartbreaking but hopeful. You’ll be rooting for Ollie and his messy, wonderful friends from the first page to the last’

Hannah Capin, author of The Dead Queens Club and Foul Is Fair

‘With razor-sharp wit, masterful comedic timing, and heaps of heart, these hilarious, lovable, heartbreakingly real characters make Only Mostly Devastated an instant hit and Sophie Gonzales one YA author to watch’

Julia Lynn Rubin, author of Burro Hills
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To Mum and Dad, who showed me the beauty of words when I was only a baby, and held my hand as I fell in love with stories
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ONE

Everyone in school knows about locker eighty-nine: the locker on the bottom right, at the end of the hall near the science labs. It’s been unassigned for years now; really, it should’ve been allocated to one of the hundreds of students in the school to load with books and papers and forgotten, mold-infested Tupperware.

Instead, there seems to be an unspoken agreement that locker eighty-nine serves a higher purpose. How else do you explain the fact that every year, when we all get our schedules and combinations, and lockers eighty-eight and ninety meet their new leasers, locker eighty-nine stands empty?

Well, “empty” might not be the right word here. Because even though it’s unassigned, locker eighty-nine ends most days housing several envelopes with almost identical contents: ten dollars, often in the form of a bill, sometimes made up of whatever loose change the sender can gather; a letter, sometimes typed, sometimes handwritten, sometimes adorned with the telltale smudge of a tearstain; and at the bottom of the letter, an email address.

It’s a mystery how the envelopes get in there, when it’s rare to spot someone slipping one through the vents. It’s a bigger mystery, still, how the envelopes are collected, when no one has ever been spotted opening the locker.

No one can agree on who operates it. Is it a teacher with no hobbies? An ex-student who can’t let go of the past? A bighearted janitor who could use some cash on the side?

The only thing that’s universally agreed on is this: if you’re having relationship issues and you slide a letter through the vents of locker eighty-nine, you will receive an email from an anonymous sender within the week, giving you advice. And if you’re wise enough to follow that advice, your relationship problems will be solved, guaranteed, or your money back.

And I rarely have to give people their money back.

In my defense, in the few cases that didn’t work out, the letter left out important information. Like last month, when Penny Moore wrote in about Rick Smith dumping her in an Instagram comment, and conveniently left out that he did it after finding out she’d coordinated her absent days with his older brother so they could sneak off together. If I’d known that, I never would’ve advised Penny to confront Rick about the comment during lunch the next day. That one was on her. Admittedly, it was kind of satisfying to watch Rick perform a dramatic reading of her texts to his brother in front of the whole cafeteria, but I would’ve preferred a happy ending. Because I did this to help people, and to know I made a positive difference in the world; but also (and maybe even mostly, in this case), because it pained me to drop ten dollars into Penny’s locker all because she was too proud to admit she was the one in the wrong. Problem is, I couldn’t defend myself and my relationship expertise if Penny were to tell everyone she didn’t get a refund.

Because no one knows who I am.

Okay, I don’t mean literally. Lots of people know who I am. Darcy Phillips. Junior. That girl with the shoulder-length blond hair and the gap between her front teeth. The one who’s best friends with Brooke Nguyen, and is part of the school’s queer club. Ms. Morgan-from-science-class’s daughter.

But what they don’t know is that I’m also the girl who hangs back after school while her mom finishes up in the science labs, long after everyone else has left. The girl who steals down the hall to locker eighty-nine, enters the combination she’s known by heart for years—ever since the combination list was left briefly unattended on the admin officer’s desk one evening—and collects letters and bills like tax. The girl who spends her nights filtering strangers’ stories through unbiased eyes, before sending carefully composed instructions via the burner email account she made in ninth grade.

They don’t know, because nobody in school knows. I’m the only one who knows my secret.

Or, I was, anyway. Up until this very moment.

I had the sinking inkling that was about to change, though. Because even though I’d checked the halls for stragglers or staff members like I always did barely twenty seconds ago, I was thirteen-thousand percent sure I’d heard someone clear their throat somewhere in the vicinity of directly the fuck behind me.

While I was elbow deep inside a very much unlocked locker eighty-nine.

Crap.

Even as I turned around, I was optimistic enough to hope for the best. Part of the reason why I’d gotten by without detection for so long was the locker’s convenient location, right at the foot of a dead-end, L-shaped hallway. There’d been close calls in the past, but the sound of the heavy entry doors swinging closed had always given me plenty of notice to hide the evidence. The only way someone would be able to sneak up on me was if they’d come out of the fire escape door leading from the pool—and no one used the pool this late in the day.

From the looks of the very wet guy standing behind me, though, I’d made a fatal miscalculation. Apparently, someone did use the pool this late in the day.

Well, fuck.

I knew him. Or, at least, I knew of him. His name was Alexander Brougham, although I was pretty sure he usually went by Brougham. He was a senior, and good friends with Finn Park, and, by all accounts, one of the hottest seniors at St. Deodetus’s.

Up close, it was clear to me said accounts were categorically false.

Brougham’s nose looked like it’d been badly broken once, and his navy-blue eyes were opened almost as wide as his mouth, which was an interesting look, because his eyes were kind of bulgy to begin with. Not goldfish-level, but more like a “my eyelids are doing their best to swallow my eye-balls whole” type of bulgy. And, as aforementioned, he was wet enough that his already dark hair looked black, and his T-shirt stuck to his chest in damp, see-through patches.

