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THIRTY DAYS

I’m standing in the shower next to Ali Rashid. The Ali Rashid. Sure, we’re both completely naked and there are plenty of other body parts my eyes could wander toward. But I can’t look away from his eyebrows, of all things. His big, bushy, glorious effing eyebrows. I’ve never even noticed another person’s before Ali’s, I don’t think. But his are different, I guess. I’ve stared at them so many times—mostly across crowded classrooms or dreamily through Instagram filters—I bet I could sketch them from memory, follicle by follicle. That’s a super weird, gay thing to admit, I know.

But hi, I’m a gay weirdo, apparently.

“Can I kiss you, Sky?” he asks.

The hazel of his eyes disappears behind long, curly eyelashes. They’re as beautiful as the brows; so jet black and thick, they could, like, sign a modeling contract all on their own, I swear. I can’t wait to tell our gaybies (gay + babies) about this moment someday—their dads’ first kiss. They’ll probably be grossed out, but that’s okay.

“Sky, let’s go!” Bree’s mom yells right outside the bathroom door. My whole body jolts awake from my daydream. Er, my… shower-dream? Yeah. That’s more like it. Let’s call it that. My Ali shower-dream. I have them from time to time.

Rattled, I reach out to grab the shower curtain to regain my balance—and the whole thing rips beneath my weight. My flailing body goes spilling out onto the bath mat like some white, scaly-ass fish caught in Lake Michigan. It seriously sounds like a bomb went off—a wet, soapy, incredibly embarrassing bomb. I yelp, more out of shock than pain.

“Oh my God!” Bree’s mom gasps on the other side of the bathroom door, as the dangling nozzle sprays water literally everywhere. Bree’s pit bulls, Thelma and Louise, start barking a few drywalls away.

“Are you okay, Sky?”

“No,” I groan. “I mean, yeah—”

But it’s too late.

The door cracks open and I see the bright red rims of Mrs. Brandstone’s glasses for a microsecond before I screech in protest, lying there totally exposed on the slippery floor. She squeals too, and slams the door shut.

I’m mortified. I am completely, totally, full-stop mortified.

This has to be a top-five most embarrassing moment, really. Way worse than when my best friend, Marshall, let out a massive fart in seventh-grade gym and ran away, leaving everyone thinking it was me.

“Don’t worry, I didn’t see anything,” Bree’s mom lies through the door. “And even if I did, I’ve seen it all anyway, honey. But hustle, please! Bree is waiting outside. You two are going to be late.”

And just like clockwork, Bree—my other best friend—starts honking her horn out in the driveway, as if the apocalypse will ensue if we’re thirty seconds late to first hour. She’s going to kill me.

“Tell her I’m coming!” I stand and turn the shower off before fixing the rod and curtain. Half the bathroom floor is covered in a puddle.

What an absolute mess. This bathroom and my life.

My guess is, Ali’s probably shower-dreaming about someone else this exact moment over at his house on Ashtyn Drive. It’s the third house from the corner; the one with the seafoam-green shutters, and the cat, Franklin, moseying around in the front window.

Yes, okay. I’m in love with Ali Rashid.

I’m not proud of it. I’m anything but proud of it. I’m annoyed of it. I’m sick of it. I wish I could snap my fingers and forget Ali Rashid even exists. But he does, and I’m hopelessly, helplessly, eternally infatuated with him, his seductive eyebrows, XXX-rated eyelashes, and the way his skin crinkles a bit when he laughs at one of my jokes. Especially when he snorts a little, too, because then I know it’s genuine.

Crushing this hard is confusing, though.

In my seventeen years on this planet, Ali’s the only boy that’s ever made me feel this way. Actually, the only person, period. Falling this hard isn’t all euphoric and heavenly, like in the four hundred million rom-coms I’ve watched way too many times to count.

Like when Lara Jean finally confesses her love to Peter on the lacrosse field in To All the Boys I’ve Loved Before, and everyone gets their happiest possible ending. Or like in Booksmart, when Hope shows up on the doorstep to give Amy her phone number right before Amy bounces to Botswana for the summer. (What convenient timing.)

Okay, sure, some days it does feel like that. Some days I feel like Simon Spier on the Ferris wheel. I have my moments when I swear cupid flies in and slaughters me with his big gay arrow, and my eyes turn into heart emojis and I can’t catch my breath for a solid five seconds.

But the problem is, Ali is straight. Well, he’s probably straight.… Maybe straight? I don’t know! We’re friends-ish, but not in That Way. At least not yet. I don’t think?

Anyway.

Bree—who is now literally holding down the car horn outside so the noise is nonstop and off-the-rails annoying—believes I have a shot with him. She and the rest of the Brandstone family are the only ones who know of my Ali Rashid obsession, and I’m going to keep it that way. Well, for another thirty days, at least.

Thirty effing days.

I turn to face the cloudy bathroom mirror and swipe my hand across its slippery surface. My sopping wet sandy hair, plastered across my forehead, probably needs to be trimmed soon, and I’m pretty sure I’m getting a pimple on my nose. At least I still like my eyes—probably my favorite thing about my face (although they pale in comparison to Ali’s). Mine are the color of toffee, my mom once told me as a kid. For some reason, I never forgot that.

