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The beginning . . .



To be honest, the sex pact wasn’t always part of the plan.


Layla Baxter started it.


She announced it super casually to the rest of the girls—Alex, Zoe, and Emma—between bites of froyo, as if it were simply another addition to her massive, ever evolving to-do list. “I added a new bullet point today,” she said as she mixed a fresh spoonful of Sno-Caps into her frozen yogurt. Every Sunday afternoon at exactly 4:00 p.m. The Crew (as the girls were commonly known) would meet at their favorite froyo spot, The Bigg Chill, and huddle around their regular table for an important hour of sugar and gossip.


“Oh yeah?” Zoe asked, humoring Layla.


“Yeah. Well. Actually . . .” Layla smiled. “I added three new bullet points. Three felt like the right number.” Layla swept her long blond hair up into her signature bun, which was always equal parts messy and adorable. With Layla, everything was an “always.” Everything had an order or a pattern or some sort of special meaning. True to form, she always—always—ordered the same frozen yogurt combination: a chocolate, peanut butter swirl with Sno-Caps on the side.


Zoe Reed also always ordered the same flavor: classic, plain vanilla. Vanilla really was Zoe’s favorite flavor, but beyond that the truth was she also made most of her life choices with the hope of drawing as little attention to herself as possible. She blamed the habit on her bright red, almost orangeish hair. It was frizzy, dry, and nearly unmanageable, but unless Zoe wanted to rock some sort of buzz cut—which was obviously out of the question—there wasn’t much she could do to improve the situation. She was stuck with it. With the hair. And the red. And the frizz. Which meant that everything else about Zoe had to be toned down accordingly. Even her frozen yogurt flavor: always vanilla.


“Lay, you gonna actually tell us about your new bullet points,” Alex prodded, “or are you just gonna be a cocktease about it?”


“Alex. I am not being a tease—” Layla fought back playfully.


“Except you totally are. . . .” Alex smirked.


Unlike Layla or Zoe, Alex Campbell wasn’t into the “always.” She preferred randomness. Chaos, even. Alex was always looking for something new and exciting. Case in point: She had never (ever) ordered the same flavor twice. The Bigg Chill changed its flavors every week, and so every week Alex would make a big deal about trying all of them and then inevitably end up with the most eccentric option of the bunch, something like Chocolate Pistachio or Oreo Cheesecake. Today, it was Caramel Custard.


When you looked as naturally good as Alex, it was easy to pull off the boldest kind of choice. Alex had soul piercing blue eyes, light chocolate skin, and endlessly long legs. The overall combination was, in a word, stunning.


“Okay, okay . . . ,” Layla said, getting back on track. “At some point between this very moment, right now, and approximately six months from now, on graduation day—”


“Really? Hi,” Emma interrupted. “I thought we weren’t talking about that.”


“About what—graduation?”


“La, la, la,” Emma sang, sticking her fingers in her ears.


“Oh, come on,” Layla said. “Our high school graduation”—more la, la, las from Emma—“is happening whether we talk about it or not.”


“I know it’s happening, but that doesn’t mean we need to dwell—”


“I’m not dwelling—I’m just saying it’s the due date for my new bullets.”


“Okay. But then I’m just asking why it has to be the end of the school year?”


“It seems fitting and thematically appropriate. One door closing, another door opening.” Layla had clearly already given the timeline a great deal of thought. Of course, Layla didn’t do much of anything without giving it a great deal of thought.


“Don’t worry, Em,” Alex chimed in, “I’m sure Layla will just add even more bullet points to her list soon. Then there’ll be a new due date anyway.”


“You know, some people say that success means never getting to the bottom of your to-do list,” Layla retorted.


“Because those people never actually finish anything?” Alex laughed.


“No, because they’re always busy adding more things to do.”


“That makes no sense.”


“It actually makes so much sense. And I’d very much appreciate if you could please stop hating on my life ­system?”


“Only if you stop saying supercool things like ‘life system’?”


“Oh, you love it—”


“Layla, I love you, but that’s not the same thing—”


“Yes, okay,” Emma said, interrupting Layla and Alex’s familiar back-and-forth. “That’s great and all, but can we please just stop talking about it?”


Emma O’Malley plunged her plastic spoon into her Cookies ’n Cream froyo, piling on an oversized bite. Emma’s weekly order was typically somewhere right between Alex’s peculiar and Zoe’s plain. In other words, she liked to keep things interesting, but she didn’t feel the need to stray too far from the status quo. Emma’s “always” was an extra order of rainbow sprinkles, which she got on the side for everyone to share. Emma was especially thoughtful like that.


However, at this moment, all Emma could think about was trying not to think about graduation . . . and she was failing.


Under normal circumstances, Emma was the most laid-back member of The Crew, the girl most likely to go with the flow, but senior year was throwing her off her game. Emma liked the way things were right now—her friends, her parents, her classes, and her job as senior photo editor of the school yearbook—and she didn’t really understand why any of it had to change.


“Ooooo-kay,” Layla said, starting her announcement over again. “Before the-day-that-Emma-will-not-let-us-name, I am going to, in no particular order: get an A in Mr. Moore’s AP Lit class . . .”


“Yes. Super doable,” Zoe interjected.


“Put blond highlights in my hair . . .”