“Why are you soaking?” I asked, folding my arms behind my back to hide the letters and leaning against locker eighty-nine so it closed behind me. “You look like you fell in the pool.”

This was probably one of the few situations where a sopping wet, fully clothed teenager standing in the school hall-way an hour after dismissal wasn’t the elephant in the room.

He looked at me like I’d said the stupidest thing in the world. Which seemed unfair, given I wasn’t the one who was wandering around the school halls literally dripping.

“I didn’t ‘fall in the pool.’ I was swimming laps.”

“With your clothes on?” I tried to shove the letters down the back of my skirt without moving my hands, but that was a more complex task than I’d anticipated.

Brougham surveyed his jeans. I used the brief distraction to ram the letters inside the band of my tights. In hindsight, this was probably never going to go far in convincing him he hadn’t just seen me digging through locker eighty-nine, but until I had a better excuse, denial was all I had.

“I’m not that wet,” he said.

Today was apparently the first time I’d heard Alexander Brougham speak, because until just now I’d had no idea he had a British accent. I understood his wide appeal now: Oriella, my favorite relationship YouTuber, once dedicated a whole video to the topic. People with perfectly good taste in partners historically had their senses addled in the presence of an accent. Setting aside the messiness of which accents were considered sexy in which cultures and why, accents in general were nature’s way of saying, “Procreate with that one, their gene code must be varied as fuck.” Few things, it seemed, could turn a person on as quickly as the subconscious realization they almost certainly weren’t flirting with a blood relative.

Thankfully, Brougham broke the silence when I didn’t reply. “I didn’t get time to dry off properly. I’d just finished up when I heard you out here. I thought I might catch the person who runs locker eighty-nine if I snuck through the fire escape. And I did.”

He looked triumphant. Like he’d won a contest I was only now realizing I’d been participating in.

That was, incidentally, my least favorite facial expression. As of right this moment.

I forced a nervous laugh. “I didn’t open it. I was putting a letter in.”

“I just saw you close it.”

“I didn’t close it. I just banged it a little when I was sliding the, uh … the letter inside.”

Cool, Darcy, way to gaslight the poor British student.

“Yeah, you did. Also, you took a pile of letters out of it.”

Well, I’d committed to this enough to shove them down my tights so I might as well follow this through to the end, right? I held my empty hands out, palms up. “I don’t have any letters.”

He actually looked a little thrown. “Where did you … I saw them, though.”

I shrugged and pulled an innocent face.

“You … did you put them down your stockings?” His tone wasn’t accusing, per se. More “mild, patronizing bafflement,” like someone gently questioning their child on why, exactly, they thought dog food would make a great snack. It only made me want to dig my heels in further.

I shook my head and laughed a little too loudly. “No.” The heat in my cheeks told me my face was betraying me.

“Turn around.”

I leaned against the lockers with a rustle of paper and folded my arms across my chest. The corner of one of the envelopes dug uncomfortably into the back of my hip. “I don’t want to.”

He looked at me.

I looked at him.

Yeah. He wasn’t buying this for a second.

If my brain were functioning properly I would’ve said something to throw him off track, but unfortunately it chose that precise moment to go on strike.

“You are the person who runs this thing,” Brougham said, confidently enough I knew there was no point protesting further. “And I really need your help.”

I hadn’t settled on what I believed would happen if I ever got caught. Mostly because I’d preferred not to worry about it too much. But if you’d forced me to guess what the person catching me would do, I would’ve probably gone for “turn me in to the principal,” or “tell everyone in school,” or “accuse me of ruining their life with bad advice.”

But this? This wasn’t so threatening. Maybe it was going to be okay. I swallowed hard in an attempt to shove the lump in my throat down closer to my thudding heart. “Help with what?”

“With getting my ex-girlfriend back.” He paused, thoughtful. “Oh, my name’s Brougham, by the way.”

Brougham. Pronounced BRO-um, not Broom. It was an easy name to remember, because it was pronounced all wrong, and that had irked me since the first time I’d heard it.

“I know,” I said faintly.

“What’s your hourly rate?” he asked, peeling his shirt away from his chest to air it out. It thwacked heavily back against his skin as soon as he let go of it. See? Overly wet.

I tore my eyes away from his clothes and processed his question. “I’m sorry?”

“I want to hire you.”

There he went again with the weird money-for-favors language. “As … ?”

“A relationship coach.” He glanced around us, then lowered his voice to a whisper. “My girlfriend broke up with me last month and I need her back, but I don’t know where to start. This isn’t something an email’s gonna fix.”

Well, wasn’t this guy dramatic? “Um, look, I’m sorry, but I don’t really have time to be anyone’s coach. I just do this before bed as a hobby.”

“What are you so busy with?” he asked calmly.

“Um, homework? Friends? Netflix?”

He folded his arms. “I’ll pay you twenty dollars an hour.”

“Dude, I said—”

“Twenty-five an hour, plus a fifty-dollar bonus if I get Winona back.”

Wait.

So, this guy was seriously telling me he’d give me fifty dollars, tax-free, if I spent two hours giving him some advice on getting back a girl who’d already fallen for him once? That was well within my skill set. Which meant the fifty-dollar bonus was all but guaranteed.

