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    When life gives you a blank canvas, make art.


    Sloane Whitaker hates everything about moving to Texas. She hates leaving behind her friends and half her family in New York, starting over senior year at Austin’s NextGen Academy, and having to say she lives in Texas. Most of all, she hates that it’s all her fault. If she wants to earn her way back to the Big Apple, she has to prove she can still be the perfect daughter.


    Which means no vandalism art, no trouble at school, and absolutely no Tru Dorsey, her serial screw-up neighbor, who loves nothing more than pushing her buttons.


    But from the moment he vaults onto the roof outside her bedroom, there is something about him that makes her want to break every rule. Suddenly it’ s not the ten things she hates about Tru that are at the top of her list. It’s the ten reasons she doesn’t want to be without him.
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    For Tracy, because she collected me, too.

  


  
    Chapter One


    Back home, whenever I needed to think, I would climb out on the fire escape and listen to the sounds of the city. The mix of car alarms, angry horns, and screeching tires was like a lullaby, its chaotic energy soothing me better than chocolate, a hot bath, or a full-body massage ever could. New York City is the soundtrack of my life.


    Austin is like a silent film.


    Our new suburban neighborhood is unnervingly quiet. No car alarms, no angry horns, no screeching tires. No human sounds at all. Only the occasional dog barking and the irritating chirp of some kind of bug. I’m picturing giant grasshoppers.


    No fire escape, either. Instead, I had to push an unopened box under my second story window so I could climb out onto the roof above the living room.


    The sky is an unfamiliar shade of midnight, the kind of dark blue you see in pictures and paintings but almost never in Manhattan. My city always has a kind of glow. Easter-egg colored, like a protective bubble of light. This darkness is too vast, too unending.


    But at least out here I can breathe.


    Inside, with the house too full of boxes and too empty of people, with Mom at the kitchen table, finishing the paperwork to enroll me at Austin NextGen Academy in the morning, telling me how much I am going to love this new place, I was suffocating. My heart rate sped up, and I started to see spots at the edges of my vision.


    Rather than pass out on the kitchen floor, I fled to my room and out into the night.


    Everything is wrong here. Not just the quiet and the dark. My whole world is missing. No Dad, no Dylan, no Tash or Brice. None of the friends I’ve gone to school with for the last three years.


    Starting over senior year is bad enough, but to do it halfway across the country and with no friends and only half my family? That’s torture.


    And the worst part is that it’s all my own fault.


    I may not have made the decision to uproot and start over—had, in fact, fought tooth and nail to stay in New York—but my actions led to The Plan, and for that I can never forgive myself. Mom and Dad may have put the nails in the coffin, but I handed them the hammer.


    Before the panic spots return, I flip open the cover on my tablet and open up my favorite drawing app. When in doubt, create. Stylus in hand, I start sketching out the first cell of the next issue of Graphic Grrl.


    This week, Graphic Grrl finds herself in the middle of an empty, desolate ghost town, surrounded by crumbling gray buildings, grasshoppers sporting six-shooters, and fields full of cows. She is about to face down a herd of aggressive tumbleweeds.


    Okay, so I haven’t actually seen a tumbleweed yet, but we’ve only been here a couple of days. They must be hiding somewhere.


    When life gets too tough to handle, I retreat into Graphic Grrl. She’s my alter ego, a better me in a world I can control. The best therapy technology can buy.


    I lose myself in the art. Sketching in the initial shapes and actions. Refining and filling in with detail. I make sure everything in the first cell is perfect before saving it and moving on to the next one. When I’m done, I’ll export them to my laptop so I can clean them up, finalize the line work, and add the color.


    I’ve finished the first three sketches when my phone vibrates in my back pocket.


    A name flashes across the screen: Tash.


    I debate not replying. I’m not supposed to talk to her—or any of the other so-called “bad influences” in my life. We’re not supposed to have any contact at all. It’s one of the “Three Rules of Sloane Surviving to Legal Adulthood” that Mom and Dad laid out after The Incident.


    That’s not why I consider ignoring the text. Things have been strained between us since The Incident. We’ve only spoken a couple of times all summer, including when I texted her about the Texas plan.


    But with so many miles between us—between me and my home—that all seems like a waste of energy. Tash has been my best friend for years. Despite everything that happened, I don’t want to throw that away because I’m mad about one little thing—okay, two not-so-little things. I’ll get over it. I always do.


    Besides, at this point I’m desperate for contact with civilization.


    I open my messaging app.


    Tash: R u in redneck hell?


    Me: x1000


    Tash: :( kept hoping shemonster would back out


    Me: U n me both. She is 2 stubborn


    Once Mom sets her mind to something, there’s pretty much no stopping her. Even if it means splitting up her family and moving to the middle of nowhere.


    Tash: Hows the house?


    A million descriptions flash through my mind. Too big. Too empty. Too…suburban.


    Me: Boring, so cookie cutter


    Tash: *vomit-gags*


    I never thought I would miss our brownstone on the Upper West Side. All my life I’ve wanted to live anywhere but—the Lower East Side, Williamsburg, Park Slope. Somewhere with more edge. More soul. More artistic heart.


    But compared to suburban Austin, the Upper West Side is a freaking hippie commune.


    At least the brownstone had personality. I miss the cool roughness of the exposed brick on the ground floor, the weird-shaped micro closet in my bedroom, and the ultra-creepy basement. The third step that sounds like a moaning ghost when you step on it just right. The way the upstairs windows rattle in the wind. Every corner had something unique to explore.


    This place, with its uniformly plastered and painted walls, slab foundation, and spacious walk-in closet is too…normal.


    At least it’s only a rental.


    Tash: When duz school start


    Me: 2moro


    Tash: :( :( :(


    Me: Ur telling me


    Tash: SODA wont be same w/o u! Who will I sneak out w/ at lunch?


    I almost reply, With Brice, but that wound is still too raw. Someday we’ll laugh about it. Not today. Not when Tash will be walking through the doors of the School of Drama and Art next week, the same as we’ve done for the last three years, only this time without me at her side.


    Me: U’ll find some1


    Tash never has a problem finding friends. Which is probably the only reason we’re besties. For the most part, I’d rather be on my own. Other people tend to get complicated. See: Tash and Brice, relationship of.


    I sigh. No use going down that path for the millionth time. I guess if I’m looking for a bright side to being 1,750 miles away (I looked it up—just in case I decide to walk home) it’s that I won’t have to see my best friend and my almost boyfriend play lovebirds before my eyes.


    Me: Better go. Skule starts early


    Tash: Miss u! xxxooo


    Me: Miss u


    As I slide my phone back into my pocket, my vision blurs. But I know it’s not a panic attack this time. It’s the realization that life is going on without me back in New York.


    Not that I expected Tash’s world to stop spinning. Nothing ever seems to derail her for long. I always knew that her days would go on like normal. I just didn’t expect the thought to hurt this much.


    “Get a grip, Whitaker,” I tell myself.


    It’s not like self-pity is going to change anything.


    No, the only thing that’s going to fix my world is getting home to New York. The sooner the better. I just don’t know how to convince Mom of that.


    “Do all New Yorkers talk to themselves?” a teasing male voice calls out from the dark below.


    I sit up a little straighter, peering into our yard and the light spilling from the kitchen.


    There’s no one there.


    I sense movement from the corner of my eye and turn in time to see a boy climb onto the fence between our house and the neighbors’. I can barely make out his features in the glow from the window behind me. Tall, with tan skin and dark hair that falls to his shoulders in an artfully shaggy mess.


    This must be the infamous Tru Dorsey.


    Great. It’s his mom’s fault that I’m here right now.


    Mom didn’t choose Austin out of thin air. She’s a native, born and bred until she went away to New York to attend Columbia Law.


    Gramma and Gramps retired to Florida a few years ago, but she still has a lot of friends here, and Uncle Mason isn’t too far away in Dallas.


    Mrs. Dorsey is Mom’s college BFF, and she and Mr. Dorsey own this house and like three others in the neighborhood. When she told Mom that the house next to theirs was available, Mom jumped on the chance to get me out of the city and away from my “bad influences”—her words, not mine.


    When we arrived, we found the keys in an envelope under the doormat and a letter letting us know that the Dorseys were away on a last-fling-of-summer vacation.


    Apparently they’re back.


    “Does every Austin-dweller invade their neighbor’s privacy?” I return.


    His face is a map of shadows and light, but I can clearly see the Asian influence of his mom’s genetics. High cheekbones, thick slashing brows, a square jaw. The light catches a flash of white teeth from his smile.


    “Actually,” he says, not looking down as he walks without wobbling across the top of the fence toward me, “the proper term is Austinites.”


    I turn back to my tablet. “I can think of some other terms.”


    “I’m wounded,” he says. “You don’t even know me.”


    I feel like I do. I’ve heard Mom talk a lot about Tru over the years, how he’s such a disappointment and always in trouble. How Mrs. Dorsey is just heartbroken and doesn’t know how to get through to him, to get him to take his future seriously.


    After The Incident, Mom made plenty of comparisons between him and yours truly.


    She also gave me an explicit warning to stay away from him.


    Not that I need to be warned away from guys like Tru. All false smiles and pretty words, handsome enough to melt the hardest heart, and he knows it. Certain he can flatter or flirt his way out of anything. He and Brice have that in common. I got burned once, and now I carry a fire extinguisher with me at all times.


    I focus on my sketching.


    There is a scraping sound and then a grunt of effort. When I look toward the fence, he’s gone.


    For a second I wonder if he fell—and I probably would feel bad about it if he did—but then I see him hefting himself up over the end of the roof.


    “What are you doing?” I hiss.


    Tru pushes to his feet and walks confidently toward me. “Coming to meet the new neighbors.”


    “We have a front door.”


    “Front doors are so pedestrian,” he says as he plops down next to me.


    “Exactly,” I say. “Meaning you’re supposed to walk to them.”


    “But this makes our meet-cute so much more memorable.”


    “This is not a—”


    “Sloane?” Mom’s voice calls from the yard below. “Is that you? I heard footsteps on the roof.”


    Her hair appears past the edge of the roof, and I know she’s walking out on the porch so she can turn around and look up. If she does, she’ll see me sitting with Tru Dorsey, and my prison sentence will be upgraded to maximum security. I don’t want to lose what little freedom I have left.


    Without stopping to think, I reach over and push Tru down.


    When he starts to say something, I slap my hand over his mouth.


    “Just getting some air,” I call down as Mom’s face appears in the glow from the porch light.


    She frowns. “Is that safe?”


    “It’s fine,” I reply.


    Considering how much I don’t want to be here, she should be more concerned about the possibility of me jumping off the roof than falling. Tru chooses that moment to lick my palm.


    “Eeeep!” I can’t help but squeal as I yank my hand away.


    “Sloane?!” Mom gasps.


    “I’m fine,” I grind out, throwing a quick glare at Tru, who is grinning like an idiot. I want to wipe my hand on my jeans—because gross—but I don’t want to give him the satisfaction. “Just saw a spider.”


    “Have you unpacked yet?” she asks.


    I picture my room full of boxes, the packing tape still intact. They are all neatly labeled—thanks to Mom—but inside they’re disasters—thanks to me. I just can’t bring myself to open them. It’ll be like I’ve given up, given in. Like I’m admitting that we’re actually in Texas, which I’m not.


    “Some,” I lie.


    “Sloane…” Her voice takes on that warning tone.


    “Fine,” I say. “Not yet.”


    She frowns. “You can’t live out of a suitcase forever.”


    Watch me.


    I don’t say the retort that itches on my tongue because: points. If holding in my backtalk gets me home sooner, then I can manage.


    “Be careful up there,” Mom says. “And don’t stay out all night. We need to get you to school early to finalize your enrollment.”


    Lucky me.


    She disappears back into the house.


    What did I do to deserve this?


    Oh right. Destroyed our family in “an act of wanton irresponsibility” and my “unwavering spiral into delinquency.” Parents can be so melodramatic.


    “Happy times with Mom,” Tru mocks. “You’re practically the Gilmore Girls.”


    At least he’d had the good sense to stay down. If Mom had seen him up here, I would have had to kill him. And I’m pretty sure cold-blooded murder is the final destination on my delinquency spiral.


    I flick him a quick glare before punching him in the arm. “Get off my roof.”


    “Technically,” he says, pushing to his feet, “it’s my roof. Well, the old man’s roof, anyway.”


    He walks without hesitation right down to the edge, right above the spot where, moments ago, Mom stood lecturing up at me. It’s a miracle he doesn’t fall off.


    No, it’s a miracle I don’t push him off.


    All I want to do is finish the initial sketches for my strip, unpack enough clothes to wear tomorrow, and then bury my head for eternity under the pillows on my hastily bought bed.


    He reaches the edge of the roof, executes a left turn, and begins balance-beam walking along the edge. Whatever. If he falls off it’s not my fault.


    “Austin’s not so bad,” he says.


    I don’t look up. “Are you still here?”


    “You’d miss me if I was gone.”


    “I don’t even know you.”


    “Not yet,” he says.


    “Let’s keep it that way.”


    “Admit it.“ He leans forward, places all of his weight on his left leg, and swings his right leg out over the porch, arms wide like a tightrope walker’s pole. “You never met a charming stranger on your roof in New York.”


    I snort. Charming? He’s about as charming as a subway rat.


    “I thought it was your roof,” I retort.


    “It is,” he says. “But I’m going to let you have it for a while.”


    My brow drops. “Why is that?”


    “Because…” he says again, drawing out the word. His face is a study in focus as he brings his right foot back in and places it behind his left. “You clearly need it more than I do right now.”


    I’m about to snort again when he squats low, swings his arms back, and then—in a blur of motion—flips over backward. My breath catches in my throat as he lands, then wobbles.


    “Tru!” I gasp, tossing my tablet aside so I can rush to his rescue.


    He starts laughing before I can even push to my feet. “Gotcha!”


    As he stands up straight—and sure-footed—my tablet slides quickly down the sloped roof. I scramble for it, but it darts out of my reach. I watch, helpless, as it picks up speed.


    Tru bends down and snatches it right before it sails over the edge.


    My heart is pounding, and I don’t know if I want to kill Tru or kiss him.


    His mouth kicks into a cocky smile.


    I hold out my hand as he treads back up the roof. He holds out my tablet, but as I reach for it, he pulls it out of my grasp.


    Kill him. Definitely kill him.


    “Tru…” I say, hoping my voice sounds like the deadly warning that it is.


    He holds the tablet out to the side.


    “I think,” he says, “that my daring rescue deserves a reward.”


    I choke out a stunned laugh. “A daring rescue that you caused.”


    “Hmmm.” He waggles my tablet menacingly.


    “Okay, okay,” I relent. “What reward?”


    Honest to God, if he asks for a kiss I’m pushing him off the roof. I don’t care if Mom has a conniption or I go to jail for life. It will have been worth it.


    “All I ask for”—he steps closer—“is a smile.”


    “A smile?” I echo. “You’ve got to be—”


    He lifts his brows.


    “Fine,” I say, forcing the corners of my mouth up into an imitation of a smile. I point at my face. “See, I’m smiling.”


    He immediately hands over my tablet. “Nice to meet you, Sloane Whitaker.”


    Then he turns, jogs back down the roof, and jumps off. I gasp and scramble as close to the edge as I can without following him over. I watch in horror as he walks up to the back door and knocks.


    “What are you doing?” I hiss.


    A second later, Mom opens the door. “Hello, Tru.”


    Her voice is taut, and I can just picture the disapproving look on her face. One that would be multiplied by a thousand if she knew he’d just been up here on the roof with me.


    “Hi, Mrs. Whitaker,” he says to her, “my mom wanted me to ask you and Sloane over for dinner tomorrow night.”


    “Oh, okay,” she says, sounding stunned at the very polite invitation. “What time?”


    “Seven.”


    “Sounds great. We’ll be there.”


    He smiles and nods, then turns to walk away. I hear the door shut as I follow his every step. I’m not sure if I should be impressed or enraged.


    As he reaches the fence, he turns to look up at me.


    “Welcome to Texas,” he says, before vaulting back over into his yard.


    Enraged. Definitely enraged.


    


    Tru landed on the grass in his backyard with a satisfying crunch.


    When his mom asked him to go next door and invite the Whitakers to dinner, he had totally planned to ring the doorbell. But then he thought, Why go to the front door when you can climb over the fence?


    Knowing his father would hate the idea made it all the more appealing.


    He was glad he’d had that brilliant idea. When he looked up and saw the girl sitting on the roof, all alone with the light from the window behind her casting an atmospheric glow around her, the pull had been instantaneous. She looked as alone as he felt.


    And she hadn’t disappointed.


    As he slipped quietly across the yard, he smiled at the memory of their feisty exchange. She was a prickly one. Small but feisty. He liked that in a girl. Liked that she said what she meant and stood up for herself.


    There was a fire in her, one she was trying desperately to keep under control. He hadn’t missed the way her green eyes flashed beneath arched brows a shade darker than her chestnut hair, even when she was trying to pull off the don’t-give-a-shit attitude.


    It made teasing her more fun, more of a challenge. He would have to work harder to earn a true smile from her, but when he did, it would be worth all the effort.


    There weren’t enough people like Sloane Whitaker in the world.


    When he reached the back porch, his footsteps automatically softened. He padded across the perfectly stained and sealed boards, carefully avoiding the one halfway across that creaked like a dying goat.


    At the door, he squeezed the handle and turned it slowly, careful not to let metal scrape against metal. Once it was open, he slipped inside and closed it again just as quietly.


    His body went on autopilot, treading softly past the kitchen toward the stairs.


    His foot had just touched the first step when he heard his father’s angry voice.


    “He should be in military school.”


    Tru couldn’t hear his mother’s response.


    Then his father barked, “Oh no, you couldn’t subject your sweet, artistic son to a system of rigorous discipline. Arlington Military Academy is exactly what he needs.”


    Tru didn’t need to hear the rest of the conversation. If they could even call it a conversation. His father barked, his mother simpered.


    It was a miracle she had saved Tru from being shipped off to military school for this long.


    No, that wasn’t true. It wasn’t his mother’s intervention that kept him at home. Despite all the threats, his father didn’t want him out of reach. If he was away at AMA, who would his father berate to feel better about himself? Who would he beat to feel more powerful?


    No, his mother might protest the exile, and his father might blame her for preventing it, but Tru knew that military school was an empty threat. Otherwise he would have been sent away years ago.


    Tru continued up the stairs, slipping quietly into his room and closing the door behind him. Safe in his personal cave, he dropped into his desk chair and woke up his computer. He had been in the middle of color correcting a scene from the short film he’d worked on over the summer when his mom had asked him to go next door.


    He had just gotten back into the file when there was a soft rap on his door. He didn’t answer, knowing she would enter anyway.


    Less than a second later, the door cracked open.


    “Truman?” his mother’s soft voice asked.


    He rolled his shoulders. “Yeah.”


    She took his response as an invitation and opened the door the rest of the way. “I didn’t hear you come back.”


    “Yeah, well, you were in the middle of a conversation.”


    The silence was all too predictable.


    They didn’t talk about it, never talked about it. As if by some unspoken agreement they had decided not to.


    Tru didn’t remember ever agreeing to that.


    “Are they coming to dinner?” she asked.


    He added a filter to the scene, making the blues brighter and softening the reds and yellows. It instantly made the entire image more vivid. He played the preview, just to make sure it worked throughout the scene.


    “Truman?” She fidgeted in the doorway. “Tru?”


    “Yes,” he said absently. “They’ll be here.”


    To witness the freak show firsthand.


    He had to keep that in mind. No matter how much Sloane intrigued him, no matter how much he wanted to draw her out, draw her in, he had to keep her at a safe distance. Seeing the freak show was one thing. Getting caught in it was a whole different mess.


    When his mother didn’t leave after getting her answer, Tru’s gut knotted. The longer she waited, the tenser he became. Shoulders stiff, neck tight, breathing shallow.


    The longer she took to tell him, the worse it was going to be.


    The panic shamed him the most. He knew what was coming. He always survived it. And still, he couldn’t control the fear.


    That was, he often thought, his father’s greatest power.


    Finally, after waiting long enough that Tru started to worry he might actually throw up, she said, “Your father wants to see you.”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    I choose my first-day-in-hell outfit carefully. Black skinny jeans, a black I <3 NY tank, black combat boots, and a black knit beanie. I accessorize with a stack of black and silver bracelets on my left wrist and silver spikes dangling from my ears. And I pull everything together with a thick ring of black eyeliner and extra coats of mascara.


    If I have to spend any part of my senior year stuck in Nowheresville, I want anyone who sees me to know I’m doing it under protest.


    When I walk downstairs, Mom is waiting.


    She glances up from her phone, takes one look at my mourning blacks, and asks, “You’re not wearing that?”


    I say asks because I choose to interpret it as a question. I’m pretty sure she meant it as a statement. Or maybe an order.


    Considering I’m about to start my senior year half a country away from my friends and my home, she can cut me some slack on the “appropriate dress” debate.


    “Yes,” I say, daring her to make this an issue.


    She looks like she wants to argue, and part of me hopes she does. I feel like I have this huge supply of tension bubbling just under the surface. It would feel really good to release it in a huge fight with Mom. Unless she wants to physically drag me upstairs and force me into more colorful clothes, I’m sticking to my mourning blacks.


    She relents, shakes her head, and returns her attention to her phone.


    My entire body relaxes. Sure, the fight would have eased my tension. For a minute, anyway. Then it would have only made things worse.


    Mom and I never used to fight. As far as moms and teenage daughters went, I thought we were doing pretty great. I could talk to her about almost anything. But then The Incident happened, and all that changed. What few conversations we’ve had since have been arguments.


    Without a word, she turns and walks out the front door, expecting me to follow. I do—begrudgingly—wishing I could think of anything that might stop this freight train that is senior year in Austin from plowing right over me. But if I haven’t been able to come up with an alternative in the two weeks since she and Dad sprung this plan on me, I’m probably not going to think of one in the twenty-seven steps it takes me to get from our front door to the passenger side of the car.


    I resign myself to my fate. For now.


    Mom and I have had our awkward silences in recent months, but the one on the way to Austin NextGen is epic. Her lips form a thin white line, her shoulders rigid and hands gripping the wheel like it’s a life preserver.


    For the first time, I really wish I had my driver’s license. Anything to avoid this unending awkwardness.


    I open the map app on my phone and pull up directions to the school. The distance from the blue dot to the red pin is fifteen miles. Great.


    To pass the time, I turn to stare out the window.


    It’s weird to be going to school in a car. I’ve been taking public transport since the second grade. Buses in elementary school and junior high. Subways since I started at SODA. And now…car. This is definitely a step down.


    I have always loved studying the crush of people on the morning commute. Too-cool-for-eye-contact businessmen reading the Wall Street Journal. Secretaries and personal assistants wearing utilitarian sneakers, their impractical pumps stowed in handbags the size of a hot dog cart. Janitors and cleaning ladies on their way home from the overnight shift. Public school kids joking and shouting way louder than the adults can stand.


    This is like traveling in a bubble.


    We go down a couple of suburban streets and then, when we’re out of our neighborhood, merge onto a major-looking freeway.


    The traffic is insane. What should geographically be a twenty minute drive has taken forty-eight already, and we’re still two miles from our exit.


    If the cars were people, this is what rush hour on the subway feels like. But there’s no sense of human connection, no interaction. Everyone isolated in their own little bubble, singing along with the radio or talking on their phones. Way too many are trying to text and drive, nearly running other cars off the road as they swerve by.


    It’s so…empty.


    Yay Austin.


    Mom’s knuckles tighten on the steering wheel even more as a jerk in a Beemer nearly takes off the front of our car in his rush to get to the fast lane. I know she drives when we travel and when she goes away on business trips, but she’s lived in New York for more than two decades. What if she can’t handle this kind of driving anymore?


    She darts to the right, taking advantage of the opening the Beemer left, then dives onto the off-ramp. Maybe driving in madness like this isn’t something you forget how to do.


    After we take a right at the light, the traffic eases up and Mom relaxes. I check the progress on my phone. We’re only a few blocks away from the school.