“Ugh, finally,” Alex approved. Layla had been talking about getting highlights almost literally forever.


“Aaaaand,” Layla said, pausing slightly for dramatic effect, “I am going to have sex with Logan.”


Layla’s sexclamation made Zoe spit rainbow sprinkles across the table.


A saliva-covered red sprinkle landed on Alex’s hand. “Ew. Zoe, c’mon.”


“Sorry—sorry,” Zoe said as she scrambled to pass Alex a napkin. “I was very much not expecting that.”


“The highlights?” Layla asked playfully.


“The Logan.”


Layla and Logan had been together for more than two years, so it wasn’t entirely surprising that Layla was ready to do it . . . but actually hearing the words “I am going to have sex” come out of her mouth was a whole new sensation. All of a sudden, sex was something The Crew actually did. Or at least it was something Layla did. Or was going to do. Or something.


“I’m ready,” Layla added definitively.


“Wow,” Zoe said. Or maybe she only thought it. She wasn’t sure if the “wow” had actually managed to come out of her lips or if it was still stuck, rattling around inside her head.


“I like this,” Alex said. “But why not just go for it?”


“I am gonna just ‘go for it.’ That’s exactly what I’m saying.”


“No, I know, but then why do you need to do it with a due date?”


“Oh. Have you met me?”


“Yes. You plan everything—”


“Ev-er-y-thing.”


“Right, but what if this time you were just, like, Hey. Logan. I want you inside me.”


“Ohmigod, Alex.” Zoe blushed.


“What? I have a feeling he’d be down.”


“Yes, I feel that too”—Layla laughed—“but I can’t just say that—”


“You could, actually—”


“You know spontaneity makes me nauseous. Besides, a due date is an essential element of any well plotted plan. Otherwise it’s just, like, what’s the point of having a plan in the first place?”


“That’s exactly what I’m trying to say,” Alex explained. “Maybe you don’t need a plan.”


“Again: Have you met me?!” Layla countered as one of the cell phones vibrated from the phone stack in the middle of the table. “I think that’s mine. Probably Logan,” she said.


The Crew had decided—well, Layla had decided and everyone else agreed—that froyo Sunday would be a phone free zone. The girls would always stack their phones on the table when they first sat down, and the only way they were allowed to check a text message before they got up was if someone else in The Crew read it first.


“You want me to check?” Emma offered.


“All good,” Layla said. “I think his flight just landed. I’m sure he’s fine.”


“More than fine. He’s about to have sex.”


“Not, like, immediately about to . . .”


“Right, ’cause spontaneity makes us nauseous,” Alex teased.


“Exactly.” Layla winked, knowing full well that Alex was making fun of her.


“But for real, Lay,” Alex said, trying again. “The first time you attempt to have sex you can’t just, like . . . force it. I mean . . . there are moving parts involved. Body parts.” Alex was the only member of The Crew who wasn’t a virgin. She’d done it only one time before, but that was still one more time than anybody else at the table.


“I know it’s gonna take time to figure it all out,” Layla insisted. “That’s why the ultimate due date is six months away—plenty of time to work out the kinks.”


“So basically you’re saying you want to have a lot of sex.” Alex grinned.


“A lot of good sex,” Layla clarified.


“I think it’s supposed to be good even when it’s bad,” Emma chimed in.


“No-o—it can definitely be bad,” Alex maintained.


“Right. But I think it’s also like pizza: Like, when it’s good, it’s really good, and then when it’s bad it’s still pretty good,” Emma said with a laugh, which made Alex and Layla laugh too. Zoe joined in halfheartedly, but the entire conversation was making her anxious.


“I’m gluten free,” Zoe managed to add.


“What does that have to do with anything?”


“It makes it harder to find good pizza.”


“Zoe, it’s a metaphor.”


“I know . . .” Zoe stuck some more vanilla froyo in her mouth.


“I’m thinking Logan and I will do it for the first time on Valentine’s Day,” Layla said proudly, as if she were the first person in the history of premeditated sex dates to select the national holiday of flowers and candy and Hallmark cards. “It’s gonna be perfect.”


“Were you always this corny?” Alex laughed.


“I am not corny—”


“I bet you want rose petals and candles too.”


“Who doesn’t want rose petals and candles?”


“Me, for starters,” Emma said.


“Me, for seconds,” Alex agreed.


“Okay, okay,” Layla said, turning toward Alex, “We can’t all be lucky enough to lose it on make-out rock behind the boathouse at Camp Waziyatah.”


“It was make-out ledge, thankyouverymuch.”


The girls knew that Alex’s camp boy was named Cameron, and that he was “tall” and “hot” and “lived in Massachusetts,” but that was pretty much it. Alex wasn’t really a big talker no matter what the subject was, but she definitely didn’t like to kiss and tell. Probably because then she’d have to be talking all the time. More often than not, she was tired of her boy-of-the-moment before the end of their first make-out session.


“Okay, fine. Make-out ledge,” Layla corrected. “I’m sure it was magical.”


“Yeah, well . . .” Alex paused, searching for the right words to explain what had happened. She knew “magical” certainly wasn’t going to be one of them. “I think the first time’s gonna be awkward no matter what you do.”