This could be the easiest money I’d ever made.

While I mulled it over, he spoke up. “I know you want to keep your identity anonymous.”

I snapped back to reality and narrowed my eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He shrugged, the picture of innocence. “You’re sneaking around after hours when the halls are empty, and no one knows it’s you answering them. There’s a reason you don’t want people knowing. It doesn’t take Sherlock Holmes.”

And there it was. I knew it. I knew my gut was screaming “danger” for a good reason. He wasn’t asking me for a favor, he was telling me what he wanted from me, and throwing in why it would be a bad idea to refuse. As casually as anything. Blink-and-you’ll-miss-it blackmail.

I kept my voice as steady as I could, but I couldn’t help the touch of venom that seeped through. “And let me guess. You’d like to help me keep it that way. That’s where this is going, right?”

“Well, yeah. Exactly.”

He’d stuck his lower lip out and widened his eyes. My own lip curled of its own accord as I took him in, any good-will I’d been feeling toward him evaporating in one puff. “Gee. That’s so thoughtful of you.”

Brougham, expressionless, waited for me to go on. When I didn’t, he circled a hand in the air. “So … what do you think?”

I thought a lot of things, but none of them were wise to say out loud to someone who was in the middle of threatening me. What were my options here? I couldn’t tell Mom someone was threatening me. She had no idea I was behind locker eighty-nine. And I really, really didn’t want everyone to find out this was me. I mean, the awkwardness of how much personal information I knew about everyone alone … even my closest friends didn’t know my involvement. Without anonymity, my dating advice business was a bust. And it was the only real thing I’d ever achieved. The only thing that actually did the world any good.

And … god, there was the whole Brooke thing from last year. If Brooke ever found out about that she’d hate me.

She couldn’t find out.

I set my jaw. “Fifty up front. Fifty if it works out.”

“Shake on it?”

“I’m not done. I’ll agree to a cap of five hours for now. If you want me for longer, it’s my call to continue.”

“Is that everything?” he asked.

“No. If you say one word to anyone about any of this, I’ll tell everyone your game is so bad you needed personal relationship tutoring.”

It was a weak addition, and nowhere near as creative as some of the insults I’d thought of a few moments ago, but I didn’t want to goad him too much. Something flashed so slightly across his blank face I almost missed it. As it was, it was hard to define. Did his eyebrows rise a little? “Well that was unnecessary, but noted.”

I simply folded my arms. “Was it now?”

We stood in silence for a beat as my words played back in my head—they’d sounded bitchier than I’d intended, not that bitchiness was unwarranted here—then he shook his head and started to turn his back. “You know what? Stuff it. I just thought you might be open to a deal.”

“Wait, wait, wait.” I darted forward to head him off, hands up. “I’m sorry. I am open to a deal.”

“Are you sure?”

Oh, for god’s sake, was he going to make me beg him? It seemed unfair to expect me to accept his blackmail terms without any pushback or sass at all, and I was liking him less and less by the second, but I’d do it. Whatever he told me to do, I’d do it. I just needed to keep the situation contained. I nodded, firmly, and he took his phone out.

“Okay then. I’m at practice over at my swim club before school every day, and Monday, Wednesday, and Friday afternoons we do dryland training. Tuesdays and Thursdays I swim here at the pool. I’ll grab your number so we can organize this without me hunting you down at school, okay?”

“You forgot ‘please.’” Damn it, I shouldn’t have said that. But I couldn’t help myself. I snatched the phone from him and entered my number into it. “Here.”

“Excellent. What’s your name, by the way?”

I couldn’t even begin to stifle my laugh. “You know, usually people find out each other’s names prior to making ‘deals.’ Do you do it differently in England?”

“I’m from Australia, not England.”

“That’s not an Australian accent.”

“As an Australian, I can assure you it is. It’s just not one you’re used to hearing.”

“There’s more than one?”

“There’s more than one American accent, isn’t there? Your name?”

Oh for the love of … “Darcy Phillips.”

“I’ll message you tomorrow, Darcy. Have a wonderful night.” From the way he surveyed me, lips pressed together and chin raised as his eyes drifted down, he’d enjoyed our first conversation about as much as I had. I stiffened with annoyance at this realization. What right did he have to dislike me when he was the reason that exchange had gotten so tense?

He slid his phone into his damp pocket, electrical failure be damned, and turned on his heel to leave. I stared after him for a moment, then took my chance to rip the letters out of their extremely uncomfortable position by my underwear and shove them in my backpack. Just in time, too, because Mom emerged around the corner not ten seconds later. “There you are. Ready to go?” she asked me, already turning back down the hall, the clack of her low heels echoing in the empty space.

Like I was ever not ready to go. By the time she packed up her stuff, answered her emails, and got some sneaky paper marking in, I was the last student to leave this area of the school—everyone else was way down at the other end hanging around the art room or the track field.

Well, except for Alexander Brougham, apparently.

“Did you know students stay back this late to use the pool?” I asked Mom, hurrying to meet her stride.

“Well, we’re in the off-season for the school team so I daresay it wouldn’t be busy, but I know it’s open to students Vijay gives passes to until reception closes. Darc, could you text Ainsley and ask her to take the spaghetti sauce out of the freezer?”