    I let my head fall against the window of our new car. We’ve only been here three days and already we have a house full of unfamiliar furniture, a kitchen full of pricey dishes and silverware, and a shiny new Toyota in the garage. At least the car is only a lease. I would have been fine sleeping on an air mattress and eating takeout, but Mom says it’s more economical this way.


    I think she just wanted a shopping spree.


    The flashing blue dot on my map moves closer and closer to the red pin. Closer to my nightmare. T-minus three minutes. Two minutes. One minute.


    We turn a corner, and we have arrived at our destination.


    I don’t know what I expected the school to look like, but this image would never have entered my mind. All shiny glass and angular steel. Geometric shapes and colorful panels in primary colors. Like a Mondrian painting. All modern, new, and contemporary.


    How is anyone supposed to feel creative in such a clean, soulless building?


    When Mom pulls into the visitor parking by the front entrance, I reach for the handle, ready to jump out while the car is still rolling to a stop. But the door is locked and before I can find the unlock button, Mom has the car in park and places a hand on my shoulder to stop me.


    “Sloane.” She closes her eyes, like she’s composing herself. “Honey, I know this isn’t how you planned to spend your senior year.”


    Really? I want to shout, This is as far from how I should be spending my senior year as I am from home right now!


    I don’t want to give her the satisfaction of starting a shouting match, so I bite my lower lip to keep from screaming.


    “But after the stunt you pulled, your father and I agreed that you needed some time away from New York,” she said, as if deciding my entire future had been no big deal.


    There were fights. All summer there were fights. Huge, endless arguments between him and Mom, them and me, even, at one point, between Dylan and me. But of anyone in this family, my brother is the least to blame.


    The fights had been pointless. At least from my side, anyway. No one listened to anything I had to say. I made one bad decision, and suddenly my opinion didn’t matter anymore. They figured it out for themselves and then presented me with the result. And a one-way ticket to Austin.


    I cross my arms over my chest.


    “Look at it this way,” she continues. “You always say that art is inspired by experience. Think of this as a whole new experience for you to draw from. Your art will benefit.”


    “My art,” I say, carefully keeping my tone even, “is inspired by the city.”


    She smiles. “Maybe you will find new inspiration here.”


    As if. As. If.


    “I know this is hard for you.” She starts to reach for me but drops her hand back into her lap. “But I want you to give it a real shot. Go in with an open mind. Just…try.”


    “Why?”


    “Why?” she parrots.


    I turn to face her. “What’s in it for me? I go in with an open mind, give it a shot… And what do I get? To go home? To get back to my friends and the school I love?”


    I’ll tell you what: zilch. My prize will be to continue my punishment indefinitely.


    The parents, on the other hand, can pat themselves on the back for making the right decision, Dad gets me out of his hair for a while, and Mom is able to spend quality time reliving the college days with Mrs. Dorsey. They’re the winners. But what about the kids? Dylan has to spend an entire year without his big sister to back him up, and I have to stay spread out on the rock with an eagle pecking away at my liver every single day. Awesome for them, not so great for us. No thank you.


    Mom stares at her hands.


    I reach for my backpack and the door handle.


    “Okay,” she says, “we’ll make a deal.”


    Great. A deal. That’s what she’s best at. Litigation attorneys are paid big bucks to negotiate huge deals for their clients. Settlements, accidents, wrongful death… She’s one of the best in the world at getting big payouts for whomever is covering her fee.


    Too bad in this case I’m her opposing counsel.


    “If you give Austin NextGen a real chance,” she offers. “A real chance. Make it through the first quarter with decent grades and no trouble with your teachers or the administration, and we can revisit the idea of you going back to New York to finish out your school year.”


    I don’t blink, don’t breathe, don’t dare do anything that might make her take it back. This is it. This is exactly what I want. Exactly what I have been fighting for ever since I learned about The Plan.


    It takes me a second to get my racing hope under control.


    “Do you mean it?” I ask.


    Mom is an attorney and a litigator. Twisting the truth is practically a job requirement.


    She nods. “Of course.”


    I look up at her, knowing that I’ll be able to tell if she’s lying. “Promise?”


    She hesitates only the merest fraction of a second before saying, “Promise.”


    I hold her gaze for a beat longer, daring her to look away and expose a lie. My heart thundering, my lungs fighting the control I’m forcing over my breathing. My entire body is dying to celebrate, but I don’t want to show any weakness.


    Mom’s olive green eyes meet mine without flinching.


    Finally, she asks, “Do we have a deal?”


    “We have a deal.” Oh God yes, we have a deal.


    “Good.” She pulls the keys out of the ignition and grabs her purse. “Now let’s go get you enrolled.”


    


    Principal Haverford’s office looks like the lobby at MoMA. All gleaming white and crisp modern furniture. The entire back wall is windows. Nothing like the comforting den of Headmistress Maggie’s office at SODA, with the overstuffed couch, scarred wooden desk, and student-painted portraits of the last six headmasters on the wall behind her.


    No welcoming vibes in this ice box. I highly doubt Principal Haverford will let me call him Principal Ben.


    I will anyway.


    “You have an impressive portfolio,” he says, flipping through the presentation on my tablet. “Very bold and expressive.”


    Mom scowls at me as I slump lower in my seat.


    Then again, she could be scowling at Principal Ben’s words. Having a lawyer and a businessman for parents and a science nerd for a brother makes conversations about my art practically impossible.


    Mom looks at my work and calls it nice or pretty. She can’t understand what he means by bold and expressive. She can’t understand how that gives my sometimes-fragile artist’s ego a reassuring pat.


    What Mom does understand is grades. Quantifiable numbers, tests with right and wrong answers. To her, they’re all that matter.


    “Sloane was on track to graduate with honors at the School of Drama and Art,” she says, her voice reeking of butt-kissing. Like she has to convince him to admit me, to overlook my recently rocky past.


    Like the big fat check she and Dad are writing for tuition doesn’t wipe that all away.


    Principal Ben nods as he stares at my tablet. He folds the cover back into place and then pushes it across the table. He flips open the paper file.


    “Yes, I can see that Sloane was an excellent student,” he says, scanning the paperwork.


    Was being the operative word. My grades second semester junior year took a big dip because of all the court time at the end of the year.


    Here it comes.


    The Incident. Bad Influences. Delinquency Spiral. I’ve memorized Mom’s entire speech. I heard it enough over the summer to do a spot-on recitation of the Utter Disappointment of Elizabeth Whitaker.


    Throw in Dad’s sudden emotional distance and Dylan’s sympathetic winces and you’ve got my summer trifecta.


    My What I Did This Summer essay would basically be an outline of all the ways I let down my family.


    “Principal Haverford,” Mom begins, ready to plead my case or make assurances or write another check, but he waves her off.


    “We have students from diverse backgrounds,” Principal Ben says, closing my folder and pushing it to the side. “Diverse experiences. Every artist has a past. Sometimes a troubled one. Austin NextGen prides itself on a clean slate policy.”


    Mom beams. She couldn’t smile harder if I suddenly announced my intention to give up art and follow in her legal footsteps. Or Dad’s business footsteps. Or even Great-Gramma’s teaching footsteps.


    “Let’s leave the past in the past,” he says, “and create a better future.”


    I don’t know whether to laugh of gag. Create a better future? What kind of hippie, touchy-feely nonsense is that? No principal just forgets a student’s criminal past.


    “Now.” Principal Ben pushes back from his desk, stands, and grabs my folder. “Let’s get your class schedule from Agnes.”


    As he crosses to the door, Mom leans over to me. “He’s giving you a chance, Sloane.” She pushes to her feet. “Don’t blow it.”


    Way to be encouraging, Mom.


    I follow them into the main office, where Principal Ben is handing my folder to a young man behind the reception desk, and a middle-aged woman with dreadlocks is pulling something off the printer.


    “Pssst.”


    I turn at the sound and see Tru sitting in a red knockoff Mies van der Rohe chair by the door. Unlike the tee and jeans he wore last night for his rooftop acrobatics, today he looks like he’s auditioning for a J-Pop boy band. Black pants and blazer, white dress shirt with the top three buttons undone, and a skinny black tie that hangs loose and low over his chest. I can’t fault him for his color palette.


    His hair still looks like it proudly defies all grooming attempts.


    Seeing him only confirms what I suspected last night: he is too attractive for his own good. As if his ego needs the boost. Where last night’s moonlight threw his features into sharp geometry, the light of day softens the edges. Transforms dark and edgy into movie star perfect. Like he should be in Hollywood, filming the latest teen-book-into-movie instead of whatever he’s doing in the NextGen office.


    Even the harsh glare of the fluorescents doesn’t diminish his beauty.


    The earnest look on his face almost makes me smile. Almost.


    But then an image of Brice flashes in my mind, of his face with that same earnest expression that made me believe in him, that suckered me in. I won’t fall for that act again.


    Besides, the last thing I need, just when Principal Ben is giving me a clean slate and Mom is giving me a chance to earn my way back to New York, is to be seen talking to Tru.


    I spin to face the counter, showing him my back.


    “Whitaker,” he hisses.


    I discretely flash him the finger.


    “Here you go,” Principal Ben says, handing me a freshly printed paper. “Your class schedule.”


    I scan the lineup. Most of the classes are expected. Core subjects, like modern lit, chemistry and trig, and my art specialties, advanced graphic design and 3D rendering.


    Classes at NextGen are on a block schedule, with the basic core classes meeting Monday-Wednesday-Friday and the art classes on Tuesday-Thursday with a big free block for studio time or study help.


    “What’s this?” I ask, pointing at the last class on my core day schedule.


    “Ah, senior seminar,” Principal Ben says, grinning. “That is our experimental class. Taught by a different teacher each year, every class is created collaboratively and unique to the student makeup.”


    I blink at him, trying not to wince.


    “Trust me,” he says, patting me on the shoulder. “You’ll love it.”


    Mom grins bigger than Principal Ben. “It sounds wonderful.”


    “Here’s a map,” Agnes, the woman with dreadlocks, says, slipping a green paper over my schedule. “I’ve marked all of your classrooms.”


    “Thanks.”


    “And your locker is here,” she says, pointing to a star on the map. Then at a sequence of numbers at the bottom. “That’s your combination.”


    I nod. “Looks like I have everything I need.”


    Principal Ben pats me on the shoulder. “Kyle, let’s see if we can find someone to show Sloane around,” he says to the guy behind the counter.


    Kyle glances at the clock. “The office assistants should be here any minute.”


    “Oh, that’s okay,” I say, not wanting to be shackled with the welcoming committee. “I’m good with maps. I’m sure I can—”


    “I can give Sloane the grand tour,” Tru says, suddenly appearing at my side.


    My entire body tenses.


    Mom scowls as she takes in the rumpled clothes, the messy tie, the careless hair. He must be her picture-perfect example of a bad seed.


    Principal Ben doesn’t seem to have the same qualms. “Thank you, Truman,” he tells Tru. Then to me, “You’re in good hands. No one knows the school better.”


    Tru’s smile is even more blinding in the daylight.


    I see how it is. Tru is one of those guys who has all the adults—except his parents, obviously, and mine—eating out of the palm of his hand. Uses his charm and good looks to make sure no one sees beneath the surface. Principal Ben looks like he wants to give him a medal of honor.


    “Great,” I say with no enthusiasm.


    Tru bends in a half bow, his arm extended dramatically toward the hall. “After you, neighbor.”


    I roll my eyes and start for the door.


    Mom grabs my elbow. “Don’t forget our deal,” she whispers.


    “I won’t.” My only chance of getting back to New York before college? I’m definitely not blowing that.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    The moment we are past the glass walls of the office—aka out of sight from Mom and Principal Ben—Tru grabs the schedule out of my hand. When I try to snatch it back, he wraps an arm around my shoulders and squeezes me close on one side while holding the schedule away to the other.


    “Jackass,” I mutter as I elbow him in the ribs.


    “Let’s see,” he says, ignoring both my physical and verbal jabs. “Advanced graphic design and 3D rendering on art day. Modern lit with— oh, Lufkin is a total windbag, but he’s a pushover on grading.”


    Since Tru has several inches on me, and clearly my elbow assault is having no effect, I twist myself out of his arm and let him have the damn schedule. I don’t need it to get to my first class. It’s Tuesday, which means art block, and I start in advanced graphic design.


    I scan the map Agnes gave me. Several buildings make up the campus, all arranged around a central lawn. It feels more like a small college than a high school.


    I’m looking for something that indicates where my first class might meet.


    “Trig with Martinez will be the hardest class of your life,” Tru continues as if I’m paying attention. “Danziger loves chemistry far more than any human should, and senior seminar is a bunch of touchy-feely find-yourself bullshit, but at least it’s a cakewalk.”


    He hands back my schedule and then oh-so-casually jumps up to smack the exit sign hanging from the ceiling as we pass by a door that leads to a concrete courtyard.


    “Visual arts are in Sushi Hall.”


    “Sushi Hall?”


    What kind of building name is that? I don’t see it listed anywhere on the map.


    “Building C,” Tru explains. “They all have nicknames.”


    Building C. I find it on the map. The last building on the right, in the southeast corner of the campus.


    “The six academic buildings are officially Buildings A through F,” he says. “But we Austinites could never conform to something so pedestrian as alphabetical naming.“


    I shake my head as we keep walking.


    “Good morning, Mr. Dorsey,” a middle-aged woman says. Black chopsticks poke out of her blue and green dyed hair.


    “Morning Ms. Getty.” He leans in to give her a quick peck on the cheek. “I dig the new colors.”


    Ms. Getty blushes and makes a shooing gesture. “I’ll see you in cinematography this afternoon.”


    “Wouldn’t miss it.”


    We round a corner into another hallway, and I can’t help but be a little bit in awe of the charmer beside me. After everything Mom said about Tru, I expected an unrepentant troublemaker who was on every teacher’s and administrator’s shit list. Is it possible that the unrepentant troublemaker has actually reformed into an honest-to-goodness good guy?


    No way. I’ve known enough bad boys in my life to know that they never change their ways.


    “What?” he asks when he sees me looking at him strangely.


    I half laugh. “You have them all snowed, don’t you?”


    “What do you mean, New York?”


    “I mean,” I say, gesturing back toward the blushing Ms. Getty and the beaming Principal Ben, “you have them all believing you’re some kind of perfect boy next door.”


    His brown eyes sparkle with mischief. “Are you suggesting I’m not?”


    “I’m suggesting you’re a con artist of the highest—”


    “Tru Dorsey.” A girl with platinum hair that hangs long on the right and is shaved close on the left steps into our path.


    She looks angry and more than tough enough to take Tru in a fight. I prepare myself to get out of the way.


    “Aimeigh,” Tru says, his arms and his smile wide, “how was France?”


    She punches him in the shoulder. That’s my kind of girl.


    I move a step to the side.


    “You never sent me the footage from graduation,” she says, and for the first time I can sense the teasing under her dark image.


    “Oh shit,” he says, “I totally forgot.”


    “Tonight,” she warns.


    “Absolutely.”


    She flicks a glance my way. “Who’s your friend?”


    He looks at me, like he suddenly remembered that I’m there. “Aim, this is Sloane, fresh from New York City.”


    “That’s Aimeigh,” she says, “with an e-i-g-h.”


    She extends her hand and I take it.


    “Sloane,” Tru continues, “Aim’s the school documentarian. Do not get on her bad side unless you want to be immortalized in eternal humiliation.”


    Aimeigh shakes my hand. “Don’t listen to him,” she says with a smile. “I only have a bad side.”


    I can’t help but crack a smile in return.


    “I am also ArtSquad captain this year,” she says.


    I’ve never heard of that. “ArtSquad?”


    “Like an academic decathlon,” she explains, “except for art.”


    “Oh. Cool.”


    “Hey, Aim,” Tru asks, “you have AGD first period?”


    She nods. “Yeah, why?”


    “So does Sloane.” He tries to wrap his arm around my shoulders again, but I dodge out of the way. “I was going to show her…”


    “But you have elsewhere to be?” Aimeigh finishes.


    Tru gives her a big hug. “You’re a rock star.” Then, to me, “Catch you later, New York.”


    I roll my eyes as he starts walking backward down the hall, the way we came.


    “Send me that footage!” Aimeigh shouts before he reaches the corner.


    He mock salutes and then he’s gone.


    “Come on.” She turns to me. “AGD is this way.”


    Just as I thought. The moment anyone to impress is out of sight, Tru ditches me onto the nearest available person. “Unshocking.”


    “What?” Aimeigh says as we head for the pair of glass doors at the end of the hall.


    “Him,” I say, jerking my head back the way he fled.


    “Tru?” She flashes me a genuine smile. “He’s the best. Can’t rely on him to send the footage he promised at the start of summer, but there’s no one I trust more behind a lens.”


    Even Aimeigh thinks he’s all goodness and heart? Maybe I really am wrong about him. Maybe Mom and his parents are wrong, too, not that they would admit it. Mom would still kill our deal in a heartbeat if she knew I was even having a second thought about him.


    Aimeigh pushes through the doors, into the outside. “So, New York, huh?”


    The lawn before us is crisscrossed with sidewalks like some geometric coloring book. Without having to pull it back out, I picture the map Principal Ben gave me. Paths lead from Building A, across to Building D, diagonally to Buildings E and E, and right to Buildings B and C.


    “Yep, New York,” I say as we make the turn that will take us to Building C and advanced graphic design.


    “Which PS did you go to?”


    I bite back a retort. People watch a few TV shows and suddenly they think they know everything about life in New York. Not everyone goes to public school, takes afternoon tea at the Plaza, or gets mugged on their way through Central Park.


    “School of Drama and Art,” I say.


    Aimeigh lets out a two-note whistle. “Impressive. So NextGen isn’t a big change, then?”


    I shrug. What can I say? NextGen is a huge change? Austin is a huge change? My entire life is in upheaval? Just because they are both art schools doesn’t make SODA and NextGen educational equals.


    SODA is unlike any other school in the country. In the world. Graduates are pretty much guaranteed acceptance and financial aid at the best art and design schools in the world: Juilliard, Tisch, RISD, Parsons, the School of Visual Arts. At SODA, my post-graduation plan to study animation at the School of Visual Arts was a no-brainer. Now it’s suddenly in question.


    That and the fact that Mom is determined that I will attend a Real College so I can get a Well-Rounded Education.


    “What’s your favorite museum?” Aimeigh asks. “I’ve always wanted to visit the Guggenheim.”


    Apparently her attempts at small talk are limited to asking me about New York, but since the city is my favorite subject, I’m good with that.


    As I tell her about the Dia:Chelsea on our way to Building C, I scan the lawn, study the other students milling around in back-to-school excitement. At first glance, they don’t look all that different from students at SODA. There are definitely the recognizable archetypes.


    The hippie-dippie free love types, with their peasant skirts, patchwork denim, and waist-length dreadlocks.


    The wanna-be beatniks in skinny ankle jeans, patent oxfords, and bored expressions. Even a beret or two.


    The poser urban core, whose bling and footwear probably cost more than the entire monthly income of the Queensbridge Projects.


    I’m not denying my own privilege, but at least I’m not pretending it doesn’t exist.


    “In here.” Aimeigh yanks open the door to Building C and leads the way.


    It looks like a garden variety school hall. Sections of lockers broken up by classroom doors, drinking fountains, and bathrooms. But instead of walls, the space above the lockers is glass. The hall is full of light.


    I pause for a moment, stunned at how bright the space is, at how the sun bounces off every surface. It’s literally glowing. As much as I don’t want to like anything about this place, I want to breathe in the rays.


    Aimeigh yanks open the door to the second room on the left.


    “Mrs. K is the best,” she says as I catch up with her.


    From the moment we walk through the door, I know that advanced graphic design at NextGen is going to be top notch. The setup is spectacular. There are eight tables in the center, each with two chairs, light boxes in the corners, and a strip of plugs in the middle. Along two walls, computer workstations with huge flat-panel monitors display hypnotizing screensavers and a scroll of text that reads: To design is to communicate clearly by whatever means you can control or master.—Milton Glaser


    There is an interactive whiteboard projection screen at one end and a counter full of art supplies, everything from pencils and markers to sketchbooks and scratchboards at the other. It’s like playtime for graphic designers. Everything we could possibly want or need to unleash our creativity. I feel inspired just walking into the room.


    Almost all of the seats are already filled, and a tall woman with shiny black hair and purple-framed glasses is writing something on the whiteboard.


    15 minutes free sketch


    I nod to myself. This, I can do. No matter how much things change, how upside-down my life feels, how far from home I really am, it can always come back to the art.


    I slip into the last open chair next to a girl with shoulder-length brown hair who is studiously drawing circles in a sketch book. Seconds later, I have my stylus in one hand and my tablet open to a drawing app.


    “Mrs. K likes us to warm up with traditional materials,” the girl next to me says. She points to the art supply bar at the back of the class. “There are sketchbooks in the lower left cabinet.”


    With a sigh, I put my tablet away and fetch the old-school tools.


    As I slide back into my seat, I say, “Thanks.”


    “No problem.”


    She keeps sketching circles, and the more she adds the more it’s starting to look like a wormhole or something.


    “I’m Jenna,” she says, not looking up from her circles.


    I pull the cap off a red marker. “Sloane.”


    “You’re new.”


    “Mmm-hmm.”


    “Did you just move here?”


    I study the paper for a second, try to come up with a concept, and then just go for it, swiping red across the page in a swooping curl. “Yep,” I say. “From New York.”


    New York. The Big Apple. There’s my inspiration.


    I follow up my first swoop with another in the opposite direction. With an idea to follow, I lose myself in the design. Shiny red skin. Green and black stem. Some shading. A long shadow stretching across the—


    “Time,” Mrs. K calls. “Supplies down, everyone.”


    I lean back and evaluate my little apple. Not bad for a fifteen-minute free sketch.


    “Welcome to the first day of advanced graphic design. I’m Mrs. K,” she says, “and I see a lot of familiar faces here, and a few new ones. For those of you who are new to NextGen or new to me, I like to start each class with a free sketch, followed by a presentation.” She looks at Circle Girl. “Jenna, can you start?”


    Jenna holds up her drawing, swinging it in an arc so the entire class can see. “I’m Jenna Nash.”


    “Very nice,” Mrs. K says. “I like your use of repeating shapes.”


    Jenna sits back down, beaming.


    Mrs. K shifts her gaze to me.


    I stand and hold up my apple drawing on display. “Sloane Whitaker. New Yorker.”


    The teacher takes a step closer, like she’s trying to get a better look. “Very nice.” She squints. “I like the texture in your shading. And the bold color choices.” She smiles and looks at me. “You like Rothko?”


    I nod. “But I like Kandinsky more.”


    “So do I.” Her face cracks into a smile. “Welcome to NextGen.”


    As she turns her attention to the next student—a boy with flaming orange hair he wasn’t born with and a piercing in every possible location—I sink back into my seat. Well, if I’m going to be stuck in Nowheresville for the time being, at least I have a design teacher with taste.


    


    After AGD, I have lunch and free period. NextGen is a closed campus, which means I can’t leave to find food. Since it’s the first day of school and I don’t have any work to actually work on or friends to sit with—and I’m not looking to make any on this temporary detour—I decide to find a quiet corner where I work on finishing up the sketches for the next Graphic Grrl set while I eat. I was prepared for Austin to be a hellish pit of heat and humidity—it is Texas, after all—but amazingly enough the climate is not that different from New York in summer. And, if I’m being honest, it smells better.


    So grabbing a lunch to go—an egg salad sandwich from the cafeteria and an apple juice from the vending machine by the front office—I head outside. I know exactly where I want to work.


    At the center of the big geometric web-work of sidewalks is a giant sculpture. I can’t tell exactly what it’s supposed to be. It looks like someone dipped a Pokémon in stainless steel and set it on a square granite base. Still, it’s pretty cool. And since it’s after noon, there’s a bit of a shadow on the east side.


    As I approach, I sling my backpack onto the ground and then drop to the grass. The base of the statue is still warm from the passing sun. It feels good on my back.