“So you’re saying I should plan for awkward,” Layla said, translating Alex’s advice into a language she could understand.


“If you must . . .” Alex grinned, knowing full well that Layla obviously must. “All I’m trying to say is that it’s probably smart not to expect . . .”


“An orgasm?” Layla offered.


“Ohmigod,” Zoe said, squirming in her chair.


“Oh my God, yes, Zoe, we’re talking about orgasms,” Alex teased.


“I realize that, but . . .” Zoe’s face turned red, and she couldn’t finish the rest of her thought. She was still wrapping her head around Layla’s sex date, and the thought of Alex’s orgasms, or anyone’s orgasms, or really just the entire concept of an orgasm was a lot right now.


“Just think of them like . . . fireworks,” Layla said.


“Fireworks . . . ,” Alex repeated, trying the word on for size.


“I actually love fireworks.” Emma laughed.


“Okay, okay. Thank you, but now I hear you all saying ‘fireworks,’ and it just sounds like ‘orgasm’ anyway, so . . .”


“Zoe, if it really sounded like an orgasm—”


“Ohmigod, Alex, I swear, if you start moaning right now . . .”


Alex, Layla, and Emma exploded into another fit of ­giggles, as Zoe shook her head and heaped another spoonful of rainbow sprinkles onto her vanilla frozen yogurt.


“I like that we’re talking about this,” Layla said once all the laughter had quieted down again.


“Me too,” Emma agreed.


“Me three,” Alex piled on.


Layla, Emma, and Alex all turned toward Zoe.


She shook her head.


“Is that a no?” Layla asked.


“We’ve already established that I’m bright red, and I’m pretty positive I have massive pit stains and a rash on my chest . . .”


“That’s your answer?”


“I don’t know . . .”


“Oh, c’mon, Zoe,” Layla pushed. “We’re having a bonding moment like we’ve never had before, and all you’re gonna give us is an ‘I don’t know’?”


“I love-hate this conversation. Is that a possible correct answer?”


“Zo, it’s not a test,” Emma said through a fresh wave of giggles.


“Okay, well, whatever it is, I’m one hundred percent having a love-hate relationship with it,” Zoe managed to say before getting swept up into Emma’s laughter. Alex and Layla were already there too, laughing so hard they couldn’t breathe, and it was simply impossible to tell whose laughter was whose because it all just mixed together so perfectly.


That’s how it worked.


Layla, Zoe, Alex, and Emma had been an inseparable foursome ever since the fateful day they were all randomly assigned to the same desk cluster in Miss Morgan’s first-grade class. All these years later they were still just as close as ever.


“Most people aren’t this lucky,” Layla said, as always.


“Not even close,” Alex, Emma, and Zoe answered.


Then Layla swirled another spoonful of Sno-Caps into her frozen yogurt—and a brand-new thought bubbled up into her brain . . .


Zoe was the first to see Layla’s face light up. “Oh no,” she said knowingly.


“‘Oh no’ what?” Layla laughed.


“I see you, Layla. I see all the gears in your pretty ­little head spinning like crazy. Like that time you decided we should toilet paper Xander Murphy’s house. Or the night you made us go skinny-dipping at Zuma—”


“Hey, I did not make you do anything—”


“Layla,” Zoe said, wiping her clammy hands onto her jeans, “I know what this face means . . .”


“That I often have good ideas?” Layla asked, loving everything about this moment.


“Wait, what is a good idea?” Emma asked.


“Yeah, what are you talking about?” Alex asked. “Unlike Zoe, I don’t have psychic powers.”


“Layla thinks we all should have sex,” Zoe blurted.


“Together?” Alex laughed.


“Ohmigod, no,” Zoe squeaked, too nervous and awkward and rashy to even entertain that kind of joke.


“Wait. But what if we really did?” Layla asked, getting all sorts of excited. “I swear I wasn’t thinking that when we first sat down this afternoon, but now that I hear Zoe say it out loud—”


“Please don’t blame me—”


“Zoe. There’s no blame. This is brilliant.”


“Wait. You’re serious?” Emma asked.


“Yes. We should all have sex. Before graduation.”


Emma shook her head at Layla’s use of the G-word.


“I think we’re forgetting that Alex has already had sex,” Zoe said, as if that somehow made it impossible or unnecessary for the other girls to do it too.


“Yeah, but she still hasn’t had good sex, no offense—”


“Okay, but no,” Zoe said, still fighting the idea. “You have a boyfriend. Alex always has a million options. Emma’s adorable. And then there’s me over here with my frizzy hair and freckles and permanently red cheeks. I just got my braces off two weeks ago!”


“Luckily, ‘braces off’ exponentially increases your sex appeal,” Alex teased.


“No. No one looks at me and thinks about wanting to have sex.”


“That’s not true,” Alex pushed back. “I could be thinking about it right now . . .”


“Yeah, yeah . . . ,” Zoe said, shaking her head again.


“Zoe,” Layla insisted, “you could totally have sex if you want to.”


“I do want to!”


It took Zoe a moment to realize that those four ­little words had actually come out of her mouth and into the sugarcoated air of The Bigg Chill. Now the words were echoing off the froyo machines and the wall of glass windows and all the tables and toppings and people in between. “Ohmigod . . .”