By Vijay, Mom meant Coach Senguttuvan. One of the weirdest parts about having a parent work at school was that I knew the teachers by their first and last names, and had to make sure not to slip up in class or talking to my friends. Some of them I’d known practically as long as I’d been alive. It might sound easy, but having John around for dinner every month, and at my parents’ birthday parties, and hosting New Year’s Eve for fifteen years, then suddenly transitioning to calling him Mr. Hanson in math class was like playing Minesweeper with my reputation.

I texted my sister Mom’s instructions as I hopped in the passenger seat. To my delight, I found an unread message waiting from Brooke:

I don’t want to do this essay. 
Please don’t make me do this 
essay.

As usual, getting a message from Brooke made me feel like the law of gravity had declined to apply to me for a beat.

She was obviously thinking about me instead of doing her homework. How often did her mind wander to me when she started daydreaming? Did it wander to anyone else, or was I special?

It was so hard to know how much to hope.

I sent a quick reply:

You’ve got this! I believe in 
you. I’ll send you my notes 
later tonight, if it’ll help?

Mom hummed to herself as we pulled out of the parking lot, unbelievably slowly, so as to not bowl down any unexpected turtles. “How was your day?”

“Pretty uneventful,” I lied. Best to leave out the whole “I got hired and also blackmailed” thing. “I got into an argument about women’s rights in sociology with Mr. Reisling, but that’s normal. Mr. Reisling’s a dickhead.”

“Yeah, he is a dickhead,” Mom mused to herself, then she gave me a sharp look. “Don’t you tell anyone I said that!”

“I’ll leave it off the agenda at tomorrow’s meeting.”

Mom glanced sideways at me, and her round face broke into a warm grin. I started to return it, then I remembered Brougham, and the blackmailing, and I wilted. Mom didn’t notice, though. She was too busy focusing on the road, already lost in her own thoughts. One of the good things about having a perpetually distracted parent was not having to dodge prying questions.

I just hoped Brougham would keep my secret to himself. The problem was, of course, that I had no idea what kind of person he was. Wonderful. A guy I’d never met properly, who I knew nothing about, held the power to throw my business—not to mention my relationships—into havoc. That wasn’t anxiety inducing at all.

I needed to talk to Ainsley.






TWO

Hi Locker 89,

So, my girl has been driving me fucking crazy. She doesn’t know what the word space means!! If I fucking DARE to not text her one day, she’ll blow my phone up. Mom told me not to reward her for being psycho, so I make Sure I don’t reply til the next day so she knows going off on me isn’t gonna make me wanna talk to her. And when I do reply, suddenly she’s all 1-word answers and passive-aggressive bitchiness. Wtf? Like do you wanna fucking talk to me or not? Now I have to feel fucking guilty because I didn’t check my phone in bio? I don’t wanna break up because she’s actually really cool when she’s not being psycho. I swear I’m a good boyfriend, but I can’t constantly text her just to keep her from losing it??

Dtb02@hotmail.com

Locker 89 <locker89@gmail.com>   3:06 p.m. (0 min ago) 
to Dtb02

Hey DTB!

I recommend you look up different attachment styles. I can’t say for sure, but it sounds like your gf might have an anxious attachment style. (There are four main styles, and to summarize: one is secure, where people learned as babies that love is reliable and predictable. Another is dismissive-avoidant, where a person learns as an infant that they can’t rely on others, and grows up finding it hard to let people in. Then you have anxious, where a person learned that love is only given sometimes, and can be snatched away without warning, leaving them constantly afraid of abandonment as adults. And finally, fearful avoidant, where someone is both afraid of abandonment and of letting others in. Confusing!) Long story short, she’s always going to be super sensitive to anything that feels like abandonment, and she’ll go right into panic mode when that happens. We call it “activating.” It’s not “psycho” (FYI that’s not a cool term), it’s a primal fear of being alone and in danger. But in saying that, I totally get how it’d feel smothering when she activates.

I recommend setting boundaries, but also taking steps to reassure her you’re still into her. She might need that more than some others. Let her know you think she’s amazing, but you want to come up with a solution to make sure she doesn’t panic if you don’t text. Come to an agreement you’re both happy with, because your need for space is valid! Maybe you’d be happy to text her before school every day, even just to say good morning, have a good day? Or maybe you think it’s reasonable to send her a quick text reply in the bathroom like, “Sorry I’m in class at the moment, I’ll message you when I’m home tonight so I can reply properly, can’t wait to talk.” Or if you’re not in the mood for talking, message her to say, “Having an off night, nothing to do with you, love you, can we chat tomorrow?” The key is, it should be something you both think will work.

It’ll take some compromise, but you’d be surprised how easy it is to talk an anxiously attached person down from their spiral if you don’t leave them in silence to imagine the worst. They only want to know there’s a reason for your distance that isn’t “they don’t love me anymore.”

Good luck!