    I close my eyes and let my spine connect with the warm stone. If I imagine hard enough, maybe I can make myself believe I’m sitting on the roof of SODA with Tash or against the arch in Washington Square Park. Only without the smell of pee and body odor.


    Though I’m tempted to take a nap—everything about this spot feels nice and relaxing—I need to make progress on my sketches. Once I started publishing regularly, every Sunday, my fans started getting pretty rabid about it. If I’m even a few hours late they start hounding Graphic Grrl on her social media accounts. So I unwrap my sandwich, pull out my tablet, and get to work.


    I lose myself in the process. The collection of shapes that create Graphic Grrl have become part of my physical memory. My hand goes on autopilot. I’ve been drawing her since the seventh grade, in one form or another.


    Freshman year I showed some of my strips to Tash. Before that they were my secret, the hidden art I had never shown anyone. She convinced me to start publishing them anonymously online. It’s been our secret ever since.


    Mom and Dad don’t know. Even Dylan doesn’t.


    I’d been on the verge of telling Brice, but, well, that all went to hell in an instant, so I’m glad I didn’t. What a nightmare that would have been.


    Graphic Grrl and I have been through a lot. Bad breakups. Fights with Tash. The Incident.


    And now, the fallout.


    As much as I miss home right now, as long as I have Graphic Grrl in my pocket then I think I will get through things all right.


    “The last girl who sat under this statue died in a grisly axe murder,” Tru’s voice says from behind me.


    I immediately click out of my drawing app, hiding Graphic Grrl safely away and swapping her for my class schedule, which I had captured in a pic and then tossed in the nearest recycling bin.


    Austin apparently loves its recycling. Three big bins—blue for paper, green for glass, and red for plastic—are at practically every corner. And each building also has extra bins outside for cardboard, metal, and compost.


    I’m all for saving the planet, but I don’t think I’ve seen a real trash can.


    Tru’s shadow moves over me. “They say she still haunts the school.”


    “Too bad for her I don’t believe in ghosts,” I toss back.


    “She’ll haunt you for that.”


    I ignore him. My next—and last, thank heaven for small miracles—class of the day starts in ten minutes: 3D rendering in Building F. I have plenty of time to hit the girls’ room first and dump my lunch containers in the recycle bins on the way.


    I start across the lawn toward Building F. Tru falls in step beside me.


    “Is there a reason you’re following me?”


    “Two, actually.”


    He doesn’t elaborate and I really don’t want to ask, but I can’t help myself. “And those reasons are?”


    “One,” he says with a big grin, “if you recall, I am your official campus guide for the day.”


    “My official campus guide who ditched me at the first opportunity,” I throw back.


    “And two,” he says with a chiding tone, like he’s annoyed by my interruption, “I happen to also have class in Building F next period.”


    He flashes me a smile that I’m sure he thinks is charming-as-hell. All I see is a flashing sign that says Danger. Whether or not I actually believe he’s reformed, nothing about Tru Dorsey is anything but trouble for me. Trouble in the form of Mom canceling our deal. Trouble in the form of repeating the Brice-induced heartbreak. Trouble in the form of an attachment in a place I don’t intend to be for any longer than absolutely necessary.


    I walk faster. With any luck, the class will go by quickly so I can get home and back to Graphic Grrl.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Tense commute, the sequel.


    Mom was more than half an hour late to pick me up. She sent me a bunch of running late and sorry be there soon and almost there messages.


    Like I was in a hurry to spend another awkwardly silent car ride. I probably could have walked home in the time it took her to get there. But instead, I worked. I got more than half of my Graphic Grrl sketches done.


    I’m used to waiting on Mom. Work and errands and appointments always seem to take ten times longer than she expects. At least back home I didn’t need her to get me from school.


    What am I, in kindergarten?


    Whatever, bygones. I survived. Now I’m in my room, sprawled on my bed, finishing the last of my initial sketches. This new mattress doesn’t creak like my one back home. Normally that would be a plus, but it’s become part of my process, my creative soundtrack, to listen to the rhythmic squeak as I bounce my feet on the bed.


    To fill the void, I pull on my headphones and rock out to Carman Ten’s latest album. My stylus flies across the screen, leaving a trail of pixels in its wake. The faster the beat of the music, the faster my fingers fly.


    I’m just putting the finishing touches on the last cell when my door swings open.


    “Mom!” I shout, yanking off my headphones and leaping off the bed.


    I make sure to toss my tablet face down.


    She looks totally unapologetic. “I knocked three times.”


    “That doesn’t give you the right to barge in.”


    This never used to happen. Before The Incident my privacy was sacred. Mom and Dad wanted to be the kind of “cool” parents who didn’t dig into their kids’ personal stuff. They gave me as much freedom and independence—with school, friends, life—as I wanted.


    Getting arrested has a way of erasing trust.


    “What?” I demand when she just scowls at me.


    “We’re late,” she says.


    I frown back at her. “For what?”


    “Dinner.” She turns away. “At the Dorseys’.”


    “Great,” I mutter. I’d totally forgotten.


    “You have five minutes,” Mom says as she disappears down the stairs.


    I give the idea of changing clothes a total of three seconds and then dismiss it completely. We’re not going to a fancy restaurant. My school clothes are totally suitable.


    A breeze wafts in through my open window, and I decide to add a black hoodie to my mourning clothes. I give myself two minutes in the bathroom to run a brush through my hair and swipe on some intense red lip gloss, mostly because I think it will bother Mom. And maybe partly because I’m hoping it will bother Tru.


    I’m ahead of deadline, but drag my feet a few more minutes, just to make her wait. Turnabout’s fair play.


    I don’t emerge until she’s called my name twice.


    “Coming,” I shout as I thunder down the stairs. “Let’s get this o—” I freeze when I see a casserole dish in her hands. “What is that?”


    “Peach cobbler.”


    “Did you buy it?”


    “No, I made it,” she says, as if her baking is an everyday occurrence.


    I can count the number of times she’s baked back home on zero hands. Mom’s idea of home cooking is eating takeout in the dining room. Since when does she know how to do more with an oven than reheat leftovers?


    I spend the short walk next door inhaling the alluring smell of peaches and sugar and throwing sidelong glances at the stranger next to me. Who is this woman and what has she done with my never-met-a-takeout-menu-she-didn’t-love mother?


    Mom doesn’t bother knocking, just pushes open the door and calls out, “We’re here. Sorry we’re late.”


    Mrs. Dorsey comes bustling into the front. “Lizzie,” she cries, pulling my mom into a huge hug.


    Mrs. Dorsey hasn’t changed since the time she and her husband came to New York when I was like seven. Still tiny and intense, with blunt bangs, perfect skin, and a rough voice that is totally at odds with her delicate appearance.


    “Oh Miko,” Mom says, “it’s so good to see you.”


    They hug for longer than a normal, good to see you greeting. When Mom pulls away, Mrs. Dorsey’s eyes glisten with emotion.


    She turns to me. “Sloane?” Her gaze takes me in from head to toe. “No way.”


    I shrug. What? I’m supposed to say, Yes way?


    I’m not that cliché.


    “Hey Mrs. Dorsey.”


    “Mrs. Dorsey?” She makes a hissing sound with her teeth. “You call me Miko.”


    She wraps me in just as tight a hug as she did Mom. I awkwardly hug her back. I am momentarily transported by the smell of orange blossoms.


    “Come in, come in,” she says, waving us inside. She takes the cobbler from Mom. “David is grilling out back.”


    We follow her down the hall, into the kitchen, where she sets the cobbler on the counter. The thing that stands out to me as we walk through the house is how it looks just as clean and perfect as ours next door. Only we’ve lived in ours for just a few days and we don’t have a teen boy with us. No dust, no scuffs, not even a stray pair of shoes by the front door. The Dorsey house is like a showroom.


    “Truman!” she shouts.


    When there is no immediate response, she yells his name again.


    Still nothing.


    She shakes her head. “That boy. Come, let’s see what David has cooking.”


    I eagerly follow outside, wanting to escape this eerily perfect house. But the back porch, a mirror image of ours next door, smells like burning meat. My stomach rolls. I wish I could bury my nose back in Mrs. Dorsey’s orange blossom scent.


    “It smells delicious,” Mom says.


    Mr. Dorsey turns at the sound of her voice. “Elizabeth,” he says with a warm smile. “You made it.”


    He is older than I remember. Then again, I haven’t seen the Dorseys in more than a decade. But where Mrs. Dorsey looks exactly the same, Mr. Dorsey has a lot more gray in his hair and crow’s feet in the corners of his eyes. He still has the stiffest, straightest posture I have ever seen. If I were one to be self-conscious, I would un-slump a little.


    Thank goodness I’m not.


    I look past him to the grill and see rows of thick steaks. Only steaks. Great. Looks like side dishes for dinner.


    Mr. Dorsey turns his attention to me. “Sloane, you’re all—” He stops, glances over his shoulder at the grill, and then back at me. “Something wrong?”


    “Um, no,” I say, trying not to sound totally rude. “It’s just…I’m a vegetarian.”


    “Since when?” Mom asks.


    Is she kidding? “Since the eighth grade.”


    She stares at me, unblinking, like she’s never seen me before. God, if she doesn’t even know I’m a vegetarian, then maybe she hasn’t.


    And here I thought we had a good relationship before The Incident.


    “I just thought you really liked vegetables,” she finally says.


    I bite back whatever accusations I want to throw her way. Embarrassing her in front of her friends won’t win me any Mom points, which means it won’t get me any closer to closing our deal. It won’t get me any closer to home.


    “I think I have some portobello steaks in the garage,” Mrs. Dorsey says. “I’ll go get them.”


    She’s gone for a couple minutes, and I stand silent as Mom and Mr. Dorsey make it’s-been-so-long small talk.


    In these kinds of awkward gatherings, I usually have Dylan to joke around with. He and Dad should be here. No, Mom and I should be back home, but, barring that, Dylan and Dad should be here. But where Mom could take a leave of absence from the firm, Dad couldn’t leave his job for this long.


    Which gives me even more motivation to satisfy the requirements of Mom’s deal. It’s not just my life that’s been torn apart by this move. It’s my entire family’s.


    By the time Mrs. Dorsey returns with the mushrooms, I’ve actually resorted to hoping Tru will show up. Anything to distract me from this soul-crushing tedium.


    “Sloane,” she says after handing them to her husband, “we have pink lemonade in the kitchen. Would you go pour glasses for everyone?”


    “Sure,” I say, thankful for the excuse to escape.


    I slip inside. It takes me all of a few seconds to fill the six glasses, but the last thing I want is to go back out on the porch. Between the small talk and the smell of burning meat, it’s like the seventh circle of hell. So I grab a glass of lemonade and lean back against the counter in a spot where they can’t see me from the porch.


    I should have brought my tablet. At least then the night wouldn’t have been a total waste. I upend my glass and gulp the contents.


    “Slow down, New York. No one wants to see that pink lemonade again.”


    I finish my chug before lowering the cup and throwing my best panhandler-repelling glare.


    Like me, he’s still got on his school clothes. But he’s ditched the blazer and wrapped his tie around his wrist like a layered bracelet. The cool black-and-white palette is broken up by the spots of smooth, golden tan skin where his shirtsleeves are rolled up and where his top three buttons are undone.


    It’s almost impossible to hold a glare in the face of such appealing dishevelment. Almost, but I manage.


    “Dinner at the Dorseys’,” he says, dripping with disdain. “You’re in for a treat.”


    He looks through the glass pane of the back door to where our parents—correction, his parents and my mom—are gathered. There is something angry in Tru’s look. Almost resentful.


    I wouldn’t want to be on the other end of those kinds of feelings from Tru.


    No, I shouldn’t want to be on the other end of any feelings from Tru.


    “I think I’ll survive,” I say, trying to lighten the tension.


    His eyes sparkle as he looks back at me. “Yeah, you just might.”


    For a moment our gazes hold, and I don’t want to look away. I’m not sure what it is about him that pulls at me, especially considering how many things about this situation are warning me to stay far, far away. But I can’t deny that there is some kind of connection here.


    I fist my hand at my side to keep from reaching up to brush his messy hair into some kind of order.


    Almost against my will—and definitely against my better judgment—my gaze drifts down to his lips. Only for an instant. A quick, impulsive glance. Barely long enough to see whether he’s smiling. But still long enough to make my heart beat faster.


    If he hadn’t been watching me just as closely, he wouldn’t have noticed. But when his mouth twists up into an overconfident smirk, I know he did. He noticed, and he liked it.


    Warning bells are clamoring in my mind as his grin deepens and he takes a step toward me. Back away, Sloane. Back away.


    I stay rooted to the spot.


    “And then she told me,” Mom is saying as the back door bursts open and the three adults file into the house, breaking my Tru-induced trance, “that if I wanted delivery it would be two weeks.”


    The Dorseys laugh. Mr. Dorsey holds a platter of burned meat—and, hopefully, portobello steaks because I am famished—as he pulls the door shut behind them.


    “That’s terrible,” Mrs. Dorsey says sympathetically.


    Oh yes, terrible. Some great tale of furniture shopping woe.


    “Come on, kids.” Mr. Dorsey holds up the platter, like some kind of TV dad from the fifties, calling the family to dinner. “Let’s eat.”


    The Dorseys’ dining room is so formal it’s almost uncomfortable. A pristine walnut table, polished to a high shine. Huge matching china cabinet full of enough breakables to make anyone nervous. Six stiff-back chairs, a plush rug with a ginkgo leaf pattern, and a wall of mirrors at one end.


    A kid couldn’t get away with slipping treats to the dog in this household.


    Not that they have a dog.


    Mr. Dorsey takes the end of the table, in front of the mirrors. Mrs. Dorsey sits at the opposite end, like some kind of joke in a movie. With Mom on one side of the table and Tru on the other, I have to make a choice.


    Do I sit next to the guy who has done a better job of pushing my buttons in twenty-four hours than most people can in a year?


    Or next to the woman responsible for my exile and pretty much everything that is wrong with my life right now?


    No brainer.


    As I pull out the chair next to Tru’s, he waggles his eyebrows at me.


    I elbow him in the ribs.


    “How was your first day at NextGen?” Mr. Dorsey asks.


    He forks a thick steak onto his plate and then passes the platter to Mom. I nearly gag at the sight of it. For the most part, I can handle people eating meat. But the sheer in-your-face carnivorism on display is almost too much to take.


    “Fine,” I answer.


    “You know, David organized the fund raiser for the restoration of the lawn,” Mrs. Dorsey says, taking the platter from Mom.


    “The campus is beautiful,” Mom says.


    Mrs. Dorsey passes the platter to me. There are two fat portobello steaks on the platter, stacked on top of each other. The bottom one is swimming in a pool of steak juice. Luckily the top one seems uncontaminated.


    I plop it onto my plate and then pass the whole thing to Tru.


    “Go ahead and take both,” Mr. Dorsey says. “No one else is going to eat them.”


    I flick a glance at the meat-soaked mushroom. “Uh, that’s okay,” I say, trying to be polite. “I’m not that hungry.”


    “It’ll go to waste,” he says, like he’s trying to make me feel bad.


    I look across the table, and Mom is scowling at me. Everyone is looking at me, expecting me to what? Just grab the beef-juiced mushroom and eat it because that’s the polite thing to do?


    I can’t. I just can’t.


    “Actually,” I begin, trying to come up with a non-rude, non-grounded-for-life, non-deal-breaking way to explain.


    “It’s soaked in meat,” Tru says, lifting it off the plate with his fork. The juices drip off like a leaky faucet. “No wonder she doesn’t want it.”


    “Truman,” his dad says with a warning tone.


    “That would be like asking you to eat tofu.” Tru drops the meat-soaked mushroom onto his own plate. “Or to watch one of my student films.”


    “Tru!” his mom gasps.


    At the same time his dad snaps, “That is enough.”


    “Sloane,” Mom says, like she can’t miss out on this chance to get mad at me. “Apologize right now.”


    “No,” Mr. Dorsey says, “it’s fine. This isn’t Sloane’s fault.”


    You would have to be deaf not to hear the subtext in that statement. It’s not my fault…it’s Tru’s.


    All he did was defend me, defend my right not to eat something I am ethically opposed to eating. And for that he’s in trouble.


    Looks like the Dorsey family is just as screwed up as the Whitakers.


    “Let’s just eat,” Mr. Dorsey says, as if we’ve all been waiting for permission.


    The rest of the meal is as awkward as my car rides with Mom today. While the adults make small talk, Tru and I eat our food in virtual silence. Every so often he whispers some obnoxious comment that no one but me can hear. Mimicking his dad’s pompous tone. Insisting that there’s meat juice in the lemonade. Daring me to jump up on the table and tap dance. It’s everything I can do not to burst out laughing.


    I’ve been so locked in my bubble of bitterness since the announcement of the Austin plan that I don’t think I’ve really, truly laughed in weeks. Every comment he makes pushes me one step closer to losing it.


    But I can’t. I have to keep my head down and myself out of trouble at all costs. If I’m ever going to have a chance of getting back to New York before I’m old enough to drink, I can’t push Mom’s buttons like this. Even if it isn’t my fault.


    After what feels like a painfully long time, Mr. Dorsey dabs his napkin at the corners of his mouth and then places it on his plate. “That was delicious, Miko,” he says. “The mashed potatoes were inspired. Did you use cream?”


    “Butter.” She smiles back at him. “And thank you.”


    Someone kill me now. If I have to sit through another minute of Leave-it-to-Stepford-Wives small talk I am going to bash my chair against the wall of mirrors and use one of the shards to stab myself in the thigh.


    Mrs. Dorsey pushes back from the table. “I’ll clear these dishes out of the way so we can get to Lizzie’s famous peach cobbler.”


    Lizzie’s famous peach cobbler? Is she serious? I can’t quite stifle the choking laugh that bubbles up.


    “Let me help,” Mom says, throwing me a brief glare.


    Tru practically leaps up from the table. “I’ll do it.”


    He sounds as desperate to escape as I feel.


    “Me too,” I add, hurrying to grab Mrs. Dorsey’s stack of dishes and add it to mine. “I’ll help.”


    “In fact,” Tru says, balancing a stack in each hand. “We’ll even do the dishes.”


    I nod in agreement.


    Normally chores are among my least favorite things, right after eating grilled steak and starting my senior year in Texas. But I’ll take any lifeline I can get to escape that table for any amount of time.


    In the kitchen, I start rinsing off the dishes and stacking them in the sink for him to load into the dishwasher. I’m through half of them before I realize that Tru isn’t helping.


    “Hey,” I say, looking over my shoulder at where he’s lounging against the counter, “this was your idea.”


    He laughs. “Just wanted to see how long it would take you to notice.”


    I look at the small mountain of dishes in the sink. Longer than it should have.


    I stick my tongue out at him and go back to rinsing.


    We quickly fall into a rhythm. I rinse the dishes and hand them to Tru so he can set them in the dishwasher.


    “Sorry about that,” he says quietly.


    About what? I almost ask. But when I look at him, he nods his head back toward the dining room. Toward his dad.


    “Not a big deal,” I say. “He’s not the first carnivore I’ve had to take on.”


    “If anyone can put David Dorsey in his place, it’s you, New York.”


    I can’t tell if he’s joking or not, so I ignore it.


    As I set a dish in the sink and he reaches for one, the backs of our hands brush. A shiver of tingles races up my arm and down my spine at the insignificant touch.


    The next time, it happens again. At first I think it’s an accident, but then it happens every time. With each new touch, a new wave of tingles washes over me, and my heartbeat speeds up. I’m sure if I could see myself in the mirror right now my cheeks would be magenta.


    The bad thing is, I think I actually like it. It’s like a game to see how he will make contact this time, how long he will make it last. And even though I know it’s a game, even though I know he’s trying to work his charms on me, I’m not immune.


    I dare a quick glance, to see if he’s having the same kind of reactions, but he is studiously focused on his work. If it’s affecting him at all, it doesn’t show.


    “Hurry up,” Mr. Dorsey calls out in a teasing tone. “This cobbler won’t eat itself.”


    Tru stiffens at his father’s words, and just like that our game is over.


    I make a gagging gesture. I would rather wash dishes with Tru all night long than go back in there. Does that say more about what I think of the situation in the dining room…or what I think about Tru?


    Correction, what I should not think about Tru. If all goes according to plan, I won’t be here for more than a few more weeks. Letting Tru Dorsey make my heart beat faster is the last thing I should be doing.


    We’re just finishing, so I dry my hands and then grab the stack of dessert plates and forks Mrs. Dorsey had set out next to the cobbler. Tru carries the cobbler into the dining room, stepping back at the door to let me go through.


    “The traffic is overwhelming,” Mom is saying as we enter. “I left early and was still thirty minutes late today.”


    Almost an hour, but who’s counting? I hand out the dessert plates.


    “I could ride the bus,” I suggest.


    Even if it takes five times as long, I would love to take the bus. Not having to wait on Mom and not having to spend two hours a day in the car. Getting back a taste of my pre-Incident freedom.


    “No, no,” Mr. Dorsey says. “That wouldn’t be safe.”


    Not safe? I want to point out that I grew up in New York City. If I can handle the MTA in grade school, I’m more than capable of riding a bus as a teen in Austin.


    Tru serves a slice of cobbler onto his mom’s plate. “I can take her.”


    Everyone turns to stare at him. Even me. Especially me.


    He ignores us and dumps a slice of cobbler onto Mom’s plate.


    I look at her. I can tell she’s skeptical but maybe also desperate.


    “I can take the bus,” I insist.


    Mom’s eyes narrow just a tiny bit, and I can see the question. The chasm of my lost trust. She’s weighing the options between giving me even a taste of freedom and putting me in regular, direct contact with the serial screw-up.


    “Let Truman drive her,” Mr. Dorsey says. “He needs to do something to earn his car.”


    Tru makes a face that I think means he’s pretty stunned that his dad is siding with him on this. I’m pretty stunned that anyone is siding against Mom. It’s usually everyone against me.


    In the end, she turns a tight smile on Tru.


    “All right,” she says. “That will make things a lot easier. Thank you.”


    I fork a mouthful of cobbler between my lips. I can’t even appreciate how delicious it is—okay, I’m lying, it’s amazing—because all I can think about is how my own mom doesn’t even trust me enough to take the bus to school, and it requires reinforcements from a virtual stranger to get her to let me out of her sight for the duration of a car ride.


    Getting back enough trust to earn my ticket home to New York is going to be harder than I thought.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Tru smiled to himself as the front door closed behind the Whitakers. He stood in the kitchen, rinsing off the dessert plates in the sink and adding them to the dishwasher, replaying the film of tonight’s dinner in his mind.


    If he were making a short, he would do the whole thing in black and white, with only Sloane’s bright red lips in color.


    From the moment he’d come downstairs and seen her chugging the glass of his mom’s pink lemonade, leaving a semi-circle of shiny red on the rim of the glass, he was a goner. Her lips were a perfect blood-red Cupid’s bow against her olive skin, and the contrast only made her green eyes burn brighter. That bold statement, a big screw you to her mom and his parents and anyone who tried to get close, only made him want to know her more. It was like a challenge, like waving a big red cape at the bull. His self-appointed mission to get her to crack, to break down her armored facade, was in full effect.


    He’d almost succeeded at the table. When he pretended to drop his napkin and used the excuse of retrieving it to whisper that his dad wanted NextGen to place a statue of his ass on the campus lawn so the entire school could kiss it, she’d really struggled to keep in the laughter. The small success filled him with a strange kind of light. An energy.


    When the subject of Sloane getting to school came up, he volunteered without thinking. It would give him more time with her, more time to provoke a blush that made the freckles on her nose disappear. More time to bring out the joy he sensed was buried deep inside.


    Tru had always been an expert at pushing people to lose control. It would be nice to unleash something good for once.


    The sound of footsteps approaching cut off his thoughts.


    Heard his mother whisper some plea for her husband to let it go.


    Heard his father’s barked response. “He needs to learn.”


    Tru stiffened. Oh yes, it was always a lesson. Always punishment under the guise of education. Of training.


    Tonight, Tru knew, he would be trained to not embarrass David Dorsey in front of guests.


    “Turn around,” his father demanded from right behind him.