The mist on the mirror fades away, revealing more of my chest, and I immediately remember why I implemented my number one rule since moving in with the Brandstones: Never, ever, ever look at my reflection right after I get out of a shower. Because the hot water always makes Mars—my burn scar—look infinitely worse than he typically does.

Mars has been lurking on the left side of my chest, right over my heart, ever since the accident. He looks pretty damn bad as is, honestly, but ten minutes under some hot water? He’s a million times more fire-engine red than usual. Which makes me look like one of those characters you see about halfway through an apocalyptic zombie movie—you know, the guy who just got bitten and is on his way to becoming a cannibalistic beast? That’s me!

My mom doesn’t have big mirrors in her tiny, suffocating house, so it was easier to avoid seeing Mars when I lived there. That was one perverse advantage me and my older brother, Gus, had growing up with hardly any money, clothes, or space: fewer opportunities to accidentally catch a glimpse of Mars in a reflection. That’s not the case here at the Brandstones’, though, standing in front of a mirror the size of a classroom chalkboard.

God damn Mars.

Bree is still blowing up the car horn out in the driveway, which has now turned from being obnoxious to hilarious. She is bonkers about school stuff, in general, but especially so between seven and nine a.m., when the sugar rush from her daily hot cocoa is in full swing. I think she’s trying to honk to the rhythm of the new Ariana Grande song she’s obsessed with? I don’t know. It sounds completely absurd.

“Sky!” her mom bellows from the kitchen, now sufficiently annoyed with both me and her daughter. Thelma and Louise are going extra nuts too, barking up a storm. “Come on!”

I stifle a laugh and assure her I’m coming.

Three minutes later, I’m jumping into the passenger seat with my backpack, hair still dripping wet. “Sorry—”

Bree slams her foot onto the gas pedal. “I’m going to murder you,” she says, half serious. The car roars in reverse down the mile-long driveway. (It’s not really a mile long, but their front yard is huge.) “I wanted to get Yearbook stuff done before first hour.”

“Is it possible for you push pause on your editor-in-chief duties for one day?” I say as the car lurches into forward drive and squeals down the Brandstones’ mansion-stacked street. “I’ve had senioritis since sophomore year.”

“Believe me”—she sips her cocoa from her Thermos, peeling out of the cul-de-sac—“I know.”

If you only saw the Brandstones’ subdivision, you’d probably think Rock Ledge was a top 1 percent kind of town—but you’d be dead wrong. Because Bree lives along the coast—the only area in this zip code with money. And even then, many of the houses are just vacation homes from downstaters—not locals. Their street is nestled into its own quiet peninsula, with its own quiet private beach, with its own definitely-not-quiet stay-at-home moms. The road’s even been paved within the last decade.

The real Rock Ledge, though? Imagine the decrepit towns you see in depressing political TV ads focused on how awful the economy’s gotten, where there’s empty sidewalks in front of closed storefronts, and sad old people gathered on porches reminiscing about the good ol’ days. That’s the real Rock Ledge.

We race through a stretch of woods into the non-touristy side of town—farther inland and away from the bed-and-breakfasts selling framed maps of Lake Michigan for $800—and the sight is pretty depressing. Because in March, the snow has mostly melted around here, but the trees are still completely bare, and pee-colored grass and poop-colored mud cover just about everything.

“So.” I clear my throat. “Just so you know…”

Bree’s blues eyes burst with intrigue. “What?”

“Your mom walked in on me.…”

“Walked in on you where?”

“The bathroom.”

“What?”

“When I was in the shower.”

Bree inhales, pure shock and delight draped across her rosy, lightly freckled face. She immediately forgets about me making her late.

“I was naked,” I add.

“Well, I assume so.” Bree thrives off a good plot twist. She says she hates drama, but I’ve noticed all the people who say that are the most dramatic people I know. “Did she see anything?” Her eyes dart back and forth between me and the road, the car weaving between the peeling yellow and white lines.

“No. Well, I don’t know. She said she didn’t.”

“Please, for the love of God, don’t tell me you were masturbating.”

“Stop!”

“You totally were, weren’t you?”

“I can barely tie my shoes before eight a.m. I don’t have the motivation to do that before school, Bree.”

She ignores me, pulling her long, brown hair into a tight bun atop her head. “You were jacking off to Ali. No need to lie.” She’s steering with her knees while fixing her hair in the rearview mirror. I’m holding on for dear life.

“I was shower-dreaming about him, sure. But that’s it.”

“Shower-dreaming?” She tilts her head, confused, as we fly through an intersection. “Is that gay for ‘masturbating’?”

We come screeching into the senior parking lot right as the tardy bell for first hour is echoing across the soggy front lawn. “Meet for lunch outside Winter’s?” She jumps out of the car and sprints toward our prison of a school before I give her an answer.

“Yep,” I sigh to myself. “See you then.”

I follow in her path, much more slowly, weaving through cars toward the main entrance along with a handful of other tardy seniors with terminal senioritis. Our last semester is dying a slow, inconsequential death, so there’s been a growing number of us out here each morning avoiding our first hours with gas station coffees and increasingly loud playlists blasting across the football field. Today it’s in the dozens, and the song of choice is some country song I’ve been sick of since October.

I pass by some jock douchebags and feel their eyes judging my every move. A few of them smirk at me, and the group’s most deplorable, Cliff Norquest—naturally, their ringleader—imitates my walk to laughs.