“Ohhhh my God yes,” Layla replied, all singsongy.


“No. Stop. No more smiling . . . ,” Zoe said. “My point is that—”


“Your point is that you want to have sex,” Alex piled on.


“No—”


“Don’t you mean yes?” Emma joined in. “I’m positive I already heard you say yes.”


“No, still no. My point is that I don’t exactly have a lot of options.”


“That is false,” Emma said.


“If you want to have sex, you can find a way to have sex,” Layla insisted.


“The last thing I wanna do is just ‘find a way.’ I’m not gonna sleep with a random or lower my standards because Layla had a stupid idea—”


“It’s not a stupid idea. In fact, I think the sex pact might be the single greatest idea I’ve ever had.”


“Sex pact? Since when is there a sex pact?” Zoe was now officially freaking out.


“Well, now that we’ve established we all want to have sex—”


“Good sex,” Alex interjected.


“Duh, yes. Now that we’ve established we all want to have good sex, I think we all should.”


“I’m down.” Emma laughed.


“Totally,” Alex agreed.


“Ohmigod . . .” Zoe blushed.


“Is that a yes?” Layla asked.


Zoe couldn’t quite believe it, but the truth was “yes” it was.


“It’s hap-pen-ing,” Layla declared triumphantly. “I think step one is to put the positive intention out into the universe.” Layla loved step-by-step instructions almost as much as she loved her lists and due dates. “Before high school ends, we are going to do this together.”


“But not together together,” Alex teased.


“Right. We’ll do it . . . concurrently. With the right person in the right place at the right time . . .” Alex and Emma nodded firmly in agreement. Zoe managed to tip her head forward slightly, which was more than good enough for Layla. “We’re having sex!” she exclaimed.


And that was it.


One serving of frozen yogurt later, sex was no longer simply a daydream or a wet dream or a piece of juicy gossip that happened to somebody else.


All of a sudden, it was something the girls actually did, something they all wanted to do—and were going to do, together—before high school graduation.





169 days until graduation . . .



LAYLA almost couldn’t believe it.


The Crew had a sex pact.


And the sex pact had a due date.


And the whole thing was happening.


In Layla’s head, plans and dreams were basically the same thing, but suddenly this one felt like it was actually gonna come true. Obviously, there were still variables to consider and the need for contingencies and everything, but Layla loved that sort of thing: the planning and the overplanning. She realized it might even be thematically appropriate to say she got off on it, which made her grin, equally embarrassed and excited.


ALL THE FEELS, Layla texted Alex, Emma, and Zoe in The Chat, which is what The Crew called their ongoing text message conversation. I am having all of the feelings at the very same time.


RELAX, Alex texted back. “Relax” was a pretty standard Alex response, but Layla could not simply relax. She tried not to get too far ahead of herself, she really, truly did, but her mind was always racing away from her. Like even right now it was racing into the future—past the pact and the due date—all the way into the next year and then into the next decade, until all of a sudden all she could think about was the fire pit where The Crew would spend all of their future nights together. Of course this fire pit would be located in the backyard of the property that the girls would communally purchase, where they would build four separate, but architecturally cohesive, houses, one for each girl, and they’d all live happily ever after with their husbands and their children—and each other, obviously. The compound, as Layla called it in her dreams slash plans, would materialize sometime shortly after the girls wore the same blush-colored bridesmaid dresses to each other’s weddings, but not before they all took a coordinated sabbatical from their successful and well established careers to travel through Europe.


Layla took a deep breath and managed to reel her thoughts of the future back into the present where she was lying on her bed, holding her cell phone up in the air, and watching a string of texts pour into The Chat from her best friends, who—thankfully—seemed to be full of just as many feelings as she was. Layla already knew that she was ready to have sex with Logan, but the fact that her best friends had just piled onto the plan with her was the icing on the cake.


Or no, not the icing . . . it was the cherry on top.


IT’S ALL HAPPENING and I couldn’t be happier, she texted.


It was Sunday, January 4. High school graduation was Monday, June 22. Therefore, according to Layla’s precise calculations, there were exactly 169 days until graduation and the official “doing it” due date. How thematically appropriate, Layla thought. The “sixty-nine” of it all felt like a giant wink from the universe, like a sexy, numerologi­cal “all systems go!”


As Layla double-checked her math, recounting the days from January to June, she could feel that same splendid smile, the one Zoe had caught on to at the yogurt place, creeping back across her face. She realized the smile had most likely been stuck there ever since she got home from froyo. It had probably been there all the way through dinner, too. Thankfully, no one else in the Baxter family seemed to notice. Layla’s younger sister, Maxine, had spent the whole meal lobbying their mom for permission to go on the upcoming middle school ski trip, while her dad and little brother, Avery, were engaged in a heated discussion about their fantasy basketball league. Luckily, all of this mundane commotion let Layla off the hook. She didn’t have to explain why she was unusually quiet. Or why her toe wouldn’t stop tapping under the table. Or account for the fact that she had somehow eaten all the lima beans off her plate even though she absolutely hated lima beans.


The only real explanation for all of Layla’s strange behavior was that she was too busy thinking. She was always thinking, but if her parents or siblings had asked her what she was busy thinking about tonight, she would’ve turned as bright and red as Zoe’s hair. Behind Layla’s calm face and that plastered smile there were approximately a million thoughts running through her head: almost all of them were X-rated, and every single one was moving at a mile a minute.