    Shoulders squared, ready for first contact, Tru kept rinsing the dessert dishes.


    “I said turn around.” His father’s voice was low and calm. Too calm.


    The calm before the storm.


    Tru finished rinsing the last plate, slid it into the waiting dishwasher, and closed the door. Only then, when he had finished his task, did he turn to face his father.


    If the world saw David Dorsey as his son did now, they would have a far different opinion of him. Face red, nostrils flared, veins throbbing. The very picture of a man on the verge of losing control.


    Tru forced himself to maintain eye contact. The urge to look down, to see if his hands had formed into fists, was almost undeniable. But he held his gaze steady. Dared his father to look away.


    His father never looked away.


    “Do you think it’s funny?” his father asked. “Did you have a good laugh over making me look stupid in front of our guests? In front of our neighbors?”


    Tru failed to see why neighbors would be more polite company than other guests, but clearly his father thought the distinction worth emphasizing.


    “Did you?!” he roared.


    Tru hesitated only a moment before saying the words that rushed to his tongue. “You don’t need my help to look stupid.”


    The fist came at lightning speed.


    One solid punch to the ribs, where bruises wouldn’t show. Few things could sink a rising political career faster than allegations of domestic abuse. Couldn’t have the public seeing evidence that the beloved and respected David Dorsey beat his son. David Dorsey was far too important for that.


    It took every ounce of Tru’s strength not to buckle over at the blow. The pain was nothing he hadn’t felt before. Neither was the humiliation. The helplessness.


    Over his father’s shoulder, he could see his mother. Standing in the doorway between the dining room and the kitchen, her face blank and unseeing.


    In a lot of ways, that was worse. To have his mother stand there and do nothing, say nothing, hurt him more than any blows his father delivered.


    Which gave him the strength to ask, “Is that all?”


    Another blow.


    Two more.


    Tru kept his own arms clenched carefully at his sides. He had learned that lesson the hardest way. Once he had struck back. Once he couldn’t stop his own fist from defending himself, from getting in a blow of his own.


    His father, the great and powerful district attorney, had called the police.


    Oh, the irony.


    It took him a moment to realize the blows had stopped. Tru dared a glance down and saw that the fists were gone. The rage had passed.


    He didn’t wait to be dismissed. Just pushed past his father, letting his shoulder knock into the older man on his way by.


    The taunt did its job. Tru felt hands on his shoulders, and then he was stumbling forward. Headfirst into the edge of the refrigerator.


    His mother gasped.


    Tru stood up, felt at the warmth spreading across his face from above his right eye. His hand came away streaked with blood.


    That was his victory. He had pushed his father to the point of making a visible mark. No one might notice the cut tomorrow, and even if they did they might not question its origin, but for as long as it remained, he would know that in this fucked-up relationship, he still had some semblance of control.


    If he were lucky, it would leave a scar.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    “Morning, New York,” Tru says as I climb into his car.


    Why am I not surprised that he drives a bright yellow Mustang?


    I grumble something that could be interpreted by the generous as Morning or by the realistic as Shut it.


    “Not a morning person, I see.” He puts the car in gear as I buckle my seat belt. “Would coffee help?”


    I flop back against the headrest and groan, “God yes.”


    “Ask and ye shall receive.”


    I roll to the side to say thank you.


    That’s when I notice the cut above his right eye. “What happened?” I ask.


    “What?” He turns to look at me and I nod at his cut. “Oh that.” He shrugs. “Run-in with the refrigerator.”


    “Looks like the refrigerator won.”


    “Not before I got in a few good swings.” His tone is light and his mouth forms a smile, but there is a certain heaviness in his eyes.


    While his attention is on the road, I have the chance to really study his face for the first time without him noticing. Individually, his features might not be the most attractive. His cheekbones are a little too sharp. His nose may be too long. His lips could be too full, if that’s even possible.


    And that hair. He takes disheveled to a whole new level. I don’t think any two strands on his head are going the same direction.


    But as much as I don’t want to admit it—and wouldn’t confess it under pain of torture or death—together they make a really appealing package.


    He’s looking a little less J-Pop today, with a gray plaid shirt over a Godfather tee and dark gray jeans instead of the suit jacket and tie he wore yesterday.


    We are in and out of the coffee shop in less than five and back on our way to school. With my triple latte steaming beneath my nose, I’m actually starting to feel human.


    “Mind if I turn up the tunes?” he asks.


    I shake my head, and seconds later The Librarians are blasting through the car. The button-pusher gets points for good taste in music. I’m sure I would still rather take the bus, but this is a major improvement over riding with Mom. If for no other reason than the silence is way less awkward. It’s almost a comfortable one.


    While he drives and rocks out, drumming on the steering wheel, I pull out my tablet and work on the Graphic Grrl character sketches I’d started on the roof last night after dinner. I’m careful to keep my screen angled away from him. His attention should be on the road, but I can’t take any chances.


    Good music, plenty of caffeine, and no family-drama tension. I could get used to this kind of commute.


    Tru either knows some shortcut to campus or he’s a traffic genius because in half the time it took Mom yesterday, he’s pulling up by the main entrance.


    “Door to door service,” he says.


    “Aren’t you coming in?” I ask.


    “Got an errand to run first,” he says. “Catch you in seminar.”


    Okay, weird. I stuff my tablet into my backpack and then climb out. Almost before I’ve even shut the door, he’s squealing away, leaving me standing on the sidewalk.


    “Thanks,” I call out lamely as he disappears.


    Must be a critical errand.


    Aimeigh is just walking up from the student parking lot. “Hi, Sloane.”


    “Hey Aimeigh.”


    “Don’t you have chem first period?” she asks. When I nod, she smiles. “Me too.”


    We fall in step as I follow her lead to whichever building houses the science classrooms, glad I don’t have to whip out my tablet to check the map.


    Aimeigh and I have polar opposite personal styles. Today she’s wearing a rainbow of colors. Royal blue jeans, a neon orange and pink tee, purple wristbands, and scuffed yellow All Stars.


    My All Stars are black. Which matches my black jeans, black one-shoulder tee, and black tank top. Even my underthings are black, not that anyone is going to get a glimpse. When Mom met me in the kitchen with a glass of juice and a pair of toaster waffles, I thought for sure I was going to get another lecturing look. But she just sighed and put another pair of waffles in the toaster. Maybe I’m wearing her down.


    Last night I went through my boxes of clothes—didn’t unpack them, just dug through them—and I’m pretty confident that if I do laundry every weekend, I can make it indefinitely in all black. Longer if I don’t mind re-wearing jeans two or three times.


    For the sake of protest, I think I can manage.


    “If we sit at the same table,” Aimeigh says as we walk into the chemistry classroom, which is in Building D, “we’ll be lab partners. Danziger always assigns them on the first day.”


    “Great.” I climb onto the stool next to her.


    Something about Aimeigh reminds me of Tash—maybe it’s the fashion sense, or the insider info, or just the fact that she seems intent on being my friend—and that makes me feel just the tiniest bit closer to home. Especially since I haven’t heard from Tash since the text convo on the roof two nights ago.


    A pair of guys at the table in front of us is talking animatedly about something. I’m paying more attention to getting out my tablet and setting it up to take notes. Until I hear one of them ask, “Did you see the Artzfeed post about Graphic Grrl?”


    My fingers freeze over the virtual keyboard and blood starts throbbing in my ears.


    Artzfeed is a super popular art blog, practically required reading for artists and art students everywhere. Graphic Grrl has been mentioned a couple of times before, included in lists of art-related webcomics. My site always saw a spike in new subscribers afterward.


    But there’s never been an entire post about her.


    “It was epic,” Aimeigh says, jumping in. “I totally agree that the creator must be female.”


    “No way could a girl write her,” the other guy says. “She kicks too much ass.”


    “You’ve obviously never met my sister,” the first guy says with a laugh.


    “Plus,” the first idiot says, “she never wears makeup. A chick would always put her in makeup.”


    “Are you listening to yourself?” the other boy says.


    Aimeigh scoffs. “Could you be any more sexist?”


    “Not being sexist,” the idiot counters. “Just factual. Graphic Grrl is too good to be created by a girl.”


    My cheeks feel like they are going to burst into flames. Either because I can’t believe they’re talking about my webcomic—mine—or because the one idiot is, well, such an idiot. I force myself to take a calming breath. I need to be under control if I want to keep my identity as Graphic Grrl’s creator a secret.


    “Actually,” I say, tapping away on my tablet, “it’s the dudes who usually sex up the female comic heroes. Not the ladies.”


    “What?” The idiot sounds like some California surfer.


    “Exactly, man,” the other boy says.


    “And besides,” I continue, “women created Green Fury, Ms. Marvel, and Titan.” I look up at the idiot with a falsely pleasant smile on my face. “I think they kick more ass than any ten heroes.”


    “Right on, Sloane,” Aimeigh says, applauding my tirade. “She shut you down, Clay.”


    “And the greatest argument against Graphic Grrl’s creator being a dude?” She’s me. I laugh at the secret knowledge, at the idea of totally blowing these guys’ minds. “No dude would be able to sit by and not take credit.”


    Aimeigh laughs out loud.


    The second guy kind of shrugs and nods.


    Clay’s jaw drops.


    He’s about to reply with some kind of lame argument when the classroom door shuts abruptly behind us. “Okay, class,” the teacher, Mr. Danziger, says as he walks to the front of the room. “Let’s start by assigning lab partners.”


    Aimeigh and I exchange a look. Yep, she totally called it.


    Maybe by the end of class my heart rate will return to normal.


    


    “Hey, Sloane, wait up.”


    I stop to let Aimeigh catch up with me on my way to the cafeteria.


    “So Tru tells me that you have mad skill with that tablet of yours.”


    Mad skill?


    “And I’ve already seen your talent in AGD.”


    “Thanks,” I say, not sure where this is heading.


    “Join ArtSquad.”


    “What?” I remember her mentioning ArtSquad yesterday, that she’s captain of something like an art decathlon.


    “ArtSquad,” she repeats. “It’s the best extracurricular around. We study art history and design terminology, practice a huge variety of art techniques. It’ll make you the most well-rounded artist around.”


    “It sounds like fun,” I say, trying to find a nice way to say no thanks. The last thing I want is to get involved in anything more than I have to while I’m stuck here in Austin. “But I’m not—”


    “I just found out one of our team members is taking a year off from school to travel through South America by bicycle.” She flashes me a big smile. “You would really save my life if you took his spot.”


    “Aimeigh, I just don’t think—”


    “The commitment is minimal,” she insists, practically begs. “We meet for practice a couple times a week, compete in informal matches against other Texas art schools throughout the year, and there’s a big tournament over spring break.”


    She hands me a business card.


    Aimeigh Anderson


    ArtSquad Team Captain


    Austin NextGen Academy


    austinnextgen.com/artsquad


    “We have a lot of fun.” She practically bounces along next to me. “I mean, of course it’s a lot of work and sometimes it’s a lot of pressure, but it looks great on admissions applications.”


    It actually sounds like something that would be a ton of fun. I love learning more about the art world, anything and everything, because I think it helps make me a better artist. Plus, I’m all for anything that looks good on admissions applications. But ArtSquad sounds like a year-long commitment. If I play all my cards right, I’ll be back at SODA by the end of the quarter.


    I would only be letting Aimeigh and the team down in the long run.


    “Thanks,” I say, trying to hand back the card. “But I’m not planning on being here for very long.”


    “It’s cool, keep it.” She pushes my hand away. “Check out the link to see what we’re about. You might change your mind.”


    


    “Welcome to senior seminar.”


    Our teacher, Oliver—who insists we call him that and not Mr. Wendell—stands at the head of the huge table that fills the room, his hands braced on the end and leaning in like he’s pretty sure this class is going to be the most exciting thing that has ever happened to us.


    I’ll keep an open mind, but that seems like a pretty high expectation.


    I look around the table and see a few familiar faces from my other classes. Jenna is directly to Oliver’s right. The boy who’d been talking about Graphic Grrl with that idiot in my chemistry class is halfway down on the other side. A couple of the students walked here from trig with me. There is one face that is distinctly missing, though. Tru.


    When he dropped me off—and then drove away—this morning, he said he’d see me in this class. Now that I think about it, I haven’t spotted him around all day. That could be just because this is a big campus. I wouldn’t necessarily cross the path of anyone I didn’t have a class with. But what if he hadn’t come back from his errand?


    “Now I know you all have heard what seminar has been like in the past—”


    Oliver freezes mid pep talk as the classroom door swings open.


    Tru, looking even more carelessly rumpled than he did earlier, bursts into the room. His plaid shirt is half tucked in and buttoned up, and I think the buttons are off by one. Like he tried to make himself look a little more pulled together but failed.


    “Ah, Truman,” Oliver says, an oblivious smile on his face. “Better late than never.”


    Tru grins, his smile a bit lopsided. “That’s what I always say.”


    He spies me across the table and, rather than take any of the open seats between the door and me, he circles the room and plops into the seat right next to mine.


    “Now, as I was saying,” Oliver continues, “you’ve probably heard what seminar has been like in the past, but this year we’re going to do things a little differently. Shake things up.”


    Tru leans over to me, whispers in my ear, “Sorry I’m late.”


    He smells like he ate an entire tin of Altoids.


    I’m not sure if it’s the freshness of the mint or the way his breath whooshes over my neck, but my entire body shivers in reaction.


    I frown at him, at my reaction to him. “Whatever.”


    Seriously, what’s his deal? It’s nothing to me if he shows up late. It’s nothing to me if he sits so close that I can feel the heat radiating off his body.


    “First, we’re changing the way we do senior projects,” Oliver says, and I swear the entire class groans.


    “Oliver—”


    “But what if we—”


    “I worked all summer—”


    Oliver holds up a hand. “I know, I know. You’ve spent three years waiting for this class.”


    Not me.


    “That’s exactly why we’re changing it up.” He starts moving around the table, stopping at each student as he walks. “Senior seminar is supposed to be about self-exploration, self-analysis, and—most of all—self-experimentation.”


    He frowns at the last one, as if he’s not sure he chose the right word. But then he shakes his head and goes on.


    As he talks about the inspiration of change and the excitement of the unknown—as someone who has recently experienced plenty of both, I think I can safely say I’ve had enough—I stare out the wall of windows that line one end of the classroom. Outside, the sky has turned to clouds and all trace of the morning sun has disappeared. From my seat I can see the Pokémon sculpture. Washed with diffuse light instead of sharp direct sun, it transforms completely. It almost looks like it’s made from fuzzy wool instead of cold metal.


    Out of habit, I flip open my tablet and start sketching. Trying to translate the idea of what I see into pixels.


    “And that,” Oliver says from right behind me as his hands land on my shoulders, “is why I think the journey we take together this year will be transformative.”


    I quietly fold the cover back over my tablet.


    “First things first,” Oliver says, back at the head of the class, the windows behind him. “I have had most of you in class before”—his gaze drifts to me and I realize I am probably the only one of the dozen students in here who is new to the school—”but let’s do a round of introductions.”


    When he turns to Jenna, she stands up and starts talking. “I’m Jenna Nash. I’m a graphic design focus. I attended the Summer Institute at University of the Arts and I plan to enroll there next fall.”


    I got a good idea of Jenna’s type in advanced graphic design yesterday. Good girl, teacher’s pet, all around suck-up. Boring.


    “That’s very nice, Jenna,” Oliver says, placing a hand on her shoulder, “but instead of the normal who, what, where intros, I’d like you to talk instead about two things: The first time you ever remember creating art. And describe the ideal image of your artistic life five years from now.”


    “Oh.” She frowns, probably because she’s not used to ever being wrong. “Um, the first time I created art…”


    As Jenna starts talking about her artistic past and future, I pull my tablet into my lap. If I angle my body just right, Oliver won’t be able to see it, and I will look like I have my head bowed, listening.


    I can’t risk opening any Graphic Grrl sketches in class, so I flip to the next blank page after my Pokémon sketch. My stylus would be too obvious, so I choose the pencil setting and start tracing shapes with my fingertips. Soon, the shapes start to look like objects. Like people.


    This table. Jenna sitting awkwardly while the next student does his past-present intro. Oliver, facing the window with his arms wide. The Pokémon statue through the glass.


    A tan hand appears over my screen. I watch, transfixed, as Tru clicks the watercolor setting and starts tracing shapes over mine. A blue wash on the window. Shades of gray on the sculpture. A hideous orange on Jenna’s sweater.


    I glance up and have to bite my lips when I see that her sweater really is that unattractive color.


    I’m about to look back down to see what he colors next, when Oliver says, “Truman?”


    Tru leans back in his chair. “Oliver?”


    “Your first creative memory,” our teacher says, “and your artistic dreams.”


    Tru’s is the first person whose answer I actually want to hear.


    He stands. “First creative memory,” Tru says, his face a study in carefree charm. “Putting together this outfit this morning.”


    Everyone laughs, even Oliver. Tru bows. I have a feeling that’s exactly the reaction he wanted. There was a distance in there. An attempt to keep anyone from seeing all the way in to the truth, to protect that secret memory.


    Which only makes me wonder why, makes me want to find out. Like a puzzle I have to solve.


    “And five year dreams?” I ask.


    Tru looks down at me. For just a beat, I see a flicker of seriousness in his dark eyes. An instant of pain and reality.


    Then it’s gone.


    Tru turns his attention back to the rest of the class. “I want what every eighteen-year-old wants. To take over the world.”


    Another laugh.


    Another deflection.


    When he sits down, I put my tablet away.


    Oliver turns to me. “You must be Sloane.”


    I nod and then push to my feet. “I’m Sloane Whitaker. Like Jenna, I’m into graphic design. My first creative memory…” I force my mind to drift back and am surprised when I find the answer. “Is tracing the Sunday comics in the New York Gazette.”


    The reason the memory is surprising is that in it, Mom is at my side, encouraging me. Encouraging my art. I mean, it must have happened, because she enrolled me in art school. Twice. But I can’t remember the last time she encouraged anything except success, following the rules, and not ruining my future.


    “And my dream,” I say, “is to be back in New York, graduating from SVA with a degree in animation, and actually getting paid to draw comics.”


    That’s it. Doesn’t seem too unreachable.


    Tru leans over, his breath hot on my neck as he whispers, “Way to dream big, New York.”


    Something about his tone, about the condescension, grates me the wrong way. Who is he to judge my plans?


    “Sorry,” I say, not meaning it at all, “not everyone wants to take over the world.”


    At first, I think he’s going to leave it at that. And he should. We’re practically strangers.


    Then, as Oliver moves on to a girl named Willa, Tru leans closer still—if that’s even possible—and whispers right against the shell of my ear, “You should.”


    Despite myself, shivers race over my entire body as his lips tickle my skin.


    I spin my chair abruptly away from him, knocking my shoulder into his chin along the way. He doesn’t know anything about me, about what I want from life. He doesn’t get to have an opinion about it.


    “I can take a hint,” he says, and I can hear the laughter in his voice.


    Too bad my swivel didn’t knock the cocky out of him.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    After senior seminar, I have to stop by the front office to pick up some form Mom forgot to fill out, so Tru gets a head start to the parking lot. He is leaning against his car, face turned up to the gray sky.


    When I walk up, he gives me a sloppy grin.


    “Hey, New York,” he says, like he didn’t see me three minutes ago in seminar.


    I roll my eyes and start to walk around him.


    “Hey, wait a minute,” he says, placing his hand on my waist. When I stop, he adds, “Why are you being so uptight with me?’


    Every muscle in my body tenses. In anger.


    This isn’t the first time I’ve been called uptight. The exact word Brice used when he explained why he wasn’t interested in seeing me as anything more than a friend. My jaw clenches.


    “I am not uptight,” I grind out.


    “Look, we’re neighbors,” he says, pushing away from the car and standing way too close. “Can’t we be friends?”


    He leans down until his mouth is right next to my ear.


    “Admit it,” he whispers. “You like me.”


    My mind is racing. He is so close, so warm, so there. That tingling sensation I seem to get whenever he’s around has my skin on fire. I barely know him, but I can’t decide if I should shove him away or lean in closer. Neither is a good answer.


    “Tru, I—” As I turn my head to respond, I catch a whiff of his breath.


    All trace of breath mint is gone. He smells like a liquor cabinet.


    “Oh my God.” I shove both hands against his chest. “Are you—” I realize I’m about to shout the word drunk at full volume on school property. I drop my voice to a whisper. “Have you been drinking?”


    He falls back against the car and shrugs, that crooked smile in place.


    He’s wasted.


    So many emotions rush through me. Shock. Shame. Confusion. And anger. Most of all anger.


    “Give me your keys,” I demand.


    His smile deepens. “Your eyes glow when you’re pissed.”


    I’m not the only one who’s pissed.


    How on earth could he have gone from totally functional in class to ridiculous in the parking lot? He’d had, at most, ten minutes from when we split up until I walked out here. I can’t believe he made it through senior seminar without anyone catching on. He must have started before class and he must have had practice.


    “Tru Dorsey, I swear to God, if you do not give me your keys in the next five seconds, I will castrate you.”


    The grin grows as his eyes squeeze shut.


    “Right here in this parking lot,” I add, just so there is no confusion about how serious I am, “in front of the entire school.”


    He digs into his pocket with his right hand but then swings his left around, dangling the keys in front of me.


    “I wasn’t gonna drive,” he says, slapping them into my open palm. “Be gentle with her. She has a sensitive clutch.”


    He pushes away, trips around to the passenger side of the car.


    Clutch? Oh hell, this is going to suck. Not only do I not have my license—who needs to drive in New York?—but I’ve only ever tried a stick shift one time. It didn’t end well.


    I fling my backpack into the back and then slide into the driver’s seat. If I wasn’t so angry I was seeing spots right now, I’d probably appreciate how comfortable and powerful his car is. Sleek controls and serious horsepower—I feel like I’m behind the wheel of a racecar.


    It was the same car this morning, but I’d been half asleep. It’s a miracle I even recognized it in the parking lot.


    I take a deep breath before I put the key in the ignition and turn. The engine makes a grinding noise.


    “Hey, hey, hey,” Tru says, reaching over to turn back the key. “You have to put the clutch in.”


    I peer down to the floor.


    “The one on the left,” Tru says. His hand reaches across and grabs my left knee. Pure electric sparks race down to my toes. He moves my leg over until my foot is on what must be the clutch pedal, then pushes down.


    I’m too stunned to stop him. Even as angry as I am, his touch still gives me goose bumps. Something is definitely wrong with me.


    “Now try.” He doesn’t let go of my knee.


    The sparks burn a permanent track on my leg.


    I turn the key, and this time the car purrs to life.


    “I think I’ve got it,” I say, removing his hand.


    I need to be able to think clearly if I’m going to get us home.


    “Just remember—” He lets his head fall back against the headrest, just like I had done this morning. Only I’d been half asleep, not half passed out. “Put the clutch in to shift, up if she’s whirring, down if she’s groaning.”


    Whirring, up. Groaning, down.


    I think I’ve got it.


    I hope I’ve got it.


    My first attempt at movement sends us lurching then dying. Tru snorts but doesn’t give me any further advice. Great. It takes me three circles of the parking lot to feel comfortable enough to head out onto the road without posing a severe danger to other drivers. It only took two circles for Tru to fall asleep.


    He and I are going to have words about this. As soon as he’s conscious again.


    


    Who assigns homework the first week of school? Mr. Lufkin, that’s who.


    After leaving Tru asleep in his car in the Dorseys’ driveway—as if I was going to help him into the house after that—I grabbed a handful of Twizzlers and then headed upstairs to get my first reading assignment done. Ulysses, chapters one through three. Yay.


    I’m only two pages into chapter one when Mom knocks on my door.


    And doesn’t wait for an answer before barging in.


    My jaw almost drops when I see that she’s wearing yoga pants. I can’t remember the last time Mom wore anything that casual. Or anything casual period. Her entire wardrobe is suits, suits, and more suits.


    See, being away from New York is already ruining her sense of style.


    “Did I just see you driving Tru’s car?” she demands.


    “What?” I ask, caught off guard.


    Great. This can’t go badly.