My heart sinks.

My hips are swinging too much, I realize is what they’ve spotted. So I try to walk straighter. Like, literally and in the heterosexual sense. When you’re an openly gay kid at Rock Ledge High who reads about as straight as a curly fry, you think about these things. Constantly. Almost as much as you think about Ali Rashid’s eyebrows.

Oh, and my books. I need to carry them hanging loosely against my upper thigh with one arm—not with the bottoms of the books pressed against my hip, like Bree always carries hers. It’s a gay giveaway.

Also, my shirt! Damn it. I would have grabbed something else out of my closet had I had time to think, between Bree’s honking and Mrs. Brandstone’s yelling for me to hurry up. It’s okay to wear this shirt to, like, the movies, or to the mall, or anywhere else. But not to school. Not to this school, at least. It’s a pale pink button-up, which, if a guy like me has it on, screams gaaaaaaay. If I wear it like I’m “supposed” to wear it, I’d have it buttoned all the way up. But this isn’t Paris, France. This is Rock Ledge, Michigan.

So I undo the top button.

I know—if everyone in Rock Ledge already knows I’m gay, why does it matter? I should be allowed to wear the gay shirt. Carry the books like I want to. Walk the way I walk. But people in this town have a low threshold for different, and I don’t want to press my luck.

“Hey, idiot.” Marshall comes crashing into my right side, clasping his hand around my shoulder. He’s like a big puppy, always bouncing out of nowhere, with a smile on his face. “What’s up?”

“You’ll never guess—” I almost dive into the Mrs. Brandstone drama, but see Marshall’s track friend, Teddy, is by his side. I bite my tongue.

Nothing against Teddy—he’s nice enough—but he’s built like a bodyguard, has a voice a hundred octaves lower than mine, and gives off this intense Straight Guy Energy that makes me a bit more closed off when he’s around. If my personality were to be compared to Teddy’s using a Venn diagram, there would be no overlapping section.

Marshall gives me a look after I pause. “What won’t I guess?”

I think fast, rolling my eyes. “Just that Bree’s mad at me for making us late to first hour.”

Teddy pulls the straps of his backpack forward and looks at me curiously. “Did Brandstone already run out of tardies for the semester?”

“It’s not that,” I say.

“It’s more, she hasn’t gotten senioritis like the rest of us yet.” Marshall sighs.

They start talking about track stuff as we trek through the school’s soggy front lawn, so my eyes begin to wander across campus in search of Ali. I bet he’s nearby. Seriously, sometimes it’s like I have a sixth sense—not seeing dead people, but knowing when Ali is within one hundred feet. M. Night Shyamalan would be so proud.

“Yo,” Marshall says, nudging my shoulder.

“Huh?”

He nods at Teddy, who’s apparently talking to me.

“Oh.” My neck swivels in Teddy’s direction. “Sorry.”

If it’s not my Ali shower-dreaming getting me in trouble, it’s my Ali daydreaming.

Teddy laughs. “No worries. I just asked where you got your shoes. They’re sweet.”

I look down at the ancient pair of sneakers on my feet, yellowed and speckled with mud. They’re a pair of Gus’s that he left at my mom’s forever ago. I can’t remember the last time I had the money to buy a new pair of shoes, let alone where Gus bought these ones probably, like, five years ago—but Teddy doesn’t need to hear the whole story.

“I’m not sure where these are from, actually,” I say. “But thanks.”

“Gotcha.” Teddy starts to break away from us for a different school entrance. “I have Butterton first hour. See you guys later.”

“Later,” Marshall says.

“Bye,” I add.

Once Teddy’s out of earshot, I divulge the real news.

“Oh, by the way,” I say to Marshall. “Mrs. Brandstone walked in on me naked in the bathroom this morning.”

Marshall gawks, offering me a piece of cinnamon gum. He’s the cinnamon gum guy. “Why would she do that? Was she being creepy?”

I take the gum and explain exactly what happened. Well, almost exactly. I tell him Mrs. Brandstone startled me, that the shower curtain betrayed me, and that she probably saw… everything. But I leave out the Ali shower-dreaming part for Marshall’s straight guy ears; I haven’t told him about my massive, all-consuming crush on Ali.

Marshall closes his eyes and pops them back open again to express just how wild it is to imagine that horror scene unfold. For two straight people, my best friends really are the biggest drama queens ever, I swear.

He starts cracking up and prodding me for details. “What all did she see?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you think she came in on purpose, knowing you were naked?”

“God, I hope not.”

“Did she see your ding-a-ling?”

“I’m not answering that.”

“Is that a yes?”

“No. And why are you calling it ding-a-ling? Ew.”

“Fair point, but—”

“Anyway!” I cut him off. “How did your track meet go?”

“Got murdered.” We avoid a puddle of mud that’s been steadily expanding, in its conquest to turn the entire front lawn of the school into a swamp. “Like, knife through the chest, sledgehammer to the face, poison to the lips murdered.”

“Poison to the lips? Is that a thing people say?”

“I won my races, Teddy killed it, and Ainsley ended up being able to come, though. I’m happy.”

And there she is: Ainsley. He almost made it through an entire conversation without bringing up his new (and first-ever) girlfriend. Almost.