After dinner Layla re-recounted the days a third time just so she could be entirely, 100 percent sure that she was planning accordingly. As expected, she was right the first two times: 169 days until the doing it due date. Then, she glanced at the clock on her phone. It was almost 9:00 p.m. She had one more winter break homework assignment to finish. There was a big basket of laundry to fold. Her nails desperately needed a fresh coat of paint. But all she’d managed to accomplish since she came home from The Bigg Chill almost four hours ago (besides sending about two hundred text messages to The Chat, of course) was to count the days on her calendar three times and survive dinner.


Finally, the doorbell rang.


“Lay-la!” her mom called from downstairs. “Guess who’s here?!”


Layla didn’t have to guess.


She fixed her bun and reached for her lip gloss, semi-stalling. She couldn’t just go barreling down the stairs, even though she wanted to. It took every ounce of self-control she had to hold back her response until after her mom yelled for her a second time.


“Coming!” she finally yelled back, trying to make it seem like she’d been in the middle of something super important. She waited one more moment and then walked slowly to the top of the staircase. The second she saw Logan, a knot in her stomach loosened. She hadn’t even realized the knot had been there in the first place. Logan had only been on vacation for a week and a half, but it felt like forever. He grinned at her with his entire face as she made her way down the stairs, his one perfect dimple on full display. The dimple was so small, and seemingly insignificant, and yet it made Layla melt every single time.


“Layla, you never told me that Logan’s grandparents live in Miami,” her mom scolded, as if that were a very important detail about her boyfriend that she absolutely needed to know. (It wasn’t.) Or as if their family had some sort of close connection to Miami. (They didn’t.)


“Sorry,” Layla said, as much to Logan as to her mom. She must’ve been grilling him. What did you do for the holi­days? Is Florida nice this time of year? Are you glad to be home?


“We’re gonna go outside,” Layla said, grabbing Logan’s hand and pulling him gently but quickly toward the back door.


“Nice to see you, Ms. Baxter! And happy New Year!” Logan called back over his shoulder as they made their way outside. He was the kind of teenage boy who knew how to talk to parents: He looked them in the eye. He answered their questions. He remembered to wish them a happy New Year. Layla’s mom and dad bragged about Logan as if he were one of their own kids. Layla found it mildly embarrassing, but she couldn’t exactly blame them. There was a lot to brag about. Logan was president of the senior class, which meant he was also president of the entire student body. He had gotten in early decision to his first-choice college, the University of Pennsylvania. And in his spare time Logan was organizing a school-wide fund-raiser to help fight pediatric cancer.


He was also a phenomenal kisser.


Layla was obviously the only one who bragged about that last part, but it really was the best.


As soon as they made their way outside—and out of her mom’s sight line—Logan pulled Layla in close, kissing her hard, like she knew he’d been wanting to since the first moment he saw her at the top of the stairs. Logan’s kisses were fast at first, and then slow, and then somehow both at the very same time. He slid his hands up Layla’s back, and then to her neck, pulling her in even closer . . . he pressed his lips even harder against her lips—and then pushed his hips up against hers even harder than that.


“Come here,” she said when they finally came up for air, grabbing Logan’s hand and pulling him across the grass and up onto the trampoline in the corner of her yard so they could continue the make-out session.


Layla’s parents had what they called an “open door” policy. Logan was pretty much always invited to come over to the house, but all the doors to any room he and Layla were in had to stay open at all times, which meant that the backyard was actually their most private hangout spot.


After a few more minutes of kissing—all fast and slow and hard and soft—Layla pulled back to ask, “Do you remember what you asked me the night before you left for Florida?”


“Is that a trick question?”


Of course Layla knew he would remember.


They had been making out on this very trampoline, except he was the one who’d stopped their kisses to ask her a question. He’d asked if she wanted to have sex. His voice had cracked as the words came out of his mouth, which made Layla laugh. She really was laughing at the crack in his voice and not the actual question, but Logan assumed that her laughter simply meant no, so he backed off the question as quickly as he’d brought it up in the first place.


They hadn’t talked or texted about it since . . . until now.


“My answer is yes.”


“Yes?” Logan’s voice cracked, even more than it had the time before. “As in yes, you want to have sex with me?”


Layla nodded.


“Now?”


“Not now.” She smiled.


“Okay. But . . . soon?” Logan asked excitedly, flashing that perfect dimple again. As always, it drove Layla absolutely crazy. “I know you’ve probably got a whole plan worked out already,” he added, “but, um . . . you should know that I have a condom in my glove compartment.”


“Oh. Okay. For emergencies?” Layla teased.


“For realistic situations,” Logan teased right back. “At least I know better than to keep it in my wallet.”


“Thanks for that.”


“You sure you don’t just wanna go upstairs?”


“I’m super sure that my parents aren’t going to let us into my bedroom without the open door policy in full effect, so unless you want to do it for the first time with the door wide open . . .”


“How about my car?”


“Your car is at the very top of my list of places where we are not going to have sex.”


“You would have a list like that.” Logan laughed.


“I don’t actually have anything written down, but I can tell you right now there is no possible way I am going to lose my virginity in your car.”