Locker 89

At home, Ainsley had not only taken the spaghetti sauce out to defrost, she also had a fresh loaf of bread cooking in the bread maker, filling the house with the delicious, yeasty smell of a country bakery. A sloshing, watery sound told me the dishwasher was halfway through a cycle already, too, and the linoleum floor had a “newly mopped” gleam. Even scrubbed down, though, our house was generally too full of clutter to look clean, and the kitchen was no different. Every counter surface was occupied by decorative knick-knacks, from succulents in terra-cotta pots to boxes full of baking utensils to assorted mug racks. The walls were covered in pots and pans and knives hanging from various wooden displays, and the fridge was adorned with magnets to celebrate every big moment in our family’s lives, from Disneyland trips to a Hawaii beach vacation to my kinder-garten graduation to a picture of Ainsley and Mom on the courthouse steps the day of Ainsley’s legal name change.

Since she’d started community college, Ainsley had become preoccupied with “earning her keep” around the house, like Mom hadn’t inundated her with reasons to go to college here instead of L.A. all of Ainsley’s junior year. Mom, it seemed, wasn’t ready to have the house totally empty every other week when I went to my dad’s. Not that I was complaining; not only was Ainsley a much better cook than Mom, but she was, incidentally, one of my best friends. Which was one of the weapons Mom had had in her “convince Ainsley to stick around” arsenal.

I dumped my bag by the kitchen table and slid onto one of the benches, trying and failing to catch Ainsley’s eye. As usual, she was wearing one of her personalized altered creations, a cream sweater with three-quarter sleeves and winglike frills running down the sides.

“Are you thinking of doing garlic bread, love?” Mom asked Ainsley, opening the fridge to get some water.

Ainsley glanced at the humming bread maker. “That’s a good idea, actually.”

I cleared my throat. “Ainsley, you said you were gonna alter one of your dresses for me.”

Now, to clarify, Ainsley had said no such thing. She was good for a lot of stuff, but sharing her clothes and makeup was not, and never had been, her strong suit. It did the trick, though. She looked at me, finally, albeit in bewilderment, and I took the chance to widen my eyes at her meaningfully. “Oh, of course,” she lied, tucking a lock of her long brown hair behind one ear. Her tell. Lucky Mom wasn’t paying much attention. “I have a few minutes now if you want to look.”

“Yep, yep, let’s go.”

I didn’t visit Ainsley’s room nearly as often as she made the trip to mine, and I had a good reason for it. Where my bedroom was relatively organized, decorations where they should be, bed made, clothes hung up, Ainsley’s was organized chaos. Her green and pink candy-striped walls were barely visible through the posters and paintings and photos she’d stuck up haphazardly (the only photo that’d been placed with any care was the large, framed picture of the Queer and Questioning Club, taken at the end of her senior year). Her queen-sized bed was unmade—not that you could tell, with the four or five layers of clothes she’d thrown on top of it—and at the foot of the bed, a trunk she kept stuffed full of fabrics and buttons and bits and bobs she was sure she’d find a use for one day sat open, its contents spilling out onto the plush cream carpet.

As soon as I got through the door, I was olfactorily assaulted by the thick caramel-vanilla aroma of Ainsley’s favorite candle, which she always lit when she was planning a new YouTube video. She claimed it helped her concentrate, but my muse didn’t come in the form of a scent-induced migraine, so I could not relate.

Ainsley pulled her door shut. I threw myself onto the bundle of clothes on her bed, gagging as dramatically as I could. “What’s up?” she asked, opening the window a crack to let in some sweet oxygen.

I crawled closer to the window and sucked in a breath. “I was caught, Ains.”

She didn’t ask what I was caught doing. She didn’t have to. As the one and only confidante in the world who knew about my locker business, she knew very well what I did immediately after school every day.

She sat heavy on the edge of the bed. “By who?”

“Finn Park’s friend. Alexander Brougham.”

“Him?” She gave me a wicked smile. “He’s a snack. He looks like Bill Skarsgård!”

I chose to ignore the fact that she’d compared Brougham to a horror movie clown as a compliment. “How, because he has puffy eyes? Not my thing.”

“Because he’s a guy, or because he’s not Brooke?”

“Because he’s not my type. Why would it be because he’s a guy?”

“I dunno, just you usually go for girls.”

Okay, just because I’d happened to like a few girls in a row now did not mean I couldn’t like a guy. But I did not have the energy to go down that rabbit hole right now, so I switched back to the topic at hand. “Anyway, he snuck up behind me today. Said he wanted to figure out who was in charge of the locker, so he could pay me to be his dating coach.”

“Pay you?” Ainsley’s eyes lit up. Presumably as visions of MAC lipsticks, purchased with my sudden windfall, danced in her head.

“Well, yes. That and blackmail me. He basically said he’d tell everyone who I am if I didn’t say yes.”

“What? That asshole!”

“Right?” I threw my hands up, before hugging them to my chest. “And I bet he’d do it, too.”

“Well, let’s face it, even if he only told Finn, everyone in town would know about it by tomorrow.”

Even though Finn Park was a senior and a year younger that her, Ainsley knew him—and, by extension, his friendship choices—well. He’d been part of the Queer and Questioning Club since Ainsley founded it in her junior year, the same year she started transitioning.

“So, what are you gonna do?” Ainsley asked.

“I told him I’d meet him after school tomorrow.”

“Is he at least paying you well?”

I told her, and Ainsley looked impressed. “That’s better than I get at the Crepe Shoppe!”

“Count yourself lucky your boss isn’t extorting you.”

We were interrupted by my phone vibrating in my pocket. It was a message from Brooke.

Have a new sample haul. I could 
come around before dinner?