I don’t mean to sound like a jealous crank—I’m rooting for them like a good best friend, of course—but his obsessing over her has gotten to be a bit much. It’s nothing like my obsessing over Ali. Duh. But still. It’s a bit much.

Speaking of Ali. There he is.

Hazel eyes, eyebrows, and eyelashes, my nine o’clock. I’m definitely not shower-dreaming this time. He’s leaning against the school like some GQ model, talking with his best friends, who are the luckiest people on the planet, I swear.

How is he so flawless? Like, how did X and Y chromosomes from two relatively normal humans unite to create such a perfect specimen? Science may never know, honestly. We’ll have colonized the moon before we’ve cracked the code of the Hotness of Ali Rashid, is what I’m saying. He looks so cool, too, in black denim jeans and a backward, bright-yellow hat. Wait. Does he know yellow’s my favorite color? Is he sending me some kind of sign?

Of course not. It’s just a yellow effing hat. But this is my mind on Ali Rashid.

He catches me staring and grins back. My heart melts a little. Actually, a lot. It melts a whole lot. I really like this boy. I really, really like him.

Here’s the thing. The crazy, sort of embarrassing thing.

In thirty days, I’m going to prompose to Ali Rashid. Like, I’m actually, literally, honest to God going to ask him to prom. Why? Because I’m nuts. But Bree’s helped convince me I have a real shot. A small shot? Probably. I’m not that naive. But it’s a shot.

Plus, I want to make a point.

What better way to stand up to Cliff and his cronies than to show up at prom hand in hand with one of the hottest popular guys in school? That’ll be the biggest clapback to their buffoonery in the history of clapbacks at Rock Ledge High.

I know asking Ali is a risk. A big one.

He could very well be as straight as an arrow, and I could very well end up looking like a total idiot. But what’s the quote on that poster with the basketball hoop you always see on teachers’ walls? You miss 100 percent of the shots you don’t take, or something like that? That’s what’s been going through my head lately. Which is so beyond cheesy and ridiculous, I know—but it’s sort of true. I have to shoot my damn shot, even though there’s a very big chance it’ll be a horrendous air ball.

I’m scared. Downright terrified. Barely able to function, the dread is so intense. But I’m a gay senior with terminal senioritis, ready to put it all on the line for the boy I think I might love.

I have thirty effing days.
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THIRTY DAYS

It doesn’t help that I have three classes with Ali this semester: Trig, Anatomy, and Yearbook. His big, beautiful face and bushy eyebrows are always hovering nearby, begging me to stare. It’s the absolute worst.

Like, right now, during a pop quiz in Mr. Kam’s first hour, he keeps scratching his ear—just scratching his ear, that’s it—but I’m mesmerized. Like he’s Nick Jonas strutting down Hollywood Boulevard naked.

I’m already not so great at math and science, so throw in a heaping handful of Ali Distraction to Anatomy and Trig, and I’m barely making it to graduation.

In the middle of our quiz, Marshall discreetly passes back a folded, bright-orange piece of paper. It makes me nervous, because four-hundred-year-old curmudgeon Mr. Kam will lose it if he catches us. But it’s safer than getting a text; Mr. Kam can sniff out a buzzing phone like one of those TSA dogs at the airport.

I unfold it quietly. It’s an event flyer for the Senior Beach-Bum Party. Marshall’s terrible handwriting reads IT’S FINALLY HERE! scrawled across the top. My skin crawls with excitement and dread. Is that a thing? Excited dread? It should be, if it’s not. Actually, maybe excited dread is just nerves.

The Senior Beach-Bum Party has basically been my nightmare fuel since Gus told me about it when I was in middle school. Every April, the seniors throw a beach party on Lake Michigan, which is nuts, because it can still be cold in April, and the water is undoubtedly freezing. But the risky weather and pneumonia-inducing swim are all part of the excitement. Or something. I don’t know. I don’t get straight teenagers in small towns. It sounds like a great time if you’re a guy like Marshall, who’s ripped, and loves to swim, and is friendly with almost everyone. But not for guys like me. Because when I’m standing there shirtless on the beach, Mars—ugly, attention-grabbing Mars—will steal the show. And not in a good way.

If it wasn’t obvious, Mars got his name because he looks like the planet. Pinkish red, a little bit potholed, and completely irreparable. I got him in a car accident when I was five. A crash in an ice storm, which is almost too on-the-nose for a family in northern Michigan. My dad lost his life and I gained Mars. Yay!

Gus named him Mars shortly after the crash, and it just… stuck? The overwhelmed skin-doctor-dude at the clinic for broke families used to say Mars will keep healing. “You won’t even see it in a few months,” I remember my mom assuring me after one appointment, not very sure of herself.

So, yeah. I’m stuck with Mars, and Mars is stuck with me.

That’s exactly why I’ve chosen the Senior Beach-Bum Party in thirty days to prompose to Ali. I’ll be shirtless and terrified, no doubt, but it’s the end of my senior year, damn it, and I refuse to go out a shrinking gay violet.

I write !!!!! and draw a smiley face on the event flyer before quickly handing it back to Marshall—and proceed to get two of the last three questions on the quiz laughably wrong. Seriously, I hate Trig so much. Like, when will cosines or tangents ever be relevant outside this class? Get real, Mr. Kam.