“Right. Right. Okay. Your car would be a much better option—”


“Logan,” Layla said, loving him even more than she did a moment before.


“What? Your backseat is far more spacious, and you have leather seats, so . . .”


“I can’t with you.” Layla grinned before rolling up on top of him and pressing her lips back onto his.


“I can’t with you!” Logan teased through kisses. “You can’t just stick your tongue into my mouth and expect this conversation to be over . . .”


Layla knew that their conversation was far from over, in fact, it was just getting started, but as far as tonight was concerned, there wasn’t going to be any more talking, only kissing . . . and maybe a few other things. Layla reached for Logan’s hand and slipped it up under her shirt. He unhooked the clasp on her bra and then pulled it down, sliding his hands onto her boobs. Her nipples were already hard, mostly because it was cold outside, but also because Logan’s lips were warm and his fingertips were everywhere and his hips were pushing against hers along with the rise and fall of the trampoline.


  *  *  *  


ZOE’s chest had grown an entire cup size since the beginning of winter break.


She hadn’t measured them exactly or anything, but now, basically without any proper warning, her boobs were popping out of all of her bras. Zoe also considered the alternate possibility that maybe every single one of her bras had simultaneously shrunk in the laundry at the exact same time, but she had to admit that seemed rather unlikely.


Zoe stood in her bathroom, wrapped in a towel, having just gotten out of the shower. Normally, she didn’t spend much time staring in the mirror—that was really more of a Layla or Alex thing to do—but she couldn’t stop admiring her new braceless teeth. Maybe it was the fact that Alex had said her lack of braces increased her sex appeal exponentially, but even Zoe had to admit that her smile looked good. Honestly, she knew her newly upgraded boobs looked good too, but that felt weird to even think about. Then she felt weird for feeling weird about thinking about it, and then all of the weirdness quickly amplified in her head until there was nothing left to do but unwrap her towel and force herself to take a look. . . .


When Zoe saw her topless reflection, the first word that came to mind was “pale.” The second word was “red,” for her hair. The third word was “freckles,” because they were basically everywhere. But then the next word was “nipple,” followed closely by the word “boob,” and then, undeniably, “big.” It had become simply impos­sible to deny the fact that her boobs were decidedly larger than they’d been even just a few weeks before. Still, Zoe could only look at them for so long before achieving a maximum level of weirdness and had to reach for her towel again. As she rewrapped herself, one of the bathroom doors began to swing open, which caused Zoe to shriek and her older brother to slam the door shut again as quickly as possible.


Zoe’s brother, Joey—or J, as Zoe called him so as not to acknowledge the embarrassing fact that their first names rhymed—was two years older than Zoe. He was a sophomore at UC Berkeley and still home from school on winter break. Zoe’s and Joey’s bedrooms were connected by a Jack and Jill–style bathroom. The layout wasn’t such a big deal when they were younger, but now it was clearly causing some growing pains.


“I’m sorry!” Joey yelled through the closed door.


“What happened to knocking?” Zoe yelled back.


Joey knocked softly, making a joke out of it.


“Great, thanks . . . ,” Zoe scoffed, pulling her towel more firmly around her.


“Zoe Reed,” Joey teased with a loud, booming voice. “It’s your brother. I am moments away from attempting to open the door to the bathroom again. Brace yourself.”


“Yeah, okay. Got it,” Zoe said as Joey reopened the door. “I know you’re all used to coed showers at the dorms or whatever, but come on.”


“Come on, yourself.” Joey laughed. “You could also try locking the door. Or, you know, maybe don’t just stand naked in front of the mirror forever.”


“J,” Zoe said sternly, not even sort of ready to laugh about such a close call. “Tell me right now you didn’t see anything. If you did, I think I will die.”


“Zo, please don’t die. I saw nothing.”


“Thank God. But also, I wasn’t just, like, standing naked. I took a shower.”


“All right, all right,” Joey said, backing off. “I am sorry for cramping your style. I’ll be back at school soon enough, and then I promise you’ll miss me and these awkward encounters.” As anxious as Zoe was, Joey was just the opposite: calm and collected, always unfazed. Zoe envied that about him. He turned his attention toward the mirror, running his fingers through his hair, spiking it up on top. Although Joey’s reddish highlights clearly identified him as a member of the Reed family, he didn’t have the same bright red color that Zoe did. Not even close. Zoe and Joey both had the same deep brown eyes, but beyond that they barely looked related. Zoe joked that Joey had taken all the attractive qualities out of the Reed family gene pool and left her with nothing but frizz and freckles.


“Going somewhere?” Zoe asked.


“Yeah. Shawn is having a party. Track people.” Joey had been on the track team in high school. He was a pole-vaulter, and he wasn’t half bad, but Zoe knew he had mostly joined the team just to hang out with his friends. “You wanna come?”


“It’s a school night.”


“Right. High school . . .”


“Oh, whatever. Have fun.”


“I will, but I actually need your tree first.” Zoe’s bedroom was in the front of the house, and there was a giant sycamore tree right outside her window. Zoe was too anxious and awkward to try and use it, but it gave her brother the pole-vaulter a perfect escape route into the front yard.


“Really? You’re sneaking out? I thought you were a big college man now?”