Everything inside me started flipping and tumbling like I’d knocked back a glass of live crickets.

“What does Brooke want?” Ainsley asked lightly.

I glanced up halfway through texting a response. “How did you know it was Brooke?”

She raised an eyebrow at me. “Because only Brooke makes you go—” She punctuated the sentence with a gooey, exaggerated smile, complete with crossed eyes and a lopsided head tip.

I stared at her. “Wonderful. If I look like that around her, I can’t imagine why she hasn’t fallen for me yet.”

“My job is to give you the harsh truth,” Ainsley said. “I take it seriously.”

“You’re good at it. Very committed.”

“Thank you.”

“She’s got some samples for us. Are you filming before dinner?”

“Nope, I was going to later. Count me in.”

Even though the Crepe Shoppe paid Ainsley’s bills, for the last year she’d been putting all her free time toward building her thrift-flip YouTube channel. Her videos were actually really impressive. Dealing with the same pressure to fit in at a rich private school as I did, but amplified by the added pressure of working within the limited new wardrobe Mom and Dad could afford to give her at the time—much of which wasn’t designed with her proportions in mind—Ainsley had adapted by developing her sewing skills. And, in the process, had discovered she had a natural creativity. She could look at the ugliest pieces of thrift store clothing, and where the rest of us saw something we’d never wear in a million years, Ainsley saw potential. She’d rescue items and take in the hips, add in panels, add or remove sleeves, and cover them in crystals or lace or patches, and she’d absolutely transform them. And it just so happened that the transformation process, along with her self-deprecating voice-over commentary, made for quality content.

I sent back a text to Brooke. What I wanted to say was abso-fucking-lutely she could come over, as soon as possible, and in fact, she could also move in, and marry me, and mother my children while she was at it, but my extensive study in relationships had taught me wild obsession wasn’t cute. So I went with a simple “sure, we’ll be eating around six.” Same overall message, less terrifying intensity.

While Ainsley headed back to the kitchen, I changed out of my uniform, then fished today’s letters out of my bag and started working my way through them. I had a real system going after doing this roughly twice weekly for two years. Dollar bills and coins went into a Ziploc bag to be deposited into my bank account (I figured the easiest way to get myself caught would be to be seen with a purse stuffed full of small bills one too many times). Then I’d speed-read all of the letters and sort them into two piles. Pile one: letters I could answer off the top of my head. Pile two: letters that stumped me. I was proud to say these days that pile two was almost always smaller, and sometimes there was no need for a pile two at all. There were very few situations that threw me anymore.

I did worry sometimes that this whole process would become too time consuming to continue in senior year. But, hey, plenty of students had part-time jobs. Why was this any different? Apart from the obvious answer: I enjoyed this. A hell of a lot more than most people enjoyed their minimum wage jobs bagging groceries or collecting dirty plates from ungrateful customers.

By the time Ainsley wandered back in so she could pro-crastinate from her own responsibilities, I’d finished pile one—the only pile today—and moved on to YouTube research. Over the last couple of years, I’d cultivated a subscription list of who I considered to be the very best relationship experts on YouTube, and I made a point of never missing their videos. It was a Tuesday, so that meant a new upload from Coach Pris Plumber. Today’s video was a review of the latest research behind the biology of the brain in love, which interested me far more than my actual biology homework. Coach Pris was one of my very favorites, second only to Oriella.

God, how to describe the enigma that was Oriella? A twentysomething influencer who practically founded the corner of YouTube devoted to dating advice, she uploaded a video every other day. Could you imagine coming up with that many topics to cover? Unbelievable. And no matter how many she released, how many times you thought she’d surely talked about everything there was to talk about, boom: she blew your mind with a video about how to use artful shots of food in your Instagram stories to make your ex miss you. The woman was a goddamn genius.

She’d also pioneered one of my favorite relationship-advice tools, not-so-creatively called “character analysis.” Oriella figured every problem could be labeled, and that to find the correct label, you had to run a diagnostic. Under her prerecorded instruction, I’d learned to list everything relevant about the person in question—in my case, always a complicated locker-letter writer—and once it was all written out, things would almost always become clearer.

Ainsley came up behind me and watched the video silently for three or so seconds, then she moved to my bed and sat heavily on the edge. My cue to stop what I was doing and pay attention to her.

I looked over to see her sprawled in a starfish pose on my bed, her straight brown hair fanned out over the blanket. “Any good ones today?” she asked when I caught her eye.

“Pretty standard,” I said as I paused Pris. “What is it with guys calling their girlfriends psycho? It’s an epidemic.”

“If there’s one thing guys love, it’s an excuse to avoid accountability for their own role in causing the behavior they don’t like,” Ainsley said. “You’re fighting the good fight.”

“Someone’s got to, I guess.”

“Pays the bills. By the way, Brooke’s just pulled up outside.”

I slammed my laptop lid down and jumped to my feet to douse myself in perfume. Ainsley shook her head. “I’ve never seen you move so fast.”

“Shut up.”

We reached the living room as Mom opened the front door and greeted Brooke, which meant I had at least fifteen seconds to prepare while they embraced and Mom asked after every family member Brooke had.

I dove onto the couch, kicking various decorative cushions onto the floor, and arranged myself in a way that hopefully looked like I’d been chilling casually for ages, unconcerned Brooke had arrived. “How’s my hair?” I hissed to Ainsley.