Ali nudges me with his shoulder on the way out of Trig. Every time he acknowledges my existence, butterflies fill my gut. And my chest, and my head, and… basically everything else.

I mean, not everything else.

At least not right now.

Anyway.

“Sky High,” he says. That’s his nickname for me. “What’s up?”

“Nothing!” I reply, awkwardly loud and trying way too hard to play it cool. I can feel my heart beating in my throat. I think I’m walking pretty gay again too, so I straighten up.

“What’s happening in Anatomy today, do you know?” Ali asks. “I might skip, but not if Zemp is going over something new.”

“Hm.” I try to think of something—anything!—the least bit witty to say. “Zemp’s probably going to go on and on about his cat’s liver problems some more. I’m sure you won’t miss a thing.”

It’s clever enough to get a laugh out of him. A little one, but it does the trick. “You’re probably right,” he says, grinning. I can never tell if I should interpret this very specific Ali Grin as flirting or just Ali being a nice guy. He nudges me with his shoulder again before peeling away with his friends, leaving a subtle sniff of his earthy cologne behind. “See you later, Sky High.”



It’s tacos for dinner at the Brandstones’.

Clare, Bree’s older sister and the unofficial chef of the family, laid out a massive spread that could feed the whole neighborhood. There are three different kinds of marinated meats, a variety of cheeses, and an entire garden of veggies, all adding up to about a week’s worth of soon-to-be leftovers.

“Sky, have another scoop,” Mrs. Brandstone basically threatens, eyeing my plate after I go light on the guacamole. “We have a lot, and it won’t keep anyway, hon. Eat up.”

She’s not lying. At least ten avocados lost their lives to supply this bucketful of guacamole.

Tonight—like every weeknight at the Brandstones’—is total chaos. Bree’s twelve-year-old twin brothers, Petey and Ray, are fighting over the salsa spoon for some unknown but apparently critical reason. Clare is blasting Drake on her huge-ass headphones, wearing a bright-pink pullover that comes with a unicorn horn attached to its hood. Thelma and Louise are begging for scraps, hoping someone will drop something edible onto the floor.

Plus, everything feels ten times louder and echoey because Bree’s house is one of those “open floor plan” homes, as her mom always reminds guests; the kitchen, dining room, and living room meld into one cavernous space with high-rise ceilings that confirms to everyone, “Yes, the Brandstones are upper-upper middle class.”

I weirdly like all this mayhem, though.

The Brandstones are so loud and always invading your privacy and yelling at one another. But it feels like an actual family lives here. I didn’t get that at my mom’s, so it’s nice. Sometimes I just sit back and watch them like they’re a sitcom or something. It’s like The Brandstone Bunch—except with way more F-bombs.

Annoyed with both his human and four-legged children, Mr. Brandstone turns up SportsCenter to the maximum volume so he can hear the commentators over Drake, and the barking, and the salsa spoon fight. “Chill out!” he yells at no one in particular. He catches my eye in the process. “Listen to Mrs. Brandstone, Sky, and help yourself to some more avocado dip.” He smirks. “But don’t drop any on the floor. We wouldn’t want anyone, you know… slipping and falling.”

He gives me a wink.

Petey starts cracking up; Ray follows suit. Bree tries not to laugh, but can’t help but grin too. The only person who doesn’t seem to notice is Clare, who probably wouldn’t hear a nuclear bomb go off next door, through those headphones.

My cheeks begin to burn.

“Mark.” Mrs. Brandstone sighs, refilling a bowl of shredded cheese. “Don’t listen to him, Sky. Like I said, I didn’t see a thing.”

“Mom,” Bree interjects. “That’s the second time you’ve said you didn’t see anything, and the more times you say you didn’t see anything, the more we’re convinced you definitely saw something.”

I smile to let them know I’m okay with his dad jokes, but really, I’m mortified. Forget my ding-a-ling, as Marshall’s apparently calling dicks now; Bree’s mom has never seen Mars. I wonder if she did this morning, and I wonder if she was grossed out.

Probably yes to both.

“Can we talk about anything else, please?” I joke to make sure they know I’m laughing with them. “Politics? Religion? The meaning of life?”

The Brandstones are like family to me—I’ve been best friends with Bree since sixth grade and have been living under their roof since Christmas—but Mr. Brandstone can still melt me into a puddle of embarrassment in two seconds, flat.

“Your birthday!” Mrs. Brandstone gasps. “Let’s talk about that! It’ll be here before you know it.”

Ugh, okay—anything else except that. I actually rather would talk about the meaning of life with Mr. Brandstone than my birthday. All the extra attention and pressure? No thanks.

“I don’t want a party,” I say, smiling at her to be polite. “Honestly.”

“Eighteen!” Ray lights up. He has autism and really gets into birthdays.

“That’s right.” Mrs. Brandstone points at him, giving him thanks for backing her up. “Eighteen is a big one, Sky.”

“Everyone leave him alone,” Bree cuts in, chomping through the remainder of her taco and rolling her eyes at me. “He’s never been a big birthday person. We’ll do something low-key.”

“Oooh, what about that new indoor skydiving place in Cadillac?” Mr. Brandstone pipes in. “That’d be fun.”

“Indoor skydiving’s not low-key, Dad.”