    “Just now,” she says. “You were behind the wheel in Tru’s car when it pulled into the driveway next door.”


    “What, were you spying on me?”


    She crosses her arms over her chest. “Answer the question.”


    I have to think quickly. If I’m not careful, if I even hint that I had to drive because he was drunk, I would lose what little freedom I’ve gained by not being at her mercy for transport.


    “Yes,” I admit with a huff, because I can’t exactly deny what she saw. “I just took it for a spin around the block.”


    “Sloane…”


    “What? I wanted to see what it was like.” I shake my head, like she’s totally overreacting. “It’s no big deal.”


    “You don’t have a license,” she argues. “You don’t have insurance. If you got caught, it would be a really big deal.”


    “Well, I didn’t. So you can just chill.”


    “But what if you had—”


    “God, Mom, I just wanted to try, okay?” I turn my attention back to my book. “It won’t happen again.”


    Because I will leave Tru bleeding on the sidewalk and take the bus home if it does.


    I sense her hesitate, watching me from the doorway and trying to figure out what to say. How to react. I wish she would just decide and get it over with.


    Finally, after what feels like forever, she walks over to the bed and sits on the edge. “Okay,” she says. “Just be sure you’re making smart choices. I don’t want you to find more trouble that will haunt your future.”


    What am I supposed to say to that? It’s the same old song. I’m tired of trying to defend myself and my ability to make good decisions.


    She fidgets with the edge of my comforter. “So, how was your second day at NextGen?”


    Oh, is that how we’re going to play this? Like that’s why she came up here in the first place, to do the mother-daughter check-in conversation.


    Good luck with that.


    I shrug. “Fine.”


    “Make any friends?”


    Another shrug.


    “Do you like the classes?”


    I give her a look that says, They’re classes. What’s to like?


    She stares at her hands. With her head angled down, dark circles appear under her eyes. Is that from the lighting?


    “Honey,” she begins, “I know this is hard.”


    It’s hard not to laugh out loud at that understatement. Hard? Hard? Calculus is hard. Finding the man in Picasso’s The Accordionist is hard. This—the move, the new school, the new life—is torture.


    But I just give her another shrug.


    Mom sighs, is silent for several long moments.


    Rather than sit around waiting for her to figure out what to say to her Troubled Teenager, I focus on my homework. The sooner I finish, the sooner I can get back to Graphic Grrl.


    “What’s that you’re reading?”


    With a sigh, I hold up the book.


    Mom makes a face.


    “It’s not bad,” I say. Knowing that she doesn’t like it makes me even more determined to love it.


    I keep reading as she watches. Sure, it’s awkward as hell. But I can stand awkward all day and all night if it makes her even half as uncomfortable. Maybe if things between us get bad enough, she’ll give in and move us back to New York just to end the torment.


    Before The Incident, I never thought I’d feel this way about Mom. Sure, we had our differences and I had my secrets—what teen doesn’t? But I always used to feel like I could go to her, ask her anything, get honest feedback. Now it’s like we view each other as the enemy.


    After a few more beats of silence, she asks, “Have you spoken to your father?”


    I shake my head. “I texted him.”


    Dad’s never been the most available. He works crazy hours and is usually gone when I get up in the morning and rarely gets home before dinner. A lot of times it’s not until after I’m in bed.


    Being halfway across the country doesn’t change too much about our relationship.


    Mom nods, as if that’s what she expected me to say.


    I’m not sure what makes me ask, “Have you?”


    “No, he’s been busy with the Titanium Towers project.” She looks up, smiles. “I’ve talked to Dylan every day, though.”


    Her eyes are sad and I can tell—as much as I don’t want to see it—that this move is hurting her, too. She’s halfway across the country from her husband and her son. From her job and her friends and her life, too.


    The big difference is that she could make it all go away if she wanted.


    Me, I’m just stuck here.


    “I’m leaving early for a job interview downtown,” she says, “so I won’t see you before—”


    “A job?” I echo.


    “Yes,” she says, forcing a laugh. “That’s a thing where you do work and they pay you.”


    I glare at her.


    “I can’t sit around and do nothing for a year, Sloane,” she says as if it’s the most logical thing in the world.


    “It won’t be a whole year,” I argue.


    We have a deal and there’s no way I’m screwing it up.


    “We can’t get by for long without my income,” she explains. “Between your tuition and Dylan’s, the mortgage in Manhattan and the rent here, we need the second salary.”


    I want to argue with that, but what can I say that isn’t a rehash of the same old if-we-went-home-this-wouldn’t-be-a-problem argument? She’s obviously not listening. I just have to keep up my end of the bargain and get us home as soon as possible. Before Mom starts putting down roots.


    “Besides,” she says, pushing to her feet, “it’s not in my nature to do nothing but cook and clean.”


    “Yeah, well, it’s not in my nature to be in Texas,” I toss back, “so I guess we both have to make concessions here.”


    She draws in a deep breath, and I can practically feel her trying to decide if she should rise to the bait. In the end, she doesn’t.


    She heads toward the door. “I’ll leave you money for lunch on the counter.”


    I want to shout that I don’t want her money. I don’t want anything from her except a ticket back to New York.


    Of course the only things Mom has given me recently are disapproving looks and lectures on my irresponsible behavior. I screwed up. I admit that. I accept full responsibility for what happened. She acts like I set out to intentionally betray her.


    I’ll never forget what she said to me the morning after The Incident, as we walked out of the police station.


    “I don’t even know you.”


    Does one misstep mean my entire life has been a lie?


    I’m still the same me. Why can’t she see that?


    She closes the door behind her, and I go back to reading. But I can’t get past the first page. My focus is blown.


    I grab my phone off the charger.


    Dylan picks up after three rings. “Yo, Sloaner.”


    “Dyl-dog.” I didn’t realize how much I missed the sound of his voice.


    We get along better than a lot of siblings, probably because of the age difference. He’s just going into sixth grade this year. And although he has the attention span of a grasshopper on crack, and sometimes he says the grossest things ever imagined, he’s pretty great.


    The suckiest part of the suckfest that is me in Texas is the fact that Dylan is still in New York. I’m jealous, sure. But also I miss him. He’s my best bud.


    “Whatchya up to, fartface?” I tease.


    He snort-laughs. Eleven-year-old boy humor achieved. “Just watching VGHS.”


    “Haven’t you seen that like eighty times?”


    “No,” he says in all seriousness. “Only seventeen.”


    His school doesn’t start until next week—I’m the only lucky one with an early matriculation date—so he’s probably stuffing in as many late nights as he can manage before Dad Law, aka a ten o’clock lights out curfew, goes into effect. Dylan attends a super rigorous math-science-engineering magnet school, and his homework schedule tends to get insane. I could never take it.


    Academically, we could not be more opposite. It’s still a complete mystery to me that we share a gene pool. I’m fully aware that I’m the anomaly here.


    “Well lucky you,” I say. “I’m doing homework.”


    He groans dramatically. “What kind?”


    “Reading.”


    His groan rises to epic levels.


    “I know,” I say. “Almost makes me wish for some math homework.”


    Not really. For the most part I actually like reading—with notable exceptions like Johnny Tremain, The Old Man and the Sea, and anything by Nathaniel Hawthorne—but to Dylan it’s like Brussels sprouts.


    Come to think of it, I actually like Brussels sprouts. Maybe we aren’t related. Some nights I really think I must be adopted.


    “I don’t want to keep you from your marathon,” I say. “Can I talk to Dad?”


    There is a sound that I recognize as Honeycombs clattering into a bowl. His favorite treat. Who is there making sure he eats right if Mom and I are here? Certainly not Dad.


    “Still at work,” Dylan says.


    Beep, beep.


    I hold my phone away and see an unknown Austin number on the screen.


    “Hey, Dyl, someone’s buzzing in,” I tell him. “Can you leave Dad a note to call me?”


    He says, “Okay,” around the crunch of cereal.


    “Love you,” I say. “Eat some vegetables.”


    “Love you,” he says back, “and no thanks.”


    I’m laughing as I click over to the other call. “Hello?”


    There is a pause and then, “It’s Tru.”


    My humor fades. My first instinct is to fling my phone out the window. Enough time has passed that I’m not quite raging with the fire of a thousand suns. But I’m still plenty pissed.


    “Please,” he says. “Don’t hang up.”


    There is a long silence.


    “How did you get my number?” I finally ask.


    “Your mom gave it to my mom. So we can coordinate transport to and from school.”


    Another silence.


    Maybe it’s a good sign that he’s calling, but I’m not going to make it easy on him. I made my opinion clear in the parking lot. The ball is in his court.


    After a while, he sighs. “I fucked up, okay?”


    “You think?”


    “I know, I just…” He trails off, like he doesn’t know what to say. Or maybe like he doesn’t want to say it. “I was an ass.”


    “A dumb ass.” I climb off my bed and pace to the window.


    And I should know. I’m the queen of dumb actions with enduring repercussions. Case in point: The Incident. It’s also a prime example of letting your friends convince you that something epically stupid is actually pure genius, but that’s not quite as relevant at the moment.


    “My mom saw me driving,” I tell him. “I don’t have a license, so she immediately assumed I’ll get arrested. She grilled me for twenty minutes.”


    An exaggeration, but he doesn’t know that.


    “Shit,” he mutters.


    Good. At least he knows how much he almost screwed me today. I think I got out of it okay, but the driving is only part of the issue.


    “If you get caught drinking,” I explain, “she’ll assume I am, too. I’ll be under house arrest for eternity. I won’t let you screw up my plans to get home.”


    “I’ve never done that before,” he says. “Gotten drunk at school.”


    There is something in the way he says it, almost…sad. It drains a lot of my anger and I find myself wanting to know more than what he’s telling me. “Then why did you?”


    Silence stretches through the phone, across the short distance between our two houses. I stare up at the night sky, clear of this afternoon’s gloomy clouds. I wonder if Tru is staring out his own window.


    Finally, he huffs a derisive laugh. “No good reason,” he says. “It seemed like a good idea.”


    It’s a lie. I know it is.


    And just like that, the moment of connection is over. I don’t know him well enough to call him on the bullshit. I’m not sure I even know him well enough to care. We barely met two nights ago.


    The only reason I’m concerned at all is that Mom would have judged me guilty by association.


    No, that’s a lie, too. I would feel terrible if anything bad happened to him. We’re…I don’t know, starting to be friends maybe.


    Maybe. If neither of us screws it up.


    “Is it going to happen again?” I ask.


    “Never,” he says. “Not at school. Not anywhere near a car.”


    I don’t miss the subtext. Not no drinking again ever. Just…not at school or when he might be driving. That bothers me.


    It’s not that I have anything against the drinking. I’m not some teetotaler who brings pamphlets to parties or who’s taken a Straight Edge pledge, but I have a feeling there’s something more going on here than just having a good time.


    But, like I said, I don’t know him well enough to play therapist.


    I trace my fingers along the window frame, sighing loudly enough for him to hear. “Okay.”


    “Yeah?” he says, sounding relieved.


    “Yeah,” I reply. “Just know that if it ever happens again—”


    “It won’t.”


    “If it does.” I lean forward, press my forehead against the cool glass. “You will regret it.”


    He laughs. “I have no doubt.”


    There’s kind of a long silence, and I expect him to say a quick good-bye. I’m not sure why I’m not saying a quick good-bye. But it’s almost like neither of us is ready to go yet.


    Suddenly my room feels too small, too confined. I open my window and climb out onto the roof.


    “So,” he finally says, like he’s buying time, “things are cool with your mom?”


    “Yeah.” Barely. “I handled it.”


    Another pause. Then, “Have you thought about it?”


    “About what?”


    “Getting your license,” he says. “From what I remember, you did a decent job driving stick. I could…teach you, or something.”


    “I don’t know. Maybe.”


    There is something easy—too easy—about talking on the phone with him. Almost as if I’ve forgotten how much he bugs and bothers me the rest of the time. But I can’t forget it. I can’t forget that, barring any repeats of the getting-caught-driving-without-a-license situation, I’ll be out of Austin soon. With no looking back.


    “We could start—”


    “But what’s the point?” I cut him off before he begins making plans for driving lessons. “I’ll be back in New York when the quarter’s over, and I won’t need a license there.”


    “Right,” he says, his voice a little tighter. “I forgot.”


    The long pause this time is laced with a hint of tension. I don’t know exactly what his game is here, but I know I just shot it down. I had to.


    Still, I don’t like how this tension feels.


    “I’ll see you in the morning,” I say as I lay back on the roof.


    “’Night Sloan.”


    “’Night Tru.”


    I slip my phone into my pocket and stare up into the starry sky.


    There are forty-five school days in this quarter. Two down, forty-three to go. It’s starting to feel like maybe, just maybe, I might survive my time in Texas after all.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    “We are definitely going to blow up the school.” Aimeigh sets her brown-bag lunch down on the picnic table we’ve been eating at all week, the one with the best view of the Pokémon sculpture. “Art students should not be allowed to play with dangerous chemicals.”


    “I think the key is actually following the instructions,” I argue. “Winging it leads to…”


    “Explosions! Exactly my point,” she says, swinging her long legs—clad today in a pair of rainbow unicorn leggings—over the bench. “I’m an artist. I can’t be expected to follow rules.”


    I open the boxed salad I grabbed from the cafeteria and pour the dressing onto the baby spinach.


    One thing NextGen definitely has over SODA is the food choices. As a vegetarian, my options back home usually consisted of rice or pasta, dressing on wilted iceberg, and steamed broccoli. I love grains and veggies, but even I have my limits.


    The dining spread at NextGen is inspired. It’s not the cheapest school lunch, but I guess they figure anyone who can afford to attend can afford to eat well. There are at least a dozen different tasty meals I can choose from.


    I’m not saying that’s enough of a reason to make me like it here, but between that and the early-stages friendship between Aimeigh and me and the early-stages whatever with Tru, I’m getting by.


    “My two favorite ladies in the entire school.” Speak of the devil. Tru has a huge smile on his face as he drops onto the bench next to me.


    “What do you want, Dorsey?” Aimeigh asks as she unwraps a soggy-looking sandwich, like she’s trying to sound tough, but I know it’s just talk. She adores him.


    “Can’t a guy want nothing more than to eat with the prettiest girls in school?”


    Aimeigh and I exchange a look. Aimeigh rolls her eyes. I ignore him and swirl the dressing into my salad.


    “Okay, here’s the deal,” he says, leaning in. “ArtSquad team gets passes out of class. I want in.”


    Well, he’s nothing if not to the point. Where most people would feign interest in ArtSquad, disguise their true motives, Tru just lays it all on the line. It’s a ballsy move. I admire that.


    “I’ve been trying to get you to bring your epic film knowledge to the team for three years,” Aimeigh says, sounding skeptical. “What’s changed?”


    Tru clasps his hands together on the table. “Grandig.”


    “Ahhh.” She nods in understanding.


    “What’s a Grandig?” I ask.


    Tru turns his dark eyes on me. “Who’s a Grandig,” he corrects. “Calculus teacher. He makes the Puritans look like a bunch of free-love hippies.”


    “Yikes.” I stab my fork into my salad.


    “His failure rate is the highest in the school,” Aimeigh adds.


    “And his boredom rate is even higher.” Tru leans across the table, closer to Aimeigh. “What do you say?”


    Aimeigh tilts her head, gives him a considering look. I’m amused by the exchange between them. If I were making bets, I would say that she is just messing with him. From the start it’s been pretty clear that Aimeigh has a soft spot for Tru. I’m not sure if it’s a full-on crush, or if they’re just kindred spirits. Either way, he could ask her to burn down Building D—the math and science hall—and she would totally consider it. Especially on chemistry day.


    But she’s also clever—or evil—enough to make him sweat it out.


    She takes a bite of sandwich, chews, and swallows before responding.


    “Okay,” she finally says, but before he can get too excited, she adds, “on one condition.”


    He spreads his arms dramatically over the table. “Anything.”


    I bite my lips to keep from smiling. What will she ask for? Will she ask for homework help in another class, so she can spend more time with him under the guise of school? Or will she be bold enough to ask for a date? Maybe to a school dance—if NextGen even has dances…


    She jerks her head at me. “Help me sweet-talk someone into taking Ziggy’s place.”


    Well that kills any questions about a crush. If Aimeigh were interested in Tru that way, she totally blew her advantage there.


    “What am I?” Tru demands, acting insulted. “A body double?”


    “I only want you for your cinematic skills.” She bats her eyes flirtatiously. “If we’re going to have a chance at winning the tournament we need someone to fill in the void on graphic design.”


    Her big blue eyes focus on me as she takes a huge bite of her sandwich.


    Wait, what? No, I already told her I wasn’t interested. I’m shaking my head when Tru turns his attention back to me.


    “Huh-uh,” I hum around a mouthful of salad.


    “Sloane, babe,” he says, turning up the charm to blinding, “come on. Take one for the team.”


    He slings an arm around my shoulders, hugging me close. He means it as a joke. Nothing more than a tease. But between the touch of his hand and the heat of his body where it’s pulled tight against mine, I have the completely absurd urge to lean in to him. To press myself even closer. To turn my head so we’re face-to-face, so his mouth is only inches away from mine.


    Something is definitely wrong with me.


    I finish chewing and carefully swallow my salad before I elbow him in the ribs. “Not interested.”


    “You’d be saving my life,” he says, rubbing at what is hopefully a bruised rib. “I literally will not survive a year with Grandig.”


    “I won’t be here that long,” I explain. “I’m out at the end of the quarter.”


    He frowns. “That’s not what my mom says.”


    I don’t care what Mrs. Dorsey says. Mom promised.


    “My mom and I have a deal.” And she doesn’t back out of deals. “I keep my nose clean this quarter and I can go home for the rest of senior year.”


    “Why?” Aimeigh asks.


    Why what? Why return to New York? What kind of obvious question is that?


    “Because it’s my home,” I say. “It’s where I belong.”


    “No.” She breaks off a piece of her breadstick. “Why do you have to keep your nose clean?”


    I open my mouth, ready to give some bratty answer about Mom being strict for no reason, but something about the earnest look in her eyes and Tru’s makes me want to tell the truth. These two are the closest things I have to friends in this town. For however long I’m here. I can’t just outright lie to them.


    “I screwed up,” I say, hedging. “Big time.”


    “How big?” she asks.


    “Five hundred hours of community service.”


    Basically my entire summer vacation.


    Tru whistles, and I’m not sure if it’s shock or respect. Despite all of his supposed delinquent tendencies, as far as I know he hasn’t actually been arrested yet.


    I win the blue ribbon for that one. Yay me.


    Everyone eats quietly for a few minutes. I chomp on my salad, the crunch of lettuce and croutons deafening in my own ears. Maybe they’re going to let it go at that, without any of the juicy details.


    It’s not that I’m not supposed to tell anyone about The Incident—that’s Rule Two. But more that I’m… What, embarrassed? Ashamed? Maybe both.


    I’d gladly trade the blue ribbon for a time machine. But unlike my drawing app, life has no undo button.


    I’m just downing the last of my juice when Aimeigh drops her fork.


    “Oh my God,” she says. “It was the Midtown Tower, wasn’t it?”


    My breath catches in my throat.


    “The what?” Tru asks.


    Aimeigh turns to him. “It was in all the papers last year. That teenager in New York broke into a construction site and spelled out the words Art Saves Lives in red sheet plastic.”


    “That was epic,” Tru says. “That was you?”


    My eyes are on my now-empty salad box as I push one soggy piece of carrot around in a circle. My heart rate speeds up, and I have to force myself to keep my breathing calm.


    “Well,” Aimeigh prods, “was it?”


    I take a deep breath, look her straight in the eye as I say, “Yes.”


    “I knew it!” She gives herself a high-five.


    “New York,” Tru says with a smile in his voice. “I have new respect.”


    I drop my gaze to my salad.


    I haven’t talked about The Incident with anyone. I haven’t even told anyone before now. And despite the thrill in Aimeigh’s eyes and the respect in Tru’s, I can’t help but feel a wave of embarrassment wash over me.


    They only read the headlines, so they don’t know the full story. They don’t know about the lives that have been affected in the aftermath. Not just mine and my family’s, but people who had nothing to do with The Incident. Innocent bystanders.


    Mom may not think that I’ve learned anything from the mistake, but I have. I think about those consequences every day.


    “I had respect before,” Tru argues, as if I were reacting to his words and not my shame. “I just have more now.”


    Aimeigh pushes the remains of her lunch aside. “Look, ArtSquad doesn’t have to be a full-time commitment,” she says. “Even if you only practice with us for the rest of the quarter, your experience will help the team a lot.”


    And just like that, they’re back to normal. I wish my life could switch back so easily.


    Tru presses his palms together, begging. “Please. Save me from Grandig.”


    Between the two of them, even my steel-coated heart softens.


    “Okay, okay,” I finally relent. “I’ll do it.”


    “Awesome,” Aimeigh cheers.


    Tru grins. “My savior.”


    Then, before I can even react, he leans forward a presses a kiss to my cheek. Lips that I had once described as too full brand a perfect pucker into my skin. It feels…just right.


    I’m not used to being around a guy who is so comfortable flirting and touching. I like it more than I should.


    “My mission here is done.” He climbs to his feet. “See you lovelies in seminar.”


    “Don’t forget,” Aimeigh calls out to him as he struts away, “we meet before school on art days. First practice is on Tuesday!”


    He waves at her over his shoulder.


    My cheek is still warm from his kiss, and I have the strangest urge to reach up and cover it with my palm. I force myself to gather my trash instead.


    “On the plus side,” I say to Aimeigh as we head for the recycle bins, “this will probably make the time I’m stuck here go by faster.”


    Aimeigh smiles. “It’s not so bad, you know. There are actually a lot of really cool people—”


    Jenna steps out of nowhere into our path. “Mrs. K wants to see us.”


    She turns awkwardly and starts for Building C. Aimeigh leans over to me, whispers, “She isn’t one of them.”


    There is definitely something off about Jenna. Maybe I’m being generous, but I’m just chalking it up to social awkwardness or maybe mild Asperger’s. I’m not going to judge.


    I’ve known way weirder people than her.


    When we get into the AGD classroom, there are several other girls from our class standing around Mrs. K’s desk.


    “Oh good, you found them,” she says to Jenna.


    “What’s up, Mrs. K?” Aimeigh asks.


    “I’ve just received an email about a new scholarship opportunity,” she explains, “specifically for women in graphic arts and design. Because they are short on entries, they have opened it up to a wider applicant pool.”


    “Cool.”


    “Great.”


    Aimeigh moves closer to the desk so she can read over Mrs. K’s shoulder.


    Jenna stands up straighter, which I didn’t believe was even possible.


    “Since you are all seniors,” Mrs. K continues, “I wanted to make sure you saw this as soon as possible. It requires some extensive portfolio preparation, so the more time you have to work on it the better.”


    She hands each of us a paper containing the competition information. The application deadline is just before Christmas, so there’s plenty of time. But I can see what she means about it being time intensive. It requires a twenty-four-page portfolio, showcasing as many different techniques, media, and scope as possible. There are several levels of prizes, with the granddaddy being a whopping $10,000 renewable scholarship to the school of the winner’s choice.


    That’s definitely worth putting in the effort.


    “I will be available during free periods and before and after school for anyone who wants extra help.” Mrs. K gives us a big smile. “You are all talented and motivated. I am confident that one or more of the winners will come from NextGen.”


    “Awesome, Mrs. K,” Aimeigh says.


    As the other girls say thank you and begin to filter away, Jenna steps up to the desk. “I’d like to schedule my first session for Monday morning.”


    Aimeigh shakes her head as we turn away. “Kiss-up,” she mutters under her breath.


    I fold the paper in half and swing my backpack around so I can slip it inside.


    “I need to go check something out in the library before trig,” I tell Aimeigh. “I’ll catch you later.”


    As I break off and head for the library in Building A, I’m already starting to think about what pieces I might want to include in my portfolio.


    


    On my way to meet Tru in the parking lot, I check my phone and find a voicemail from Tash. That’s weird. She’s almost exclusively a texter.


    “If it isn’t my savior!” Tru calls out.