She studied me with a critical eye, then shot her hands out to tousle my shoulder-length waves. With a nod of approval, she threw herself beside me and took out her phone, just in time to complete the picture of relaxed nonchalance as Brooke appeared.

My chest compressed. I swallowed my heart, which had lodged itself somewhere behind my tonsils.

Brooke glided into the living room, her stockinged feet silent on the carpet. She was yet to change out of her uniform, to my secret delight.

Our school uniform consisted of a navy blazer with the school logo on the breast, and a white button-down shirt, both of which had to be bought from the uniform shop. Outside of that, there was still a code, but it was a little more lax in terms of how we interpreted it. Bottoms had to be a beige, khaki color, with the choice of pants or a skirt, but we could buy them wherever we wanted. Guys had to wear ties, but the color and style of tie was up to them—barring any explicit or inappropriate prints. That rule had been added back in my sophomore year when Finn got his hands on a tie covered in marijuana leaves.

So, we’d come to a compromise that stopped the students from revolting. Uniform enough to keep the majority of parents and staff happy, but with enough expression that we didn’t feel like we were trapped in some stuffy British boarding school where individuality was illegal.

Now, it might sound like I was complaining about the uniform, but let the record show I was not. How could I complain, when Brooke looked like this in it? With her slender legs shown off by her flippy skirt and black tights, her gold locket pendant dangling in front of her buttoned collar, and her straight dark hair tumbling over the shoulders of her blazer, Brooke was a goddamn vision. I was quite sure that until the day I died, the sight of the St. Deodetus girl’s uniform would send my stomach into rollicking butterflies. All because of how it looked on Brooke Amanda Nguyen.

“Hey,” Brooke said, dropping to her knees in the center of the room. She dumped the canvas bag she’d carried in with her upside down on the carpet and dozens of sachets and tubes bounced out.

One of the great benefits of having Brooke as a friend—other than, you know, having her around to bring light and joy into my life each and every day—was her department store sales job.

It was hands down the coolest job any teenager could have, if you ignored my job, which was arguably cooler. She got to spend her shifts talking to people about makeup, recommending products, and getting sneak peeks of new stuff. And best of all, she got a staff discount and could take home any samples she wanted. Which translated to me inheriting more than my fair share of free makeup.

With a shriek of happiness, Ainsley dove off the couch and onto the ground to grab a sachet before I’d had the chance to process the selection. “Oh, yes, yes, yes, I’ve been wanting to try this,” she said.

“Well, I guess you’re claiming that one,” I said, pretending to be put out. “Hi, Brooke.”

She caught my eye and grinned. “Hey, you. I brought gifts.”

Somehow—thankfully—I managed to stop myself from making a cringey one-liner about how her presence in my house was the real gift. Instead, I made just the right amount of eye contact—which she unfortunately broke before we could have any kind of moment—and kept my tone carefully casual, but not so casual I sounded disinterested. “How’s the essay?”

Brooke wrinkled her nose. “I got the outline done. I was waiting on your notes.”

“You’ve still got until next week. That’s plenty of time.”

“I know, I know, but it takes me forever to do them. I’m not a fast typer like you.”

“Why are you here, then?” I asked her teasingly.

“Because you’re so much more fun than working on my essay.”

I shook my head at her, in a pretense of disappointment, but the look of elation on my face probably gave me away. For a second there, she’d given me what seemed like a meaningful look. Sure, it might have been platonic affection, but it also might have been a hint. An opening. I would rather be around you. I have fun with you. I’d sacrifice a good grade so I could snatch an extra hour with you.

Or, maybe I was reading into it and hearing what I wanted to hear. Why was it so much harder to answer my own relationship questions than everyone else’s?

While Brooke and Ainsley gushed over the product Ainsley had swooped in on—a chemical exfoliant, from what I could gather—I crawled over to the haul and found a mini liquid lipstick in the most perfect peachy-pink shade I’d ever seen. “Oh, Darc, that’d look beautiful on you,” Brooke said, and that was it, I needed this more than I’d ever needed anything in my life.

But as I was swatching it on my wrist, I noticed Ainsley giving me puppy-dog eyes in my peripheral. I glanced up. “What?”

“That’s the lipstick I was gonna buy this weekend.”

I pulled it into my chest protectively. “You got the exfoliator!”

“There’s like a hundred things here, I’m allowed more than one thing.”

“You’re not even blond! You can’t pull off peach!”

Ainsley looked affronted. “Um, excuse you, I’ll have you know I rock peach. And your lips are perfect bare. Mine need all the help they can get.”

“You can borrow it whenever you want.”

“No, you get cold sores. If I hold onto it, you can borrow it if you use an applicator, how about that?”

“Or I could use an applicator all the time, and you can borrow it.”

“I don’t trust you. You’d get lazy and rub your herpes all over it to claim it.”

I threw my hands up and looked at Brooke for support. “Wow. Wow. Are you hearing this slander?”

Brooke shared an amused look with me, and all the fierceness flooded out of me. She sat up straighter and laid her palms out. “Okay, chill, this doesn’t need to end in blood. How about rock paper scissors?”

Ainsley looked at me.

I looked at her.

She shrugged.