“We could throw a scavenger hunt in the neighborhood!” Mrs. Brandstone squeals. “How fun would that be!”

“He’s also not turning ten,” Clare chimes in. Apparently she can hear a lot more through those headphones than I thought.

“Those are great ideas, thanks,” I say to Mr. and Mrs. Brandstone. “Let me get back to you.”

“Okay, okay.” Mrs. Brandstone surrenders. “Don’t wait forever, though.”

I get why Bree gets annoyed with their constant caring; she doesn’t know what it’s like to have parents who don’t care at all.

Bree stands and signals for me to follow her out of the kitchen.

“Where are you two going?” Mrs. Brandstone asks before her lips melt into a smirk. “To scroll through Ali’s Instagram, I bet.”

Mr. Brandstone lets out a howl. Clare grins.

And just like that, my face starts burning again.

“Mom!” Bree jabs. “You two are insufferable today.”

“Ohhh, don’t get all huffy and puffy.” Mr. Brandstone chuckles, looking away from SportsCenter and wiping his mustache. “Yeah, what’s been happening in that department, Sky? Have you made any moves yet?”

“Dad!”

“What?” He raises his arms, napkin and fork in hand. “Are Ali and Sky a thing or what? What would your couple name be? Sah-lee? Ah-kai? Nothing rolls off the tongue.”

My face? Definitely burning. On. Fire.

“Please shut up.” Bree recoils.

“Don’t tell your dad to shut up.” Mrs. Brandstone takes a big bite of her taco, sour cream smearing across her upper lip. “But really, Sky,” she says, lowering her voice. “Is Sah-lee happening?”

“We’re getting ice cream,” Bree announces, frustrated with her intrusive family. She snags her car keys off the counter. Ray perks up, but before he can put in an ice cream order, Bree cuts him off. “Be back in a half hour.”

“No speeding!” Mrs. Brandstone warns.

“Or texting behind the wheel!” Mr. Brandstone adds.

“Thanks for the tacos, Clare,” I say, nudging her shoulder on our way out. “They were delicious.”

Bree’s sister nods, collecting carnitas on her fork. “Anytime, love.”



Embarrassingly enough, Mrs. Brandstone was onto my unending pursuit of Ali Rashid. Except it’s not his Instagram feed we’re watching tonight—it’s his actual house.

Bree parks in the street a stone’s throw away from the Rashids’ driveway. This has been one of our favorite things to do since we got our driver’s licenses in Boring as Hell Rock Ledge: eating junk food, listening to Bree’s melancholy playlists, and stalking my crush at his home. Yes, like complete and total losers.

It’s pathetic, sure. (And illegal? Is stalking illegal?) But whatever. Today we decided on Blizzards from Dairy Queen as our junk food of choice. Hers: Butterfinger, large. Mine: Reese’s, also large. The sun’s dropped low enough that we feel somewhat hidden, lurking outside like the thirsty teens this terrible town has forced us to become.

The Rashids live in your standard Rock Ledge neighborhood, which is a tad bit nicer than my mom’s—and nothing like the Brandstones’ near the lake. Most of the houses in this town are droopy and sad, with cracked concrete driveways busted up by weeds. Those driveways are my pet peeve. Like, can’t you people spray some weed killer every decade or so?

But it’s peaceful out right now, and nature’s beauty is trumping Rock Ledge’s ugliness. I roll down my window and glance around at the flat lawns and leafless trees beneath a purple sky. The air has that sweet spring smell that confirms the worst of winter has passed. Even though I can’t see it, I know Lake Michigan disappears into nothing just beyond the tree line—one of the few comforting constants that’s kept me sane the past seventeen years. It makes sense that tourists downstate flock here to escape their own lives, even though most of us are trying to get out.

“Whatya thinghe’s doing-er-now?” Bree asks something through a mouthful of Butterfinger.

I turn my attention back to inside the car. “Um, what?”

She swallows, staring at Ali’s house in deep thought, knees pressed against the steering wheel. “What do you think Ali’s doing right now?”

“Hopefully shower-dreaming about me.”

“You’re creepy.”

“You’re creepier.”

We smirk at each other.

“Oh! Is that—” Bree gasps, spotting movement in the front window.

“What?” I say, cranking my neck.

“Uck, nothing.”

It’s just Ali’s cat chilling on the windowsill.

“Freaking Franklin,” she says. “False alarm.”

It’s weird, because I know Bree doesn’t love Ali like I do. She claims he’s only “a little bit cute,” and not, like, an eleven out of ten, which he clearly is by any objective measure. But my Ali obsession has worn off on her the past couple months, even though she won’t admit it. It makes all this (possibly illegal) stalking a lot more fun, honestly. Unlike a newly hitched Marshall, Bree and I have both been single our entire lives, so keeping tabs on Ali is the closest we’ve come to having boyfriends.

Holy crap, that’s super pathetic.

But whatever. That’s us.

Another shadowy figure pops up in front of Ali’s big bay window, but this one is definitely too big to be Franklin. We freeze like deer in headlights. Whoever is there, they’re possibly looking right at us—it’s too difficult to tell for sure.

“Wait, can… can they see us?” Bree whispers, like they might be able to hear us too. She ducks below the steering wheel.