“Ye-ah. You’ve met our parents . . .” Joey exhaled, running his fingers through his hair again. “Their house, their rules . . . Mom turned the alarm on, like, an hour ago.”


“Lame,” Zoe commiserated.


“Totally. But here’s the beginning and end of tonight’s unsolicited brotherly advice: Pick your battles. Always. But especially with Mom and Dad.” Zoe nodded, appreciating her brother. She and Joey had fought like crazy when they were younger, but for the past few years, ever since Zoe started high school, their relationship had been shifting toward being friends rather than just siblings. Zoe’s cell phone vibrated even louder than usual as it rattled on top of the tiles next to the bathroom sink. And then it buzzed three more times as a new flood of texts poured into The Chat. “Say hi to The Crew for me.”


“The Crew doesn’t care about you . . .”


“Cool, cool. Appreciate that.”


“Love you, bro.”


“Love you too, sis. Just leave your window open for me? Please? Thanks.” Joey slid out the window without waiting for a response, climbed onto the nearest tree branch, and swung down to the front lawn in one fluid, seemingly effortless movement. He’d perfected the art of sneaking out of the Reed house.


Zoe focused her attention back on her phone, scrolling through all the new texts in The Chat. Layla was providing a detailed recap of her and Logan’s latest epic trampoline make-out session. Zoe put on her pajamas, comfy flannel pants and an oversized T-shirt, as Layla’s texts continued. Zoe loved reading the texts in The Chat, but she never really had much to contribute to the conversation. Besides, at this moment, her hair required all of her immediate attention. She had a whole hair routine. First, Dream Curls spray. Second, Daily Moisturizer mousse. Then, Frizz-Ease serum, which she referred to as her secret weapon. And then finally Dep gel. She crunched the thick gel into her red locks as hard as she could. Barring any natural sleep-induced hair disasters, Zoe would wake up with dry, moderately acceptable curls.


Then her phone buzzed again.


Another text.


This one was from Dylan: Ready?


Zoe noticed that the clock on her phone read 11:11.


She kissed her hand, touched the phone, and then kissed her hand again. Layla wasn’t the only one who believed in little signs from the universe. Zoe had no clue what this particular sign meant, but she always seemed to catch the clock at 11:11, and after today’s sex pact conversation, she felt like it must be at least marginally important.


Normally, Dylan didn’t text her until closer to midnight, but Caroline, Dylan’s girlfriend, must’ve gone to bed early. Caroline was the captain of the varsity cheerleading squad. Zoe would have to sprout two more cup sizes in order to catch up to her. Not that Zoe was trying to catch anyone. She actually liked Caroline. She was a big upgrade from Dylan’s last blond, skinny girlfriend. And the one before that, too. Dylan Riley was a serial monogamist. He was tall, almost six-four, and thin. He’d probably describe himself using the word “lanky.” He kept his blond hair short, usually in a buzz cut. And he had an eight-pack. Eight. As in two more abs than the already impressive six-pack. Not that Zoe went out of her way to notice his abs or anything, but Dylan was cocaptain of the varsity water polo team, and their uniform Speedos didn’t exactly leave much of anything to the imagination.


Zoe closed her bedroom door, turned off the lights, and then jumped into bed. She called Dylan’s cell phone. He picked up on the first ring.


“Hey, hey,” he said, as always.


“Am-I-sexy?” she asked, the question tumbling out of her mouth, all quick and jumbled, as if it were a secret.


“What?” Dylan asked, his voice getting squeaky for a moment.


“Okay, fine,” Zoe said with an exhale. “I’m not gonna make you say no.”


“Last time I checked, ‘what’ and ‘no’ are not even sorta the same thing.”


“Then you already heard my question.”


“I didn’t. Swear.”


“You just want to make me say ‘sexy’ again.”


“I promise I didn’t hear you before, but now that you said ‘sexy,’ I want to hear it for real. Also, I am positive that your face is matching your hair color right now.”


“My face matching my hair is the story of at least fifty percent of my life.”


“Nah. Only, like, forty percent,” Dylan teased. “And now you’ve got this giant, brace-free smile on your face . . . you’re probably blinding the bedbugs with your ridiculously bright white teeth.”


“Yeah, yeah . . . thanks.”


“I’m sure it’s all matching your pasty skin now too.”


“Pasty? You really want to talk about who is more pasty? Last time I checked, we were both painfully pale,” Zoe fought back, making Dylan laugh.


Point for Zoe.


Then the conversation got quiet for a moment, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable kind of quiet. Zoe and Dylan both knew the importance of a good pause. Zoe felt like knowing when to stop talking was almost as important as knowing what to say in the first place, and she and Dylan had spent enough hours on the phone to perfect both. Almost every night they would talk for an hour or two or sometimes even three if there was something particularly exciting to talk about. The tradition had started back in ninth grade when they were lab partners in freshman Chem class. Their last names (“Reed” and “Riley”) were next to each other alphabetically, so they’d been paired up. Most lab partners split up the assignments and then copied each other’s work during passing period on the way to class, but Zoe felt like she needed to do the whole assignment in order to understand it, and Dylan wasn’t going to let her do all of his work for him, so they got in the habit of doing their homework together on the phone every night.