    He has a pair of steaming coffee cups in his hands. As I approach, he presses one into my palm.


    “My way of saying thank you.” He flashes that shining grin and then opens my door for me.


    I drop into the seat. As far as bribes go, caffeine is at the top of my list, with candy coming in at a close second.


    Cocking an eyebrow, I ask, “How long is this gratitude going to last?”


    “A week or two, at least.”


    I yank the door shut.


    While he makes the trip around to the driver’s side, I resist the urge to lock him out. Instead, I listen to Tash’s message.


    Sloane-I-need-you. Call-me-right-away. I-I-I-please-call. Miss-you.


    Her voice sounds tight and emotional sniffles punctuate her faster-than-usual speech.


    As Tru climbs in and starts the car, I dial her number.


    She picks up on the first ring. “Sloane,” she cries.


    “What’s wrong?”


    There are several sharp sniffs before she answers, “Brice broke up with me.”


    “Oh.” Part of me, the bigger part—the sympathetic friend part—feels really and truly bad for her. The part that still wasn’t dealing well with the idea that my best friend was dating my almost-boyfriend is doing a little dance.


    I punch that part of me in the gut.


    “I’m so sorry.”


    Tru looks at me, concern in his dark eyes. I shake my head and mouth, Boy trouble.


    He nods and puts the car in gear. Nothing gets a guy’s attention elsewhere faster than tears and boy troubles.


    “What happened?” I ask, because I know I should.


    “I don’t know,” she wails. “He’s been away with his family on Martha’s Vineyard. He gets back tomorrow. We’re supposed to go out for ice cream, but he texted me that he doesn’t want to see me anymore.”


    I mutter a string of curses that seems to impress Tru, who gives me a thumbs-up.


    Even though I have every right to say I told you so, I bite back the words. She doesn’t need to hear that right now. But we both should have seen this coming.


    Brice and I met a year ago summer, when Mom and Dad decided to take our first real family vacation in years. Martha’s Vineyard had sounded so romantic, like something out of the Kennedy era. When I saw Brice walking on the beach, I’d been drawn to him. He seemed so perfect. Tall, sweet, interested in me and the things I wanted to talk about—art, culture, philosophy.


    When I found out he lived in New York, only a few blocks from our brownstone, I’d thought it was fate. We never actually got around to doing anything more serious than talk, but it felt like it was going somewhere.


    We agreed to meet up at a sushi place in our neighborhood when we got back. I’d been nervous, so I brought Tash. I never told her I was interested in Brice that way.


    In hindsight, that was a mistake.


    “You’re so much better than him,” I tell her. “He’s a loser, and he doesn’t know what he’s giving up.”


    Sniffle, sniffle. “I know. I just…” Her voice catches, and it takes her a few seconds to be able to finish. “I thought he was the one, you know? I was going to… I was going to…”


    She doesn’t have to finish that sentence.


    “And it’s a good thing you didn’t,” I say. “Brice is a slimebucket. He should come with a warning sticker glued to his flat ass.”


    That elicits a snot-filled giggle from Tash—and another thumbs-up from Tru, who is steering us into the huge line of cars trying to get away from school for the weekend—so I figure I’m on the right track.


    “You’re so much better off without him.” I know I am. “Now you can be all footloose and fancy-free for senior year.”


    She sniffs, more decisively this time. “You’re right. I can flirt with whoever I want.”


    “Date whoever you want.”


    “Kiss whoever I want.”


    “Take whoever you want to Whack Tie.”


    “You’re right,” she says, almost no trace of tears and self-pity in her voice. That’s the Tash I know.


    We talk for a few more minutes, until I’m sure she’s in a better place. I’ve experienced enough Tash breakups to know that, A) the pity party isn’t quite over yet, and B) she’ll be back on her dating feet before Monday. Tash never stays down for long.


    When we finally hang up, I feel emotionally drained. I let my head fall back against the headrest and close my eyes.


    For a long time, I was mad at Tash. Even though she didn’t know how I felt about Brice, it had somehow seemed like a betrayal. Like she had unknowingly violated the friend code.


    But now… Now, I feel guilty. If I had told her about Brice, about how he essentially led me on and then tossed me aside, maybe she wouldn’t be heartbroken right now. I hadn’t warned her, and he did the same thing to her. She’s paying the price for my wounded pride.


    I’m a terrible friend.


    The sound of the Mustang’s engine is like a soothing rhythm, a white noise that calms my thoughts and helps me get my emotions under control.


    Tru maintains the silence until we reach the freeway entrance, when he asks, “Whack Tie?”


    I half laugh. That wasn’t the question I expected. Then again, what did I expect him to ask about? Girl talk and feelings?


    No, Whack Tie is about right. “Yeah, it’s SODA’s answer to a prom. A big party with crazy rules.”


    “Like what?”


    “Like…no outfit can cost more than fifty bucks, head to toe,” I say. “No taxis or limos, only public transportation. No Top 40 music.”


    “Sounds like my kind of party.” Tru grins. “NextGen has an unProm.”


    I gaze out the window as he merges into Friday afternoon traffic. And by merge, I mean inches his car into the standstill. If I thought rush hour traffic had been bad the rest of the week, Friday really blows that out of the water.


    “But I guess you’re not planning to be around for unProm,” he says as he makes it into the slow lane.


    “Not if I have anything to say about it.”


    Traffic moves a few inches forward, and somehow Tru turns that into an opportunity to get across to the fast lane. Which is really false advertising at this point. But at least it’s moving, which is more than I can say about the other lanes.


    “So, this Brice guy sounds like a real winner,” he says as we finally pick up speed.


    I groan. “He’s a waste of a perfectly good trust fund.”


    “Need me to beat him up?”


    “Would you?”


    Tru laughs and I find myself laughing, too. It’s not that I actually want Brice to get hurt, but a black eye and a bloody nose would probably do him a lot of good.


    “Just tell me if I need to hop on a plane,” Tru says. “I’m there.”


    It’s a joke. But somehow it almost feels like it isn’t.


    “Thanks,” I say, patting his hand that is resting on the gear shift.


    My stomach does a little flip-flop-dip, like the thrill when a roller coaster makes a dive.


    I let the touch linger a little longer than I probably should. But when I pull my hand into my lap, I notice that Tru is smiling. And, for once, it’s not his charming faker. An honest smile.


    As the Austin traffic drips by, I can’t help a smile of my own.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    I jolt awake Saturday morning, and at first I’m not sure why. As Tru can now attest, I am not a morning person.


    I’m more of a noon person.


    Stopping for coffee has become our regular ritual. Before that, I am barely intelligible.


    Then I hear it. The faint buzzing ring of my phone. It’s buried in here, under the covers…somewhere… Ha! Found it!


    Dad’s face stares up at me from the screen.


    “Dad! Hey, what’s up?”


    “Are you still in bed?” he asks. “At ten o’clock?”


    I squint at my phone, trying to make my blurry eyes see numbers. Clearly I’d been out on the roof sketching until the way-too-wee hours last night.


    “No, it’s an hour earlier here,” I say when I can finally see them. “Not later.”


    “Oh, sorry.” He sounds distracted.


    Best guess? He’s on his way in to work.


    “Sorry I haven’t had time to call,” he says. “The project deadline is coming up and it’s making everyone at the office extremely tense.”


    “I understand, I—”


    “Large coffee, two Splendas and a splash of half-and-half,” Dad says. Obviously not to me. “Sorry, sweetheart, what were you saying?”


    “Just that I know you’re busy.”


    That hasn’t changed. Dad is always busy. Why would I think that, just because I’m halfway across the country from my entire life, that his has changed in any way? Even Mom is job hunting, so she’ll probably end up just as busy and not around. As always.


    “Tell me about school,” he says, then, “Thank you,” to the barista. “How’s Texas?”


    “Gross,” I say. “Hot. Humid. Boring.”


    He laughs. “Sounds like the Texas I know. What about the school?”


    I flop back onto my pillows. “School is school,” I say. “It goes.”


    There is a long silence. I can picture Dad navigating his way from the little coffee shop in the ground floor of his high-rise office, through the security checkpoint, to the elevators. If I don’t make my plea soon, I’ll lose him to the signal.


    “I want to come home,” I say plainly.


    “I know you do, sweetheart. I miss you, too.”


    The sounds of footsteps on marble echo through the phone, and I know he’s crossing the lobby. Even on a Saturday morning, the building bustles with the energy of a never-sleeping multi-national corporation.


    I resort to begging. “Dad, please. You can talk to Mom,” I plead. “You can convince her to—”


    “It isn’t only your mother’s decision.” The phone gets silent, and at first I think he’s stepped onto the elevator and I’ve lost him. But then he says, “What you did was reckless and dangerous. Better that you spend your senior year somewhere you hate than in jail or worse.”


    “Come on, you’re being a bit overly dramatic.”


    “The rules aren’t changing,” he says. “No trespassing. No guerrilla art. No staying out past curfew. No—”


    “Tash. No disobeying a direct order. No skipping class or not turning in homework or getting called to the office. I know.” They’re burned into my brain. If it weren’t against one of The Rules, I would get them tattooed on my forearm.


    Okay, so I’m not explicitly forbidden from getting any skin art, but it’s definitely implied.


    “Mitchell, wait up.” Dad’s voice is muffled, like he’s holding the phone to his chest. “We need to run the new numbers for accounting.”


    Mitchell’s reply is equally muffled. “I was just on my way up to do that.”


    “I have to go,” Dad says. “We’ll talk again soon.”


    “Okay Dad. Bye, I love—” The phone goes dead before I can finish.


    It doesn’t matter anyway. Dad never says it back.


    “Love you, too,” I say to the ceiling.


    I know that he does. He has to, right? He’s biologically obligated.


    But sometimes—okay, most of the time—it feels like he loves his work more. Is it any wonder I’m such a mess when it comes to love and relationships? See: Daddy, issues with.


    Morning sunlight streams in through my window. All I really want to do is pull the covers over my head and sleep until noon.


    I yank up the comforter. But instead of closing my eyes, I find myself staring at the way the light glows through the fabric and feathers. A chaotic pattern of translucence and shadow. I can’t stop staring.


    “Why am I not asleep?”


    When no answer—and no drowsiness—comes from the void, I flip the comforter back and roll out of bed. If I’m going to be up this early, I should at least have a cup of caffeine to show for it.


    I shuffle downstairs, into the kitchen, and stop dead in my tracks when I see Mom standing at the stove. Cooking breakfast.


    And not just a toaster waffle breakfast.


    “Morning, sleepyhead,” she says with an uncharacteristic smile in place.


    “What are you making?” I ask, completely in shock.


    “Pancakes.” She casually flips one over, revealing a perfect golden finish. “Apple cinnamon.”


    I can’t speak, can only blink for several seconds as she flips three more perfectly cooked pancakes. The closest thing Mom ever came to non-frozen breakfast was bringing home doughnuts, croissants, and the occasional cronut.


    “Do you want juice?” she asks.


    I jerk myself out of my shock. “Coffee.”


    She gives me a look, and I can feel the lecture coming.


    I hold up a hand to stop her. “I am awake and up before noon on a weekend,” I argue. “I deserve coffee.”


    To my continued shock, she smiles and says, “Fair enough.”


    What’s going on here? It’s almost like old Mom is back—and better than before. I am immediately skeptical.


    While she flips pancakes onto plates, I make myself a cup of coffee from the single-cup machine I had to convince her to buy in the first place. As the caffeine juice brews, I inhale a deep scent of hazelnut-flavored perfection.


    “Come on,” Mom says, carrying a tray containing the pancakes, two glasses of orange juice, and a bottle of maple syrup to the kitchen table. “We can have our first real breakfast in our new house.”


    It’s on the tip of my tongue to say something snarky about the house, or at least its location and/or temporary nature, but the lure of maple syrup on pancakes wins. I slide into the seat across from her and take a sip from my steaming cup of coffee.


    “Maybe we can make this a regular ritual,” she says, placing one of the plates in front of me. “Mother-daughter time on Saturday morning.”


    I half snort. “Until you get your job.”


    As soon as she does, it’ll be back to normal. No baking, no breakfasts, and certainly no mother-daughter time on a morning when she could be at the office. Which is pretty much every morning.


    I stuff a big forkful of pancake into my mouth. It is maybe the best thing I’ve ever tasted. Seriously, I feel deprived that for the first seventeen years of my life, Mom never cooked. That’s a tragedy.


    “That’s not true,” she says, placing her napkin in her lap. “In fact, I’ve already found a job, and here I am.”


    We’ve only been here a few days, and already she’s found work? Maybe part-time, temporary attorneys are in high demand.


    I finish chewing my pancake and wash it down with a swig of juice.


    “What’s the job?”


    “Legal advisor to the Museum of Classical Art Austin.”


    “Wow, that’s…”


    “Cool, right?”


    “I was going to say big.”


    And by big I mean real. That’s a real job. Not just something temporary to fill her time while we’re stuck in Texas. Not some part-time, filling-in gig.


    Not the kind of job you find in less than a week of job hunting.


    The hair on the back of my neck tingles.


    “You didn’t just start looking for a job, did you?”


    She looks down at her plate. “I started putting out feelers just before summer started,” she says. “Right after…”


    The Incident.


    My blood starts pounding in my ears, and I have the sudden urge to sweep my arm across the table, sending every dish and tasty morsel flying.


    Great. Good to know that, even though she and Dad sprang the whole surprise-you’re-moving-to-Texas thing on me totally last minute—as in barely a week before we left, hence the disastrously packed boxes—it wasn’t really quite the spontaneous decision they made it out to be at the time.


    It also means that they kept it a secret from me all summer. What did they think I would do? Run away?


    Maybe I would have. Maybe I should have.


    “Nice.”


    I push back from the table, leaving my pancakes mostly untouched. I wouldn’t want to heave apple-cinnamon chunks on our mother-daughter ritual. Coffee in hand, I head for the stairs.


    “Sloane, wait,” Mom calls after me.


    I don’t stop to hear what she has to say. She can’t possibly have anything to say that I want to hear. When I get to my room, I make sure to slam the door as hard as possible. Hopefully she gets the message.


    Three seconds later, I know she didn’t.


    My door flies open without a knock.


    “Mom!”


    “I’m sorry,” she says, “but you can’t just storm away from every situation that bothers you.”


    Bothers is a huge understatement.


    “It’s not the situation that bothers me,” I spit out.


    Mom crosses her arms over her chest. “Look, I know you don’t want to be in Austin. But we’re here, and you have to deal with it.”


    Wrong thing to say.


    “You know what?” I jam my fists onto my hips. “I really don’t. I’d rather be anywhere but here. I’d rather be living on the streets of Alphabet City than spend one more night in this house.”


    I dig my suitcase out from under my bed—I didn’t want Mom to see I still hadn’t unpacked, but now I don’t give a care.


    “What are you doing?” she shouts.


    “Leaving!”


    I toss my suitcase on the bed so I can stuff in what few personal things I’ve unpacked.


    “No!” She places her hands on the lid so I can’t open it.


    She is breathing hard. So am I. My blood is throbbing in my ears, pounding with adrenaline and anger. Betrayal.


    “No, wait,” she says, her voice no longer a shout. “Sloane, please. I’m sorry. Let me explain.”


    I don’t look at her, but I take my hands off the suitcase.


    “I didn’t keep it from you because it was a secret.” She releases the suitcase and sits on the edge of the bed. “Making this move was complicated. There were a lot of pieces that had to fall into place. As soon as I knew for certain it was going to happen, that’s when I told you.”


    I glare at her as I sit on the opposite side of the bed.


    “This has been hard for me, too,” she says. When I open my mouth to argue, she holds up a hand. “Not in the same ways as it has for you, I know. But still hard. Your father and I—”


    She shakes her head, looks like she wants to say more, but doesn’t.


    Yeah, I know. She and Dad were afraid I’d end up in prison if I kept down the imaginary path they saw me traveling back in New York. They wouldn’t listen when I said it was a brief detour, not a delinquent direction.


    “I don’t know what I can do besides say that I’m sorry,” she says softly.


    When I don’t respond, she gets up and walks out of the room.


    As she closes the door behind her, I whisper, “You could mean it.”


    I toss my suitcase back onto the floor. I don’t care anymore if Mom sees that I haven’t unpacked. I want her to see it. I want her to know, every time she looks in my room, that I am ready to leave at any moment.


    What a great start to my day. A half-assed call from Dad and a bombshell fight with Mom. Just a typical morning in the Whitaker family.


    I’m not going to let those things derail the rest of my day. I have a Graphic Grrl comic to color and publish by tomorrow night. Might as well get on it.


    After setting up my laptop on my desk, I get to work. I import the sketches into my photo-editing app. Clean up the feathery pencil marks around the primary line work. Start layering in color on top of the finished drawings.


    I lose track of time, lose myself in the work. I’m content to drown in the world of Graphic Grrl forever. At least until my hand starts cramping.


    Using the trackpad on my laptop is not the easiest on my wrist. I need my mouse.


    The only problem is that I haven’t seen it since we left New York. It isn’t in my laptop case or hiding in the bottom of my backpack. Which means it can only be in one place. A box.


    I guess that’s technically a dozen small places.


    I lean back in my desk chair with a groan.


    The state of my packed boxes is enough to make a tornado run in terror. But since my options are limited to either buying a new one—which means going downstairs and asking Mom to take me—or doing without—which means crippling wrist and finger cramps—I have no choice.


    Twenty minutes later I’ve opened half the boxes with no mouse in sight. I seriously don’t remember throwing half of this stuff in.


    I’d been in such a fury, I kind of rage-packed. Seriously, I found tissues in one box and a half-eaten sleeve of Oreos in another. It’s entirely possible that I didn’t even pack the stupid mouse.


    I rip open another box. This one is full of clothes—at least on top. I pull out the first tee that Tash made for me freshman year. A closeup graphic of a unicorn head shedding rainbow tears on a navy blue long-sleeve.


    My favorite. If I weren’t committed to my mourning blacks, I would wear it to school on Monday.


    I lift out the clothes and—


    “Ha!”


    Sitting there, like a shiny white diamond in the clutter, is my mouse.


    “There you are,” I say, lifting her up to press a kiss to her sleek surface. “I knew you had to be…”


    My mouse love trails off as I see what lies beneath her in the box.


    To anyone else it would look like nothing. A little square of flimsy red plastic. But I see something much bigger. I see the words Art Saves Lives writ large on the shell of a construction project.


    In a flash I’m back to that night.


    Tash and I had met up with Brice and one of his buddies for a late-night coffee. I’m pretty sure it was supposed to be a setup, a blind double date of sorts. Brice’s idea, probably trying to make me forget that he and I were an almost item.


    That more than anything is probably why I did it. Why, when Tash said, “We should do something epic tonight,” I had replied, “We totally should.”


    An hour later, the pity-date had disappeared and the three of us had rolls of sheet plastic pilfered from the SODA basement supply shelves—Tash somehow acquired a key sophomore year—and were scouting a location worthy of our statement.


    “I know a site,” Brice said. “It’s perfect.”


    We stood at the base of the half-built skyscraper owned by Brice’s family, a towering beacon of scaffolding and steel beams. It only took us a few minutes of recon to see that security consisted of a single guard in a tiny booth who was really absorbed in his phone.


    We snuck by without a sound.


    It took four hours of work to arrange the plastic. To make sure it formed the words of our message. To make sure it was stable enough to survive until sunrise.


    Back on the sidewalk, we stood looking up at our work. It was, in a word, awesome. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so proud.


    Tash and Brice celebrated by making out against the wall that surrounds Central Park.


    Rather than risk throwing up all over them, I walked around the corner. Right into a pair of cops. Despite all common sense, I ran. I think making them chase me only made them mad.


    The next thing I knew I was being handcuffed, hauled to the station, booked. Released on bail. Sentenced.


    If Mom knew that Tash had been there with me, that she’d participated and gotten off without a blemish on her record, Mom would have dragged my BFF in for a citizen’s arrest without a second thought.


    She would kill me if she knew I had stopped Tash from turning herself in. No good could have come from her sacrifice. It wouldn’t have lessened my punishment, and it would have destroyed her family. Brice’s parents may have had enough money and pull to keep him from even the mildest of punishments, but the legal fees would have drowned Tash’s working single mom and two little brothers.


    Besides, the cops seemed content to think I had done it all myself. And I think a tiny corner of my ego wanted them—and the world—to believe that.


    The only good thing that came out of The Incident is that they had to photograph the art for a police report, and to do that they had to keep it intact until morning. Half of New York saw my installation.


    Now I’m not so sure that I didn’t pay too high a price for the exposure.


    And not just me. Mom and Dad and Dylan have suffered, too.


    So did the worker on the crew that came in to clean up after us who fell from the platform. Luckily he was wearing a safety harness, or he would have suffered way worse than a dislocated shoulder and a torn rotator cuff.


    And the security guard we snuck past—a single widower with a baby at home—who lost his job.


    I’ve memorized every detail of the consequences of my actions.


    Overwhelmed by memory—and maybe regret—I cross to my window and pull it wide. Several deep breaths of damp air and I start to feel in control again.


    I stand there for a while longer, my hands braced on the window frame, drawing in calming breaths. I’m surprised to see the sky painted red and pink with the setting sun. Had that much of the day flown by already?


    No wonder my wrist started to hurt.


    A crashing sound, the faint echo of breaking glass, reaches my ears. Followed by a shouting male voice. I tilt my head, trying to discern the origin. Definitely coming from next door.


    I can’t make out any words—and I should be ashamed that I actually lean out the window to try—but the voice is definitely Mr. Dorsey. There is another, softer sound. Almost like sobbing.


    Part of me can’t help but wonder what the fight is about. But another part of me—the bigger part, apparently—knows it’s an invasion to even try to hear.


    Mom and Dad don’t fight like that. There are no shouting voices or screaming fits. They fight with the cold shoulder, the silent treatment. The freeze-out. Going to work without saying good-bye, going to bed without saying good night.


    I can’t help but think that maybe Mom and I wouldn’t be here in Austin right now if Dad had stood up and fought for me. Fought for our family.


    Like that would ever happen.


    I pull myself back inside, slide the window shut and, just for good measure, let the blinds drop into place. I have enough problems in my own life. I don’t need to be sticking my nose into anyone else’s.


    With my mouse in hand, I get back to work.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    The fighting was worse than usual. Tru didn’t know what his mother had done to upset the beast this time, but he heard the dishes break all the way upstairs in his room.


    Tru went into the kind of zone that allowed him to still function while it was happening. For years, he had sat huddled at the end of the hall and listened. He had only tried once to intervene, had stepped between his mother and the blow she was about to receive.


    For his efforts, he had ended up with a broken clavicle and a lecture from his mother about not getting involved.


    That was a lesson he didn’t need to learn more than once.


    Ever since, he had locked himself away in his room, tuning it out as much as possible and focusing on work until the fight turned into the making up.


    The cycle was always the same. The raging fight. The tearful groveling. The making up behind locked doors.


    To make it through without losing his mind and without giving in to the urge to race downstairs and protect the woman who would never return the favor, he focused on his work. Opened his editing software and dug in on his short film. The layers of sound and image and special effect, the intricacies of timing and color and cuts from one angle to another, were hypnotic.


    He should have been working with headphones on—it was better for the sound editing—but then he wouldn’t know when it was over downstairs. While he wasn’t consciously listening to the fight, his subconscious was keeping tabs.


    He let himself get lost in the video, focusing on the tiniest of details, over and over.


    Several times he found his mind drifting to Sloane. Since the revelation that she’d been behind the Midtown Tower art installation, he’d been thinking about her in a new light. It hadn’t been a lie when he said he had new respect for her. It’s like he opened a door and found a whole new Sloane on the other side. A Sloane who not only stood up for herself and spoke her mind, but one who was willing to risk far more than he ever had.


    He couldn’t even stand up to his father, let alone the NYPD.


    Thinking about Sloane and his father in the same sentence made his stomach lurch. Then again, how could he even think of her while the one-sided battle between his parents raged downstairs?


    If he cared for her so much as a little bit, he had to keep her as far from the line of fire as he could. Because if Tru knew one thing for sure, it was that his father had the ability to extinguish even the brightest star. And Tru couldn’t live with himself if he let that happen to Sloane.