“I don’t know,” I say, also low-key panicking. I pull my hood over my head and slip on sunglasses—like in that one Mean Girls meme—desperate to be invisible too.

The shadowy figure brushes a curtain to the side and leans closer to the glass. It’s bespectacled, bearded Mr. Rashid.

And yep, he’s looking outside. Right at us.

“Go!” I scream.

“Crap, crap,” Bree yelps, fumbling to place her ice cream in a cup holder and accidentally bumping the gearshift. The engine roars to life and the car blasts backward, nearly taking out a neighbor’s trash can and mailbox. The wheels screech against the asphalt like daggers, killing the neighborhood’s silence, as Bree flips the car into forward drive, cranks the wheel, and peels away like a bat out of hell.

Once we’re safely out of view, we both start laughing—and we can’t stop. Tears are running down my face. Bree is holding on to the steering wheel with her left hand, white-knuckled, while her right is clamped firmly against my thigh. She’s hunched over the wheel, hardly able to catch her breath, the crisp air from outside whipping her force field of hair into my face.

“That was so close,” she screams over a Lizzo song. We’re rocketing down the road at an absurd speed, fueled by adrenaline, as if we’re in a high-speed race to the Canadian border. I glance backward, checking for red and blue sirens. Luckily, there are none.

A part of me knows that someday soon I’ll miss moments like these.

We drive home toward the nearly set sun. Once the lake is in view, the final maroon hues reflecting off its glittery surface before all goes dark, the homes transform from dilapidated huts to McMansions like that. I see families huddled behind big bay windows eating dinner, bundled-up dads shooting hoops with their kids on paved driveways with no cracks or weeds. It makes me wonder how different life would have been if me and Gus had grown up in the Rock Ledge 1 percent—in a neighborhood like the Brandstones’—and the car accident had never happened.

Dad would be here. Mars wouldn’t be. Mom would still be normal. Gus would come around a lot more. Our family could have been like one of these ones (minus the disposable income).

Bree stops at an intersection and I read a decorative rock sitting next to a mailbox, with the engraved text, THE CLOSER THE COAST, THE FEWER THE WORRIES.

They think they’re being cute and clever. But they have no idea.

Ray is excited to see us when we get home, hoping Bree would secretly bring him back a treat too, despite Mr. Brandstone’s rule banning sugar after seven p.m. for the twins. Ray is not disappointed. Bree slips him a half-melted chocolate sundae with a threatening stare that says, Don’t you dare tell Dad, and I give a tiny lick of my leftovers to Louise.

Mr. Brandstone asks us to help him clean the kitchen. He’s extra nice to me while I put all the silverware into the dishwasher; I think he feels guilty about the falling in the shower and Ali teasing digs earlier. Which, in all honesty, he shouldn’t. I can take harmless dad jokes. It’s kind of nice to be on the receiving end of them from time to time when you grew up without any.

Then me and Bree head to the basement to veg out—and, more importantly, plot my Senior Beach-Bum Party Promposal.

For the past year, the Brandstones have been putting in a rec room—or a mini movie theater, or something else bougie, I can’t remember—down here in the basement. It’s basically been this massive, sawdust-covered empty space ever since I moved in. Every time I hear Mr. and Mrs. Brandstone fight, which is not that often, it has to do with paint swatches or blueprints or some other dumb stuff. You know, Rich People Problems.

The basement is also where I’ve been living since my mom wanted me out. Actually, I still don’t know if I should say “living.” Staying? Hanging out? Whatever. The Brandstones’ basement is where I’ve been sleeping at night since the holidays.

“We should throw a party down here,” Bree says as we cross the huge, barren room, our footsteps echoing off the concrete.

“We have to have way more friends to throw a party.”

“True.”

“But you, me, and Marshall could set up the projector one weekend and binge Lord of the Rings?”

Her face lights up. “Order Mario’s?”

“Why haven’t we done this yet?”

My bedroom is nestled away in the farthest corner from the stairs, which gives me the type of privacy the other Brandstone kids can only dream of. Hardly anyone comes down here but for the occasional construction worker, Thelma and Louise, and me and Bree when we feel like forgetting about the rest of the world, which has been most of senior year. The downfall is, my room is also part of the renovation. Let’s just say it’s not uncommon to feel sawdust between my bedsheets.

Like every other wall in the basement, the ones in my bedroom have been primed boring-ass white. My deal with Mr. and Mrs. Brandstone is that, for letting me stay at their house indefinitely, I have to paint the room a color of my choosing at some point. Which, c’mon, has to be the most reasonable rent agreement ever.

Knowing I’ll be painting over the primer eventually, me and Bree decided to utilize one of my bedroom walls like a blank canvas while we still could, and covered a patch with dry-erase paint Mr. Brandstone had in the garage. At first we used it to keep track of all the movies we wanted to see together.

But it quickly became one of the most egregious manifestations of my love for Ali Rashid yet.

“It’s coming along nicely,” Bree says, plopping down on my flattened futon bed and scanning the wall left to right.

I sit next to her, scooping the remaining Reese’s from my cup. “We have a lot to choose from.”

High up on the wall, DAYS LEFT: 30 has been written in thick erasable marker. Right below that it reads SKY IS GAY FOR ALI: PROMPOSAL IDEAS. And yes, the wall has become exactly what it sounds like: a daily countdown to the Senior Beach-Bum Party, along with all the ways we’ve brainstormed about how I can ask Ali to prom.