In the beginning their conversations were quick and entirely academic. They didn’t have much in common. Zoe was in the theater crowd. She liked show tunes and jazz hands. Dylan liked contact sports and video games. The truth was they still didn’t have much in common, but something about their friendship just seemed to work. And it worked best on the phone.


So, every night, Dylan would text Zoe when he was ready to talk. And then Zoe would call him. And he would pick up on the first ring. And he’d say “hey hey” and then they’d spend the next few hours talking to each other and trying not to fall asleep. The funny part about these nightly falling asleep phone calls—“phonefalls” as Dylan and Zoe called them—was that they were entirely platonic. Even though Zoe and Dylan agreed that it was more or less impossible for boys and girls to simply be friends—the “sex thing” really did always seem to get in the way—they also believed they were the exception to the rule.


After the comfortable pause had passed, Dylan returned his attention to Zoe’s initial phonefall question. “But really, what were you trying to ask? Something about something sexy?”


“It was nothing. I didn’t say anything.”


“Z. You are the worst. Liar. Ever. We’ve been through this . . .”


“D,” she said, matching his playful tone, “I am not lying—”


“It’s okay. You’re a pasty, freckled, red-haired liar . . .”


“Ohmigod . . .” Zoe giggled.


And then Zoe and Dylan went on like that for another hour or two, laughing and teasing and talking and pausing, appreciating their conversation and the quiet spaces inside of it until finally, somehow, they managed to drift off to sleep.





168 days until graduation . . .



ALEX was pressed up against the largest rock on make-out ledge.


Cameron was leaning up against her, his tongue in her mouth, his hands everywhere.


And it was all happening so fast.


Cameron paused just long enough to pull his jeans down to his ankles, and Alex’s black Converse high-tops sunk down below her into the soft summer grass. Of all the things Alex had thought about when she imagined having sex for the first time, the location of her shoes was not one of them. If she had thought about it, Alex probably would’ve assumed that her shoes would just simply be off, lying on the floor next to the bed or something. Of course that assumption would also require that there would be a bed in the first place. Alex never thought that her first time might happen outside. On a cluster of rocks. With her Converse sneakers sinking down into the grass . . .


. . . but that’s what was happening.


The air was cold against Alex’s cheeks, but Cameron’s breath was soft and warm as he moved his kisses from her lips to her neck and then up onto her earlobe. Whatever he was doing with his lips and his tongue sent a tingle all the way down to her toes and then back up into her arms, which she then realized were entirely covered in goose bumps. Alex looked at Cameron, locking in on his gaze, his green eyes were bright and wide and alive, and this feeling of incredible closeness washed over her, making Alex feel as if she and Cameron were the only two people in the entire world who could possibly exist in this moment. Alex leaned in for another kiss, but before she could find Cameron’s lips . . .


Her cell phone rumbled on the top of her wooden nightstand, jerking her awake.


It took Alex a moment to confirm that she was only dreaming about that night with Cameron at sleepaway camp, and not, somehow, reliving it. It was confusing because she’d woken up with real goose bumps on her arms, and the feeling that they’d morphed from her dreamland into the real world, but there wasn’t any actual morph­ing involved. The goose bumps were just as real as the car horn coming from her neighbor’s driveway.


Shit.


Alex’s one and only New Year’s resolution had been to not be late for car pool anymore.


She wasn’t big on unnecessary commitments, and resolutions certainly fell into that category, but she also wasn’t above self-improvement. Even she had to admit that punctuality was her weakest link. But now it was only the first day of the new semester, and she was already mucking it up. She glanced at her phone. It was a quarter to eight. She could’ve sworn she had set her alarm before falling asleep the night before, but it seemed to have betrayed her. The honking continued, growing louder and longer, as Oliver Miller, the literal boy next door and Alex’s car pool driver, waited impatiently in his car.


Alex jumped out of bed, ripped off her pajama pants, and beelined for the bathroom. Toothpaste, hairbrush, clean underwear, fresh socks—it more or less happened all at once. Her dad was out of town on business, per usual, and her mom had left early with her twin brother, Max, who went to a specialty school on the other side of town. She grabbed her cell phone and a banana and her shoes and her backpack and her wallet and tore out the front door—still barefoot.


Alex was a sprinter on the track team, so she certainly knew how to move quickly, but normally when she ran she would have a chance to stretch first, she wouldn’t’ve just woken up, and she wouldn’t be trying to balance all her possessions in her arms at the same time. Her super speed commonly led to stupid jokes about how she liked to move fast in other places as well—like between the sheets, for example. One time she even showed up to school and found the word “slut” spray-painted on the front of her locker. That was a particularly shitty day.


The upside was that Alex was fast enough to leave most of her haters in the dust. She was also fast enough to be recruited by Stanford, which, gratefully, took all of the academic pressure off her upcoming second semester. Her main concern these days—besides pledging to not always be late for car pool—had to do with the hundred-meter dash. The Southern California high school record hadn’t been touched in nearly a decade, but Alex had a real chance to break it, and she was determined to make it happen. If she were to make her own Layla-like to-do list, “break the state record” would be the one and only thing on it.


“I’m sorry, I’m sorry—” Alex said as she jumped into the passenger seat of Oliver’s black Jeep Grand Cherokee.
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