    He had no idea how much time had passed when his subconscious noted the telltale click of the lock on his parents’ bedroom door.


    The switch in his brain flipped, and he waited only as long as it took to save his work before venturing into the hall, his footfalls silent as he padded downstairs, around the kitchen, and into his father’s den. Across the expensive rug to the locked cabinet against the far wall.


    His parents would be occupied for hours.


    Feeling along the top edge of the cabinet, he located the key that his father apparently thought was well enough hidden to keep Tru out of the liquor. He thought wrong.


    The vast variety of his father’s collection spread out before him, Tru had to decide what to take and how much. It was a well-stocked bar—as if David Dorsey would settle for anything less—despite the fact that the man of the house only drank single malt scotch. The rest were for show and for guests.


    Tru rubbed his hands together as he scanned the selection. It felt like a vodka night. There was orange juice in the refrigerator. Between the two, he could turn this night around in a hurry.


    There were half a dozen bottles of vodka. What were the odds his father would notice one was missing?


    Those were odds he was willing to play.


    Tru grabbed an unopened bottle, relocked the cabinet, and placed the key back in the not-so-secret hiding place.


    The first time he’d escaped into a bottle had been after the first time his father’s fists drew blood. A way to dull the pain, to silence his mind and the unanswerable questions.


    Since that night, escaping into the bottle had become a habit, a ritual. When the gloves came off, the drink came out.


    Like tonight.


    After a quick stop in the kitchen to pick up a glass and the other half of a screwdriver recipe, he slipped out the back door and headed for the gazebo in the far corner of the yard.


    It had a perfect view of the upstairs bedroom window next door. And the roof below it.


    There was a gentle breeze, and the temperature outside was almost perfect. The faint scent of cedar and damp filled the air. Stars filled the sky. And the makings of a memory-eraser filled his cup.


    Sloane wouldn’t approve. He could picture her freckled nose wrinkling up at the thought. But the part of his brain that worried about approval—hers, his father’s, anyone’s—had gone on autopilot. He couldn’t care anymore.


    The night was definitely taking a turn upward. The only thing that would make it even better? Spending it with Sloane.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    I fall into bed, exhausted, at one in the morning. Mom tried to get me to come downstairs for dinner, but I ate a granola bar I had stashed in my desk drawer and the half sleeve of Oreos.


    I’m sleeping so hard that when I first hear the sound I incorporate it into my dream. I’m fighting with Tash on top of a skyscraper when pigeons start tapping on the concrete floor around us. Tap, tap, tap.


    Tap, tap, tap.


    Tap, tap, Sloane.


    What?


    I bolt up in bed.


    Tap, tap. “Sloane.”


    I fling back the covers and hurry to the window. When I pull up the blinds I see Tru, face pressed against the glass as he taps one finger against my window.


    My heart double-thuds.


    “What the hell?” I mutter.


    He is the last thing I expected to see out my window, but I can’t help the little thrill that wonders what he’s doing here. A shiver of anticipation tickles down my spine.


    I try to pull open the window, but with his weight pressing against it, it won’t budge. No amount of grunting or pushing makes it move. I’m pushing so hard I’m afraid I’m going to break the entire window frame. Nothing.


    “Get back,” I whisper-shout. “Tru, move.”


    “Don’t make me go,” he moans.


    My heart clenches at the pain in his voice.


    “Shhhh!” I make a back away gesture, but his eyes are closed. I mutter to myself, “You have got to be kidding me.”


    If I leave him out there, one of two things will happen. Either he will make so much noise that Mom will come investigate, in which case I will never be allowed to leave my room again. Or he will eventually fall off the roof, in which case I will have to explain—to my mom, to his mom, to the police—why my neighbor is dead in my backyard.


    Getting him inside is the only option. I have to risk waking up Mom to make that happen. Mom’s wrath is preferable to a manslaughter rap—but just barely.


    With my palm flat, I smack against the glass right next to his face.


    He jerks up, and before he can complain, I yank the window open and slap my hand over his mouth. His skin is cool in the night air, but his lips are burning hot.


    The shaggy tips of his hair tickle at my wrist.


    “Keep quiet,” I whisper. “My mom will kill us both and ask questions later if she finds you here.”


    He seems to understand, because he doesn’t speak when I pull my hand away. His eyes drift closed, and he starts to fall in through the window.


    I catch his shoulders, barely able to hold him up. “Come on, dude, help me out.”


    He mumbles something unintelligible.


    The smell of alcohol surrounds him like a cloud.


    Great. I’m on my own.


    Somehow, through a masterful feat of pulling and prodding, I get him inside and sitting on the edge of my bed. Shaking my head, I turn to close the window and the blinds.


    “What do I do when I’m drunk?” I mock to myself. “Oh, climb onto roofs and wake up sleeping neighbors.”


    I need to sober him up if I want to get him home before Mom comes asking questions. Can I sneak downstairs and make him a cup of coffee—or ten—without waking her up? I have to try.


    But when I turn to tell him I’ll be back in a minute, he’s not where I left him. Or, more accurately, he’s not how I left him. Instead of sitting on the edge of my bed, he’s lying in the center of it. On his side, face buried in my pillow, boots tangled in my comforter.


    I can’t even be mad. He looks so peaceful. Like, for once, he isn’t putting on the charming guy facade. He isn’t playing the role of Tru Dorsey. He just…is.


    I have the overwhelming urge to cuddle in next to him, to smooth back his hair and tell him everything will be okay. But what do I know? I heard the way his dad was raging at his mom. Maybe it won’t be okay.


    Maybe he needs a good night’s sleep more than anything.


    Looks like I’m sleeping on the floor.


    I take a moment to remove his boots—because, seriously, gross—and snake a pillow from the other side of the bed. As I do, I indulge the impulse to smooth a lock of dark hair behind his ear.


    He smiles in his sleep.


    My entire body tingles.


    This situation is way more dangerous than I originally thought. Having these feelings for Tru is not an option. For so many reasons, not the least of which is the fact that I’m not going to be in Austin for any longer than I have to be. I am not about to start forming any attachments that will make leaving hard.


    Add to that my disastrous near-miss romance with Brice—what an awesome track record I have—and my own parents’ less-than-affectionate marriage, and I am a relationship train wreck waiting to happen.


    If I want to save Tru—and myself—from heartache down the line, I won’t ever let this connection between us get anything close to serious.


    Distance. I need distance.


    I cross to my door, making sure the lock is engaged before settling down on the floor in front of it. If Mom is concerned about the idea of my just getting a ride to and from school with Tru, imagine if she found him sleeping in my bed.


    Even the thought of being grounded for all eternity can’t keep the smile off my face as I drift back to sleep.


    


    The first thing I am aware of in the morning is the stabbing pain in my neck. Seriously, it’s like someone shoved a knife into the spot where my neck meets my right shoulder. As I twist my head from side to side, I slowly come to consciousness…and slowly remember why I am sleeping on the floor.


    I sit up, push a clump of hair out of my eyes, and look at the bed. Tru is sitting on the edge with his head in his hands.


    “You look great,” I say.


    He shakes his head, doesn’t look up.


    I push to my feet. “Clearly you feel as great as you look.”


    After tossing my blanket and pillow onto the end of the bed, I sit down next to him. I hand him the bottle of water I always keep on my nightstand.


    “Here.” I push it into his hand. “You need to hydrate.”


    He doesn’t say a word, but he unscrews the cap and throws back a long swig.


    While I don’t personally have a lot of experience with overdoing it with the hooch, Tash thinks a party isn’t a party until she’s drowned her inhibitions. I’ve spent far too many mornings at her house, holding back her hair.


    At least Tru doesn’t look green. Hopefully that means I’ll be spared witnessing the worst parts of a hangover.


    The bed shifts as he leans to the side and digs a hand into his pocket. He pulls out a small tin of mints, flips open the lip, and holds it out to me. I take one. Then watch as he tosses back half a dozen.


    I’m amazed that his eyes aren’t watering.


    “How did I get here?” he finally asks.


    I point at the window. “Your usual way.”


    He squints at the barest trace of sunlight that seeps through my blinds.


    His mouth kicks up in a wincing smile. “Pretty impressive.”


    “Are you kidding?” I shove at his shoulder. “You could have broken your neck.”


    “I’m like a cat,” he says. “Always land on my feet.”


    “Well, don’t go testing the nine lives theory on my roof.”


    “Would you cry for me?” he teases.


    Is he serious?


    “I’ve only known you a week,” I say, “and I’ve already seen you wasted twice. Doesn’t that tell you something?”


    “Yeah,” he replies with a surfer dude drawl. “Next time I get to see you wasted.”


    “What is your problem?” I demand. “It’s not normal to get drunk twice in the first week of school.”


    He shrugs. “Maybe not in New York.”


    “Are you never serious?” I run a hand through my hair. “Do you know how bad things could go if you got caught? Your entire future could be up in smoke.”


    A year ago, I would have been the one on the other side of this conversation. Hell, a few months ago, I was ready to throw away everything for the thrill of a dangerous act of art.


    Now that I’ve seen what there is to lose—my home, my friends, my happy family—I have a different perspective. Now I can see what he’s throwing away.


    “Life has consequences,” I say, wincing as I repeat words Mom has said to me more than a few times.


    Tru just smiles. He’s trying to look unconcerned, like I’m overreacting to the situation, but there is something in his eyes that tells me real emotions are lurking beneath the surface. Real emotions that he doesn’t want anyone looking at too closely.


    Whatever. If he’s going to keep everything locked away, then I’m going to stop even trying to figure him out.


    “Next time,” I say as I push to my feet, “knock on someone else’s window.”


    I start to walk away, but before I can move, his hand wraps around my wrist.


    “Don’t,” he says, his voice rough and raspy.


    When I look back down at him, the mask is gone, and his eyes are bleak with pain. Like a moth drawn to a flame, I lower myself back onto the bed next to him.


    This is the real Tru.


    “My dad,” he begins, then stops and lowers his head.


    I slip my hand from his grip and instead lace our fingers together. The heat of our joined palms is like an inferno.


    “It’s okay,” I say. “You don’t have to—”


    “He and my mom fight.” He huffs out a sharp breath. “A lot.”


    “All parents do,” I say, trying to make him feel better.


    He lifts his gaze, and there is a coldness in his eyes that chills me to the core. “He and I fight. A lot.”


    There is something…dark and empty about what he’s saying. There is pain, yes, that’s obvious. But there’s also…rage, maybe? Grief? Loss? No, not loss. Lost. It’s like he’s lost.


    Whatever his father did to cause this much pain in someone as joyful and light as Tru, someone should do right back to him. No one should ever be made to feel this way.


    Almost without thinking, I find myself leaning forward, closing the distance between us. I’m not sure if I think it will erase that emptiness in his eyes, but I have to try.


    His gaze drops to my mouth.


    I can’t tear mine away from the desperate, hungry look in his eyes.


    Just one kiss, I tell myself. What could it hurt?


    But before I can answer the question, there’s a knock at my door.


    I jump up and away like my bed is on fire. Only our hands are still interlaced, so I don’t get very far.


    “Sloane, honey,” Mom says. She tries the door handle, but thankfully it just rattles. “Why is your door locked?”


    Eyes wide, I give Tru a pleading look. He lets me pull him to his feet and I drag him across the room, toward my closet. I tell her, “Because you keep coming in without permission.”


    “Let me in,” she insists. “This is serious.”


    I shove Tru into my closet. There are no clothes for him to hide behind—nothing to hang if nothing is unpacked. I hold my finger to my lips, praying that he’ll do a better job than he did on the roof last night, as I swing the door mostly closed.


    Then I unlock and open my room door the minimum amount necessary for her to see my face and nothing beyond. Thankfully the closet is behind the door.


    “What?” I demand, affecting as much righteous annoyance as I can.


    Mom makes a face. “Good morning to you, too.”


    I sigh. “You said it was important.”


    She looks like she doesn’t want to let my attitude go, but then decides it’s not worth the argument. “Tru is missing.”


    My breath catches in my throat, but I quickly force it to resume a normal pattern. “What do you mean missing?”


    “Miko says his bed hasn’t been slept in,” Mom says, a pained look in her eyes. “He even left his phone and his ID.”


    I can tell from her expression and her tone that she’s feeling so very sorry for her poor friend who has to deal with such a troublesome son. Just like she feels sorry for herself for having to deal with me.


    But she’s only seeing—and hearing—one side of the story. The poor, put-upon parents who can’t seem to control their troublemaking son.


    Mom didn’t see the broken look in Tru’s eyes just a few minutes ago when he was telling me about the fights with his dad. She didn’t hear the start of the one last night, the way his dad was tearing into his mom.


    The whole one-sided, Tru-against-the-world argument is bullshit. His dad is at least an equal participant. Maybe more.


    “Yeah, well,” I say, forcing my eyes not to check out the closed closet door just a few feet away, “what do you want me to do about it?”


    “Miko thinks you two are becoming friends,” she says, and the disapproval in her tone is obvious. “I told her I would ask if you knew anything.”


    I’m walking a fine line here. Between Tru hiding in my closet and Mom standing in front of me. Say something to defend Tru, and I wind up pissing Mom off and giving Tru’s big ego a steroid shot. Although he might actually need that boost right now. Say something to satisfy Mom, and the hungover eavesdropper in the closet will hear every word, and Mom will keep thinking he’s something that he’s not. In the end, I decide to err on the side of getting back to New York, to reassure Mom that the supposed future delinquent and I are nothing anywhere near friends.


    Which is, of course, mostly true.


    “Yeah, well,” I say, “I think he’s an ass.”


    “Sloane Whitaker!” Mom gasps, as if she’s never heard me swear.


    As if that’s the worst thing I’ve ever done.


    “We’re not friends, Mom. He wouldn’t tell me anything.”


    Both absolutely true. We’re not really friends. I don’t know what we are, especially after what almost happened on my bed before Mom showed up, but I’m not sure there’s a word for it in the English language.


    There’s no one word—or ten thousand words—that can describe how I’m drawn to him, despite all the reasons I should want to stay away. How he makes me want to sink into him, to absorb his smiles and let some of his who-gives-a-crap attitude rub off on me. To make sure he never again feels the kind of pain I saw in his eyes this morning.


    The pull between us is indescribable.


    “Okay,” she says, seemingly satisfied for the moment. “If you hear anything…”


    “I’ll let you or Mrs. Dorsey know.”


    When she’s gone and my lock is back in place, I head straight for the closet. “You need to go,” I order as I yank open the door.


    And find myself looking at an empty closet.


    I spin around. My blinds are up, my window open.


    That boy is stealthy like a freaking cat.


    


    The first ArtSquad practice is surprisingly fun. I never thought about turning art into a competition, but tackling everything from basic design terms to art history to on-the-spot art challenges in a kind of Pictionary meets Academic Decathlon is actually a blast. I thrive on pressure, so the added motivation of time limits really brings out my competitive nature. I could get used to this.


    Aimeigh runs a tight ship, and by the time our thirty-minute practice is over, she has given each of the twelve of us a homework assignment and two specialties to focus on.


    Mine are typography and color theory, which I am totally cool with. Core principals of graphic design.


    After everyone else heads to first period, Tru sticks around to help us clean up.


    “Did you hear about Jaq?” Aimeigh asks as she gathers up her team materials.


    Tru goes looking for a marker that went rolling across Mrs. K’s classroom after Aimeigh threw it at one of the guys for giving a smart-ass answer.


    “Who’s Jaq?” I ask.


    “She sits next to me,” Aimeigh answers, nodding to the table she sits at when AGD is in session.


    I picture the girl with a messy bob died deep red with blond streaks. I think she’s in my modern lit class too. She always wears cute floral dresses with knee-high boots.


    “What about her?”


    “Expelled,” Aimeigh whispers, as if just saying the word is inviting the same punishment.


    “For what?” Tru asks.


    “Cheating,” Aimeigh says. “She plagiarized a paper or something.”


    “That’s crazy,” I say.


    “Who cheats in the first two weeks of school?” Tru asks. “You gotta save that shit for the end of the quarter at least.”


    I punch him in the arm.


    Despite all the talk about rule breaking and authority flaunting, I’m starting to suspect that—aside from the drinking—his serial screw-up persona is totally fake. Nothing more than a show he puts on for his parents and anyone he wants to impress. The bad boy image might be nothing more than a facade.


    “So just like that?” I ask. “She’s out?”


    “Zero tolerance,” Aimeigh says.


    Tru hands her the marker. “I’ll see you lovelies later. I gots to get to film and video.”


    “Good morning, girls,” Mrs. K says as she sweeps into the AGD room. “You’re here early. I didn’t miss an appointment, did I?”


    “ArtSquad practice,” Aimeigh says.


    “Of course.” Mrs. K smiles. “Have a good team this year?”


    “The best.”


    As Mrs. K goes about her prep for class, I put away my ArtSquad homework assignments.


    “You’re in my seat,” a stiff voice says.


    Aimeigh looks up at Jenna. “You don’t own it.”


    “I do when the bell rings,” Jenna retorts.


    “Then when the bell rings,” Aimeigh says, a huge fake smile in place, “I’ll move.”


    “Now girls,” Mrs. K says. “Play nice.”


    Aimeigh rolls her eyes, but she shoves the rest of her materials into her backpack and heads for her own desk. “See you after.”


    I head for the supply bar at the back of the room. When I’ve picked out a set of oil pastels and a sheet of newsprint, I head back to my seat.


    Jenna has her sketchbook in front of her and her pencils lined up neatly next to it. She has them sorted in order of hardness.


    There is definitely something odd about her.


    I pull out my tablet, figuring I can check the traffic data for the latest Graphic Grrl strip that I posted late Sunday night. There’s always a huge spike in visits on Monday and Tuesday morning. This week, after the high-profile Artzfeed article, I’m prepared for a bigger-than-usual boost. Tilting the screen slightly away from Jenna, I log in to my site and scan for the numbers.


    I am not prepared for the huge figure I see on my analytics dashboard.


    Tash is always pushing me to add advertising to the site. Her uncle’s in marketing, which makes her a self-appointed expert, but she thinks I could make a lot of coin that way. For now, though, I’m just doing it for fun. I think it would change things if I decided to commercialize my art.


    Still, these numbers are astounding.


    “You should watch out,” Jenna says, so softly I almost don’t hear her.


    “What?”


    She keeps her head lowered, but twists to the side. “You should be careful.”


    “Of what?” I ask.


    “Of Aimeigh,” she says. “She isn’t very nice.”


    I snort out a half laugh. “Okay, thanks.”


    I can get why she feels that way. I’ve seen Aimeigh be kind of harsh to Jenna a couple of times. Of course she thinks Aimeigh’s mean.


    But I definitely don’t need anyone to look out for me. I’m more than capable of looking out for myself.


    


    On the way to the parking lot after school, my phone dings with a text message. I smile when I see Tash’s name on my screen.


    Tash: SODA started 2day. Not same w/o u!


    Me: Wish I wuz there


    Tash: New painting teach is HAWT!


    Me: Pic?


    Tash: He took my phone


    Tash: Will sneak 2moro


    Me: Pls do


    Tash: Any reprieve from shemonster?


    Me: Not yet


    Me: Hopefully soon


    Tash: Tell me if I need 2 put out hit


    Me: Haha


    Tash: Or send chocolates


    Me: Def send chocolates


    Me: From Amuse Bouche


    Tash: Done deal


    Tash: Xoxo


    Me: *mwuah*


    I smile and sigh as I slip my phone back into my pocket.


    I picture her walking up the dark gray steps at SODA along with the horde of other students rushing in late for the first day. Walking the halls, flirting with any halfway cute guy she sees—teachers included—and daring any girl to cross her path. Sneaking out onto the roof to eat lunch in our spot.


    I feel like I’m missing out on what is supposed to be the best year of my life.


    I have to keep that in mind. I have to remember that getting back to New York is my number one goal, every second of every day. No matter how fun ArtSquad may be or whether I’m making new friends—new whatever-Tru-is—or feeling challenged by exciting classes, it all pales in comparison to what I would be doing at SODA.


    New York. My one and only mission.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Oliver walks into the senior seminar classroom Wednesday and sets his bag on the chair at the head of the table. “Before we start working on our projects, I think it’s important for each of you to be as self-aware, as self-knowledgeable as possible.”


    He reaches into his bag and pulls out a stack of papers that look suspiciously like test booklets.


    Everyone groans as he slaps them down on the table.


    “This,” he says, jabbing one finger onto the stack, “is the Myers-Briggs personality test.”


    Jenna asks, “How do you spell that?”


    Oliver crosses to the whiteboard and writes it out.


    “Does it test whether you have a personality?” Tru asks.


    Someone whispers, “Then Jenna will fail.”


    Across from me Willa bites back a laugh as she looks sideways at Damien.


    Oliver doesn’t hear the comment. Or he chooses to ignore it. He hands the stack of booklets to Jenna, who takes one and passes them on.


    “The test should only take about thirty minutes.” He grins like he’s granting us the best prize ever. “As soon as you finish, you can head home for the day.”


    Cheers go up around the room. Suddenly everyone is very interested in taking the test. Heads down. Pencils scratching on paper. Rhythmic breathing.


    The concentration only lasts about fifteen minutes.


    “What if my test says I’m a serial killer?” Keegan asks.


    Oliver laughs. “It’s not that kind of test.”


    “What if it says you should be a nine-to-five drone who lives a soul-sucking existence that consists of nothing more than going to work, going to the gym, and going to bed?”


    Everyone turns to stare at Tru.


    Because seriously, the last person on the planet who could ever end up working an ordinary job, living an ordinary life, is Tru Dorsey.


    There is definitely something extraordinary about him. About the way he can make people smile and laugh and feel good about themselves, even on their worst days. Aimeigh’s shown me some of his film clips, and he’s an extraordinary artist, too. Where his personality—or at least the personality he chooses to show the world—is bright and uplifting, his art delves into the deeper, darker emotions. He’s an enigma, a contradiction. A unique voice in a world of sameness.


    There is no way Tru could ever live an ordinary life.


    “It’s not that kind of test either,” Oliver repeats. “Now get back to it.”


    Another five minutes in and Jenna closes her booklet. She hands it to Oliver and then, in a voice I’m pretty sure she meant to be a whisper but isn’t, asks, “When are you going to give us our final project assignments?”


    Everyone turns to look, and for once they’re not glaring at Jenna in mock derision. They apparently have the same question.


    All I know about these mysterious final projects is that NextGen students spend three years looking forward to them, and they are supposed to be epic on every level. Epic scale, epic scope, epic creativity. Epic is something I can definitely get behind.


    For a moment, Oliver looks stern—which is hard to pull off when you’re wearing a bow tie, thick-framed glasses, and your shirt collar is sticking up at three different angles. He finally gives up the pretense. “Okay, okay, you beat it out of me. Next Wednesday. You’ll find out about this year’s senior projects next Wednesday. Now if you will just—”


    There is a sharp rap at the door before Principal Ben steps into the room. Unlike Oliver, he is a master of the grim look, and he is full of grim right now.


    “Pardon the interruption, Mr. Wendell.” He nods at our teacher and then scans the room. “I need to see Mira Jacobson in my office please.”


    Mira looks stunned. I don’t really know her—she’s also in my AGD class, but we haven’t spoken or anything—but I’m stunned, too. She doesn’t seem like the kind of person who gets in trouble. Aside from the purple streaks in her hair, she looks completely good girl.


    “Now,” Principal Ben says.


    He is not playing around.


    Mira quietly gathers up her things and follows Principal Ben out of the room.


    We are all silent for several moments. Something is way not right about this situation. Usually when a student is in trouble, he or she gets called to the office—not that I ever have, but I’ve seen plenty—usually Tash—and they have to make that walk of shame/glory out of the room and down the hall to see the principal. The summons usually comes by office-aide-delivered note or office-to-classroom phone call.


    When the principal himself makes the request in person… That has to be bad news.


    “What could she have done?” Willa asks breathlessly.


    “Nothing good,” Damien says.


    Tru shakes his head. “Even I’ve never been called out by the man himself.”