Did I mention we’re extra?

Here’s the catch. I can’t just ask Ali to prom. At Rock Ledge, promposals are A Whole Big Thing for seniors, and there’s an annoyingly high bar. So beneath DAYS LEFT: 30 and, SKY IS GAY FOR ALI: PROMPOSAL IDEAS, there are three columns where we’ve been writing down all our ideas to pull it off. REAL POSSIBILITIES, MAYBE, and LOL HELL NO (just to document our most absurd proposals).

Like, one time, Bree truly thought it’d be a good idea for me to prompose to Ali dressed in drag as Megan Fox—the hottest actress alive, as Ali once told a friend while I was eavesdropping in Anatomy. I think Bree was extra slaphappy after we’d played Mario Kart with Petey for three hours that Friday when she suggested it. Petey laughed so hard, he had to spit out his Coke, which gave us our answer. MEGAN FOX DRAG went on the LOL HELL NO list.

“Oh!” Bree says, leaping up from the futon, still holding her ice-cream cup. “I noticed a Detroit Pistons bumper sticker on his car tonight. Is he a fan?”

“A huge one.”

She bites her bottom lip in excitement. “Okay, so…” She begins to pace. “What if you write, ‘Prom or Pistons?’ on a basketball, then ask him to play a game of one-on-one at the courts next to the lake during the Beach-Bum Party.…”

“I’m listening.”

“Then, when you guys are playing, he’ll see what you wrote on the ball, and that way, in case he’s a little hesitant to say yes to prom, he has the option to go with you to a Pistons game instead. Get it? Prom or Pistons?”

I stare at her.

“You’re providing a second option to him that may be an even better option for you!” she clarifies, annoyed I’m not immediately overjoyed.

“Okay, but how is a Pistons game a better option for me than prom? I hate basketball. The only sport I like is men’s Olympic bobsledding.”

“Oh, right. Because of the skintight uniforms.”

“Exactly.”

“At a Pistons game, you’ll be alone with Ali. Well, except for the million other people in the stadium. But they’ll be strangers. At prom, you’d be stuck with every other annoying person in our class. The basketball game would be a legitimate date. And who knows, maybe he’d say yes to both?” She winks.

I roll my eyes, grinning. “Could I borrow your car to drive to Detroit?”

“Duh.”

I think for a second. “I like including the game as an option, but I hate the idea of playing basketball at the beach and looking like a complete idiot.” I think some more. “Let’s say MAYBE.”

“Yes!”

There’s no way I’m doing it, but Bree looks especially excited over the idea. I don’t want to let her down.

She grabs the marker, hops over to the wall, and scribbles Prom or Pistons? in the MAYBE column, right under SPONGEBOB SQUAREPANTS SPONGE CAKE—an idea from Clare that has since devolved into a definite LOL HELL NO.

Then, with the sleeve of her sweater, Bree rubs away 30 in the daily countdown and replaces it with 29.

Twenty effing nine.

Things are getting real.

Bree crashes down onto the futon and opens her laptop. “Kimmy Schmidt? She spreads out across my blankets. “Or Schitt’s Creek?”

I cozy up to her, pulling a blanket over my torso, because the basement’s chronically cold, and angle my head so I can see the screen too. “Your choice.”

Thinking about promposing to Ali is fun and all. But truthfully, I mostly like spending time with Bree down here, not thinking about my mom, or Mars, or where I’m going to live after I graduate, or if I’ll end up being able to afford community college in the fall, or all the awful people in this terrible town.

Down here, we’re basically twelve-year-olds again. I don’t know how the outside world so easily fades away beyond these primed white walls, but it does. I think that’s the real reason we’ve been going over promposal ideas for weeks and still haven’t decided on an idea to run with. It’s not entirely about Ali after all.





[image: ]

TWENTY-EIGHT DAYS

Don’t look now, but Dan, to your right,” Marshall reports through his teeth without shifting his eyes around the food court. “Should we say hi?”

Dan and Bree have gotten close this year, so we probably should at least nod his way. But seeing people who aren’t your friends outside school can be fatally awkward.

I glance over quickly; Dan’s sitting with his younger sister near Sbarro hiding under a thick winter hat and hoodie. “Do you want to say hi?”

“No.”

“Then nah.”

“Dan’s gay, right?”

I roll my eyes.

The truth is, Dan probably is gay. At least that’s been my impression from our brief interactions throughout the past few months, after Dan transferred to Rock Ledge from a school in the Upper Peninsula and started hanging around Bree more often. But what’s it to Marshall?

Straight people needlessly speculating over sexuality is a nails-on-chalkboard-level irritant to me. If you don’t care either way, why make A Whole Big Thing? Comments like that one are why I’ve been hesitant to tell him about my crush on Ali. “I don’t know,” I answer, clearly annoyed. “Why do you care?”

He shrugs. “I don’t. Dan just seems gay. Isn’t your gay-dar supposed to be better than mine?”

I give him a look.

Then I decide the guilt of ignoring maybe the only other gay kid in school trumps the potential awkwardness of acknowledging each other’s existence. I crank my head Dan’s way and stare, waiting for him to notice. I wave when it looks like he might see us—but he doesn’t react.
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