Damn it, she knew I was going to crack. She knew it, and had zero shame in taking advantage of that fact, and only for her, only for her. Winning, knowing Ainsley wanted it so badly, would feel sour now. “Joint custody?” I offered. Good-bye, beautiful lipstick.

“Oh, Darc,” Brooke protested. She knew as well as I did if it disappeared into Ainsley’s room I’d probably never see it again. But I had to set terms regardless, otherwise I looked like I was easy to walk all over. Which I was, when it came to Ainsley, but that wasn’t the point.

Ainsley held up a hand to shush her. “I have full custody. You get unlimited visitation rights.”

“And if you go away for the weekend? Or if I need it on a Dad weekend?” While Ainsley did sometimes join me in visiting Dad every other weekend, I was the only one of us bound by the family court to see him so regularly. Once Ainsley turned eighteen, it became totally her call when to go to Dad’s, and as a college student, packing up a suitcase and traipsing across town twice a month was usually too much of a hassle for Ains.

She hesitated. “Case-by-case basis. If one of us has a special event that weekend, it goes to that sister.”

We turned to Brooke as one. She tented her fingers and looked between us, frowning. I was glad to see her taking the role of adjudicator seriously. After a couple of seconds pondering, she spoke. “I guess I’ll allow it, on the condition that Darcy gets to pick two more things, now, and they’re automatically hers. Deal?”

“Deal,” I said.

“Don’t hold back, Darc,” Brooke warned.

I stuck my hands in my lap. “I won’t.”

“Oh, but not the Eve Lom,” Ainsley said, lifting a hand. Brooke shot her a look, and Ainsley stuck her lip out. “Fine, deal. No conditions.”

I was sorely tempted to snatch up the Eve Lom cleanser just to make a point. But I settled for a tinted moisturizer that was more my shade than Ainsley’s anyway, and a perfume sample, ignoring Brooke’s side-eye.

What could I say? Something about having Brooke nearby made me want to spread love.

It was a good thing she was so often nearby.

And damned if I was going to let Alexander Brougham mess with that.




THREE

Self-Analysis:

Darcy Phillips

Have known I was bisexual since I was twelve and I got so invested in a female character from a kids ‘show my stomach fluttered whenever she was on-screen, and I used to think about her when I fell asleep.

Despite the above, have never even kissed a girl. To be fixed.

Have kissed a guy, once, in a Target parking lot. He flicked his tongue in and out of my mouth without warning like it was a hole he’d been assigned to jackhammer.

Despite the above, still definitely get crushes on guys, too.

Almost-definitely in love with Brooke Nguyen.

Believe love can be simple …for other people.



The Queer and Questioning Club—or Q&Q Club, as anyone who didn’t have time for seven syllables called it—held meetings every Thursday lunch in classroom F-47. Today, Brooke and I were the first ones to arrive, and we set about pulling the chairs into a semicircle formation. We knew the drill.

Mr. Elliot burst in a minute after we had things set up, looking frazzled as usual, carrying a half-eaten rye sandwich. “Thank you, ladies,” he said, shuffling through his messenger bag with a free hand. “I got held up by a crazed fan. I told him I didn’t have time for autographs, but he started raving that I was his ‘teacher’ and I needed to ‘sign his pass’ so he could ‘access the music room.’ The demands of fame, am I right?”

Mr. Elliot was one of the youngest teachers in the school. Everything about him screamed “approachable,” from his twinkling eyes, to his deep dimples, and his soft, rounded edges. He had dark brown skin, a pigeon-toed gait, and a chubby baby face that probably got him carded about as often as the seniors. Also, not to be dramatic, but I would have killed for him.

One by one, the rest of the club trickled in. Finn, who’d been out as gay for a year now, made a beeline for Brooke and me. Today, he wore a tie in a shocking yellow shade consisting of, upon closer inspection, rows upon rows of rubber ducks. Apparently, he was still testing the boundaries of how “appropriate” should be defined. Against his impeccable grooming, from his tidy black hair to polished black shoes to his high quality rectangular-framed glasses, his tie choice only stood out more. I’d both hate and love to see what would happen if boys were allowed to wear printed socks. Anarchy would be renamed Finn Park.

Raina, the only other openly bi member, came in next, scanned those of us sitting with a disappointed expression, and took a seat at the head of the semicircle. Raina was the student council leader, and had run against Brooke for the spot last semester (our school allowed both juniors and seniors to apply to hold the position). It’d been a tense race, and there was no love lost between the two girls. For a hot minute I’d thought Brooke had a chance of beating Raina, too.


OEBPS/nav.xhtml


CONTENTS



		Cover


	
		Praise for Sophie Gonzales


		Title


			Dedication


		Contents


		One


		Two


		Three


		Four


		Five


		Six


		Seven


		Eight


		Nine


		Ten


		Eleven


		Tweleve


		Thirteen


		Fourteen


		Fifteen


		Sixteen


		Seventeen


		Eighteen


		Nineteen


		Twenty


		Twenty-One


		Twenty-Two


		Twenty-Three



		Acknowledgments


		Copyright









OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
? GIRLFRIEND?—
DARCY PHILLIPS IS ...

FERFE 47’

SOPHIE GONTALES
AUTHOR OF ONLY EMOSTLYADEVASTATED





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
PE,ZFE cT

SOPHIE GONTIALES





OEBPS/images/pv.jpg