    We go back to finishing our tests.


    For some reason, Jenna is still here. Why is she sticking around? Oliver said we could go when we finish. The moment I’m done, I will be out the door.


    “Can you give me a clue?” Jenna asks Oliver, and everyone groans because, really, at this point, every delay only pushes back our escape. “Just a hint?”


    She’s not exactly begging, but the look on her face says it all. It’s stressing her out that she doesn’t know what the big assignment is, that she can’t make plans and schedules and to-do lists and crap like that. I’m allergic to to-do lists. I think Jenna’s addicted to them.


    “Okay,” Oliver says with a big sigh, like he’s making a big sacrifice. “One hint.”


    Jenna practically explodes with relief.


    “The project will embrace what I believe to be the true purpose of art.”


    We all stare at him, blank-faced and waiting for him to say more. For him to explain or give some actually tangible detail.


    He just smiles smugly and leans back in his chair.


    “What does that even mean?” Jenna whines.


    Oliver leans forward, rests his elbows on the table. “That is the question, isn’t it? What is the purpose of art? Is there a universal answer, or are there as many answers as there are artists—as there are people—in the world?”


    I lay down my pencil. I sense a discussion coming.


    “Dahlia, what do you think the purpose of art is?”


    She frowns in concentration. “Art is about connecting with the universe,” she says. “About finding something pure and true in a world where so much is fake.”


    “Not necessarily,” Mariely counters. “Sometimes the lie is part of the art.”


    “Then what is your definition?” he asks her.


    “Art should raise us above the mundane,” she answers. “It should take the ordinary and elevate it to something better.”


    “Interesting,” Oliver hums. “Willa?”


    She shifts in her seat, bites her lip as she glances at Damien and then quickly looks away. “Art should let us see the world through someone else’s eyes, so we can know what it’s like to be someone other than who we are.”


    I wonder if Damien knows how Willa feels about him.


    Oliver nods, looking around the room for his next victim. “Jenna?”


    “Art is beauty,” she answers, almost mechanically.


    “But what is beauty?” Damien asks. “There is ugly beauty and beautiful ugliness. Who decides?”


    “The artist,” Cabot suggests.


    Tru shakes his head. “The viewer. It doesn’t matter how beautiful the piece, if the viewer doesn’t get it then it’s worthless.”


    The room erupts into a lively debate over this. My head is spinning. Part of me wants to jump in—I love a good debate about anything art-related—but the question kinda has me floored. I agree with all of them, but in some ways they seem inadequate. Art is so much more than words can capture.


    “Sloane,” Oliver says, cutting through the voices. “You’ve been terribly quiet. What’s your answer?”


    Great, put me on the spot to form into words the random thoughts that are flying through my mind.


    “Well,” I say, buying time, “I think art is something different to everyone.”


    Oliver laughs. “I think our debate has made that obvious. What is it to you?”


    Somehow the words fall into place in my mind. “To me,” I say, equal parts confident and hesitant, “art is about connection.”


    “How so?” Oliver asks.


    “By tapping into an emotion, a universal truth, and figuring out how to convey that to another human being.”


    “Which is why art takes so many forms,” Tru says.


    Damien adds, “And why people feel so strongly about it. It’s about people.”


    “So it’s all of those things,” Will says. “It’s honesty and deception. Beauty and imperfection. Artist and audience.”


    Oliver smiles at all of us.


    “Okay, my brilliant seniors, now get back to finishing those tests.” He turns to Jenna. “You can leave, you know.”


    She smiles weakly and then gathers her things. Everyone keeps working, handing in their tests as they finish, and then escaping into the real world.


    I’m the last one done—mostly because I keep stopping to think about our little impromptu debate. About The Incident and whether, in retrospect, it really qualifies as art.


    I had a message, sure, but does that satisfy the requirements for art that we’ve just been talking about? Does forming letters on a building qualify as making a connection? As conveying an emotion or a universal truth?


    Or was it just—as Mom is always so quick to call it—a stunt?


    My shoulders hang a little lower as I cross the room to hand Oliver my test.


    “That was a very thoughtful answer you gave,” he says with a smile.


    I sling my backpack onto my shoulder. “Thanks.”


    I start to leave, and then turn back to him. “Do you think that a message can have an emotion?”


    “Of course,” he says. “But I also think that artists have to be careful not to let their message get in the way of the emotional core.”


    I smile. “Thanks.”


    “Sloane,” he says, stopping me at the door. “Some messages are so emotional that they can stand on their own as artistic expressions.”


    I’m not sure what he’s trying to say.


    I must give him a confused look, because he adds, “I believe that art saves lives, too.”


    My jaw drops. I want to be shocked, but then I suppose it makes sense that Principal Ben would have told my teachers about The Incident. I just never imagined that anyone—any adult—would see value in my message.


    Senior seminar is fast turning into my favorite class.


    


    “Are you ready for adventure?” Tru pulls out of the parking lot into traffic.


    Why did the hair on the back of my neck just stand up? “What are you talking about?”


    He doesn’t answer, just shrugs and smiles mischievously. Instead of turning left onto the freeway, like we’ve done every single day since he started giving me rides to and from school, he turns right.


    “Where are you going?”


    “On an adventure,” he says, as if that answers my question.


    “Tru,” I warn with my best mom tone, “where are we going?”


    “Don’t worry,” he says, flashing me that charming smile. “You’ll like it.”


    I pull out my phone.


    He glances at it. “What are you doing?”


    “Calling the police,” I say, even though I’m just texting Mom an excuse for why I’ll be late. I want to prevent any unnecessary grounding.


    Despite the new job, she’s actually been home when I got there every day this week. She’s usually gone before I leave, but still, it’s such a huge change from life in New York that I’m kind of in shock each time I walk through the door.


    “Chill, drama queen.” Tru grabs for my phone.


    I pull it out of his reach. “You’re kidnapping me,” I say. “Someone needs to know in case they never find my body.”


    “Just…relax.” He drops his hand.


    “Where. Are. We. Going?”


    “Can you not trust me for two seconds?” He flashes a quick smile. “Look, if you don’t love it, I’ll let you drive home.”


    My ears perk up. This is an opportunity. “How about you buy my morning coffee for a month?”


    He hesitates—maybe rethinking how much he really thinks I’ll love this whatever we’re doing—then says, “Deal.”


    I settle into my seat, smiling at the thought of an entire month of free coffee. There is no way I’m going to love what he has planned. Even if I really do, there is no way I’m letting him know.


    Two exits later, he pulls off and turns to go under the freeway. On the other side there is a huge cube-shaped building with a massive banner covering one side.


    Indoor Skydiving


    My heart skips several beats. I don’t want to let him see—there is a month of caffeine on the line, after all—but I have always wanted to do this. Real skydiving, too, but the next best thing to jumping out of a perfectly good airplane is flying right here on the ground.


    “Told you,” Tru says as he pulls into the parking lot.


    I pretend to be confused. “What?”


    “Don’t lie.” He shuts off the ignition. “You’re practically exploding with excitement.”


    I try to disguise my pure joy, but totally fail. “That obvious?”


    He winks at me. “Come on.”


    Turns out, Tru’s buddy Dane works at the place. Dane is a true thrill-seeker, the kind who looks like he’d be up for anything that might ignite his adrenaline. That’s my kind of buddy.


    Since it’s a slow afternoon, Dane lets us fly for free. Once we’re outfitted with goggles, helmets, and jumpsuits that are specifically designed to catch the wind from the massive turbine in the flight chamber, he leads us past the benches in what he calls the ante-chamber and into the air lock that separates the wind tunnel from the no-fly zone.


    He gives us a few quick instructions and then guides me to the doorway of the air lock. I can already feel the wind rushing over my face. The noise is almost overwhelming.


    Then Dane waves me in and, with a little guidance from him, suddenly I’m floating.


    It is the most unreal experience I’ve ever had. It really does feel like flying. The adrenaline rush rivals the feelings pumping through me when I stood on the edge of the fortieth floor of Midtown Tower and looked down over the glittering city. And this rush doesn’t end with me in jail.


    After a few minutes, Dane taps me out, and Tru enters the flight chamber. I stand in the air lock and watch as he dives headfirst into the wind. The way he swoops and dives and does flips and other tricks, it’s clear that he’s done this before. Probably many times.


    I don’t peg Tru for the thrill-seeking type. If the look of pure joy on his face is any indication, I’d guess it’s the sensation of complete freedom that draws him to this. The feeling that not even gravity has a hold on him when he’s flying.


    Tru doesn’t stay in for as long as I did before he’s tapping out and sending me in again. I know it’s because he wants to give me more time. And I’m not even going to argue. I could do this every day and never get tired of it.


    I can’t wait to try the real thing.


    Afterward, we head to the small café in the front lobby. I definitely owe Tru a snack for this, so I load us up with a giant-size nachos and two huge sodas.


    As we sit, crunching and sipping, I realize that I can’t stop smiling. It’s been a long time since I can remember being this completely happy.


    “How did you know?” I ask.


    I could have been terrified of skydiving, could have preferred rock climbing or pottery making or even going to a gallery downtown.


    But he nailed it.


    “I just knew.” He shoves a cheese-coated chip into his mouth.


    “Come on.” I punch him in the arm. “How?”


    “Moww,” he says around his mouthful of nacho, rubbing his arm. When he’s done with his bite, he says, “Okay, okay, no need to get violent.”


    I dip a chip into cheesy goodness and wait patiently for an answer.


    “Fine. You pulled off the Midtown Tower incident,” he says, “so I know you love adrenaline.”


    I nod. “True.”


    “And you hang out on your roof a lot, so clearly you don’t have a thing about heights— Ow, what was that for?”


    “For spying on me,” I say. “How do you know I hang out on my roof?”


    Sure, he joined me up there that first night, but how could he know that I’ve been out there almost every night since?


    He blushes—actually, honestly, blushes. “I plead the fifth.”


    I feel my cheeks burn in response. But not from embarrassment. I’m reacting to the idea that Tru watches me—or at least notices me—on the roof outside my bedroom. That he’s interested enough to notice. That he’s interested enough to be embarrassed by the revelation of his interest.


    I’m interested, too. More than I should be, considering all the reasons I have run far away from any sort of romantic connection between us. There are just too many obstacles.


    So, instead of reaching across the table and taking his hand, leaning across the table to claim the kiss that my lips are itching to take, I deflect the emotion with sarcasm.


    I roll my eyes. “Okay, so I’m not afraid of heights and I’m not opposed to adrenaline,” I say. “But how skydiving?”


    He sucks down a long draw of soda before answering. “Graphic Grrl loves to fly.”


    My lungs freeze and my heart stops for three full seconds before launching into a drag race. Did he just say Graphic Grrl? No, it’s not possible. He can’t know. Only Tash knows. Only Tash.


    “Wha-what do you mean?” I stammer. “What does that have to do with me?”


    He gives me a come on look. “You write it.”


    I’m going to pass out.


    He said it casually, nonchalantly, like it was just no big deal. Like anyone anywhere other than Tash knows that I write and draw Graphic Grrl.


    Even though the place is deserted, I glance around to make sure no one is nearby. Even if there were, the odds that they read or are even aware of Graphic Grrl are pretty slim. Web comics are pretty niche. Even after the Artzfeed post, most of my readers are artists. The general public isn’t interested.


    “How—?” I shake my head and start over. “Why do you think that?”


    He shrugs. “Little things. Your drawing style is the same. You say things sometimes that I’ve read in the strip.”


    “That doesn’t mean anything,” I say, desperate. “I could just be a fan.”


    “You could,” he says, his eyes meeting mine across the gray plastic table. “But that first night on the roof, when I caught your tablet?”


    “Yeah?” I say with a sinking feeling of dread.


    “It was open to a half-done sketch that appeared in the next strip.”


    I have no words. Oh, plenty are racing through my mind, but I can’t make any of them come out through my mouth. Full mental paralysis.


    Tru knows the truth.


    He’s known since the first night we met.


    He reads my strip!


    I know that last one seems totally lame, because thousands of people read my strip—now tens of thousands. But somehow, knowing that this one person, this boy who doesn’t seem to care about anything or anyone, has read my strip enough to recognize when I say something that Graphic Grrl says… It’s kind of amazing.


    And the fact that he has kept this secret without my even having to ask is even more amazing.


    “Thank you,” I say quietly.


    His face twists in confusion. “For what?”


    “For not telling anyone.”


    He shrugs. “It’s your secret. If you wanted people to know, they would.”


    “Still,” I say. “Thanks.”


    Keeping the secret isn’t always easy. Dylan has seen a few sketches over the years, but I told him they were homework. None of the math and science nerds at his school would read my strip anyway. Mom and Dad were never around enough to notice what I was doing, and probably wouldn’t recognize it if they were.


    Tash insists that it will look great on college applications if I reveal myself, that I’ve built such a solid following and created such a huge body of work. Also I think she wants to take credit for being the best friend of Graphic Grrl’s creator.


    Just like the thought of selling ads on the site, I think being the real life face of Graphic Grrl would change things more than I’m willing to let them change.


    Some people would think I’m crazy not to come clean and admit to being Graphic Grrl’s creator. There have been times when I wanted to. Times when I wondered if the money and the fame and the opportunities would outweigh everything else. I have a blog post sitting in my drafts folder. It’s been there since the third issue of Graphic Grrl went live. I’ve rewritten it again and again, thinking that if I can just make it perfect I’ll finally tell the world. But I can never quite bring myself to click publish.


    I can never quite bring myself to release this thing that only one other person in the world knows. Well, now two others. It’s hard to describe, but keeping the secret makes me feel…in control. Powerful. Special.


    I don’t want to give that up.


    My phone dings with a text message sound. It’s a reply from Mom, saying that she just got my message, and she’ll be home late with takeout.


    “Same old Mom,” I mutter as I shoot back an ok.


    “Raising parents is so hard,” Tru teases.


    There is a smile on his face, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes.


    “Right?” I slide my phone back into my pocket. “You’d think they’d be grateful we don’t just run away.”


    His mouth lifts up into a halfhearted smirk. “Mine would throw a party.”


    “I’m sure that’s not true.”


    “And not just any party,” he says. “An epic freaking gala.”


    There it is again, that bleak emptiness I saw in his eyes the morning after he showed up at my window, drunk. The emptiness that his dad put there.


    I don’t know if I should go there. I mean, we’re barely friends—or whatever we are—but I have to think that he doesn’t let slip even these tiny invitations into the inner Tru with just anyone. I can’t just let it slide.


    “So,” I say, careful to keep my voice soft, “I guess things aren’t great between you and your dad?”


    Tru lets out a sharp bark of laughter. “That’s the understatement of the millennia.”


    “Has it always been bad?”


    He shrugs. “Pretty much.”


    What can I say that might even remotely come close to making it better? Nothing, probably, but I feel like I have to try. Tru did an amazing thing for me today. I have to do something to repay him.


    “I think most kids have trouble with their parents some of the time.”


    “Yeah, well—” Tru stares down at the nachos, his dark eyes vacant. “Most of the trouble probably doesn’t end with a bloody nose.”


    It takes me a full three seconds to process the subtext of his words. His arguments with his dad aren’t just vocal…they’re violent.


    “Yours or his, Tru?” I ask.


    He looks up at me, smirking. “Does it matter?”


    Damn right it does. “Yours or his?”


    His gaze drops back to the nachos, and I know the answer even before he says, “Mine.”


    I gasp and clutch my hand to my chest as my heart drops. How could Mr. Dorsey do that to his own son? I’ve been in their house. I ate at their table.


    My stomach threatens to reject the nachos.


    “You have to tell someone,” I insist, reaching out to take his hand.


    “I just did.”


    He rubs his thumb back and forth across my palm. Like he needs that point of touch, of physical connection. I need it, too.


    “Someone like the police. Does your mom know?”


    He whispers, “I can handle it.”


    I don’t miss that he didn’t answer my question.


    “Tru—”


    “Really, Sloane,” he says, looking straight into my eyes, “it’s nothing I can’t take for a few more months.”


    He means it. I can tell he means it. But that doesn’t mean I like it.


    “I…I’m not okay with this.”


    There is extra pressure as he squeezes my hand, leans forward across the table. Brushes his lips across mine in the briefest touch. A gentle friction. My lips feel like they’re raw, on fire. My eyes flutter, but I don’t let them close. I don’t want to miss a heartbeat of this moment.


    This isn’t my first kiss, but it’s the first that sends lightning bolts through my entire body. That makes me feel lightheaded and powerful at the same time. That feels like so much more than a kiss.


    I draw in a ragged breath, filling myself with his scent—warm skin with hints of woodsy spice. I want to sink into him, to wrap my arms around him and never let him go.


    To protect him from something he shouldn’t have to face.


    “Trust me,” he says. “I’ve got this.”


    I don’t want to just let this go. He shouldn’t have to experience this. No one should.


    “If it ever gets too bad,” I say, trying to blink my eyes back into focus, “you can always knock on my window. Day or night. I want to help.”


    “You already have,” he says. “Just telling you makes it better.”


    If that’s what he needs from me, then that’s what I’ll give him. But the moment I think it crosses a line into something he can’t handle, I’m stepping in. Whether he likes it or not.


    When the nachos are gone, Tru dumps the plastic tray in the recycling.


    As we walk to the door, he says, “How does this rank?”


    “On a scale of what?”


    He pushes the door open. “First dates.”


    I almost trip over the doorjamb.


    My breathing quickens, and I feel the surge of adrenaline flood my bloodstream. The surge of joy swell my heart.


    This is not good. So not good. Tru Dorsey cannot make my heart flutter. Tru Dorsey cannot slip past my defenses. I can’t let this become more than it’s already becoming. I have too much at stake.


    I have to recover.


    “I don’t think it counts as a date if you kidnap the girl,” I retort.


    “Don’t think of it as kidnapping,” he says. “Think of it as unexpected positioning.”


    “So…kidnapping.”


    When we get to the car, he circles around to my side and opens the door for me. “Fine, kidnapping.”


    “On the scale of kidnapping”—I drop into the passenger seat—“it’s at least a seven.”


    He laughs. “Then I’ll have to work harder next time.”


    Next time. As much as I know I shouldn’t, I like the sound of that.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Aimeigh cancels Thursday’s ArtSquad practice so we can meet with Mrs. K to work on our scholarship portfolios. Putting mine together meant actually unpacking a box—Mom would shoot off fireworks if she knew—to find the external drive with all my digital archives.


    A lot of my work is created digitally, but I’ve carefully photographed and documented even the analog projects. I have high-res pictures of paintings, collages, sculptures, even the lopsided vases I made in elementary school.


    It’s all in there. It’s just a matter of pulling out the pieces that best suit the scholarship.


    Mrs. K is projecting our portfolios on the whiteboard so we can participate in each other’s critiques.


    “Oh, I like this one, Hannah,” she says, stopping on a digital painting of an eye. “There’s a lot of detail. It almost feels real.”


    As I look around the room, I realize there are only four of us here. Hannah, whose portfolio is currently being critiqued; Liza, who is desperately trying to get her computer off the blue screen of death; Aimeigh; and me. There were seven of us at that first meeting with Mrs. K. Jaq has been expelled, but where is Jenna? And what happened to Mira?


    Last time I saw her was when Principal Ben came and escorted her out of senior seminar.


    Curious, I lean over to Aimeigh. “Where’s Mira?”


    “Suspended,” she whispers.


    “For what?”


    Aimeigh shrugs. “I heard drug possession, but who knows?”


    “That’s crazy.”


    No, seriously. That’s crazy. Why would Jaq get expelled for cheating, but Mira just gets suspended for having drugs, which is legit illegal? It doesn’t make any sense. Maybe Aimeigh has it wrong.


    “Okay, Sloane, your turn,” Mrs. K says.


    I hand over my flash drive, and soon my portfolio cover slide is projecting onto the screen. But before she can plug it into the computer, Jenna comes bursting into the room.


    “It’s gone,” she gasps.


    Mrs. K looks at her. “Jenna, are you okay?”


    “No,” she says, panting as she shakes her head. “My portfolio,” she says between gasping breaths. “It’s gone.”


    “You must have misplaced it,” Mrs. K suggests.


    “I’ve looked everywhere,” Jenna says, her voice getting tighter and higher with every word.


    She is clearly on the verge of tears.


    “Don’t you have a backup copy?” I ask.


    Aimeigh shakes her head. “Jenna works on paper.”


    “My sketchbook,” Jenna says, “is all I have.”


    Then the tears start, and we are all at Jenna’s side in an instant. A big, sympathetic art group hug. Even Aimeigh, who can’t stand Jenna. I can imagine what I would feel like if the entire archive of my art—even a portion of it—disappeared. I would be devastated.


    For once, I think everyone is on Jenna’s side.


    


    Tru is waiting outside the AGD classroom when the first period bell rings. He falls in step with us as Aimeigh and I walk into the hall. “You haven’t lived until you’ve eaten at Abbey Road.”


    “What?” I ask with a laugh.


    “It is an Austin institution,” Aimeigh says.


    “They have an entire menu full of your granola vegan rabbit food.”


    “I’m not vegan,” I argue, as if that’s the point. “Why are you tormenting me with this now, when I’m trapped on campus for lunch?”


    We reach the end of the hall and I push open the door to outside, preparing to head for the cafeteria. Tru blocks my path.


    “Aha!” He raises his finger. “That is my point. You are not trapped on campus for lunch.”


    “Yes I—”


    He presses his raised finger to my lips before I can finish. I throw Aimeigh a help me look, but she just shrugs.


    “I have wheels,” he says, “and you have lunch followed by free period.”


    Aimeigh nods. “More than enough time to get there and back.”


    I wrap my hand around Tru’s wrist. “Oh no. I am not getting caught sneaking off campus for lunch. Mom would weld me into my room.”


    I push past him and step out into the sunlight.


    Aimeigh winces. “That sounds painful.”


    “Exactly,” I say, as if she’s made my point.


    “We won’t get caught,” Tru argues, catching up to me in two long strides. “I promise. If we do, you have my permission to say I kidnapped you.”


    “Again,” I mutter.


    “I’ll cover for you,” Aimeigh says. “If you’re not back in time, I’ll tell Mr. Vasquez we have ArtSquad practice.”


    “You aren’t coming?” Tru asks.


    “I have my gourmet lunch.” Aimeigh lifts her brown bag. “And library aide after. You two kids have fun.”


    “I can’t,” I repeat, although no one seems to be listening to me.


    Tru pulls me to a stop in the middle of the sidewalk, forcing other students to stream around us.


    “Please.” He gets down on his knees, like convincing me to go with him will make him the happiest man on earth. “My treat.”


    One look into his soft brown eyes, glinting with danger and adventure, and I know I’m lost.


    “One time,” I say, holding up my own finger. “That’s it.”


    Tru jumps to his feet and grabs my hand. “Let’s go.”


    “Be safe!” Aimeigh calls out cheerfully. “Don’t do anything I would do!”


    We cross the lawn and circle around Building A as casually as possible, trying to make it look like we are going somewhere totally legitimate. But the moment we clear the edge of the parking lot, we run. Dashing for Tru’s car, which is—of course—in the far back corner.


    By the time we’re inside and driving away, we’re both panting.


    “Oh my God,” I say between pants, “I haven’t run that fast since fifth grade field day and I wanted to win the Superman tee prize.”


    “Did you?”


    “You know it.”


    He laughs as we pull onto the freeway. Traffic isn’t the worst I’ve seen, but by the time we get to the tiny green house that houses the Abbey Road restaurant, I’m starting to feel nervous that we won’t get back in time.


    But I push that worry away as we go inside.


    The interior is small, but luckily there is a table open and we get seated right away. After I order migas—a Tex-Mex skillet scramble that Tru insists is the house specialty—and he orders a jumbo stack of cinnamon swirl pancakes, the waitress takes our menus and we’re left to fill the silence.


    “Pancakes?” I raise my brows skeptically. “For lunch?”


    He grins. “It’s always the right time for pancakes.”


    “Fair point,” I reply with a smile of my own.


    There is just something so easy about talking to Tru. Like we’ve been friends forever, instead of only a few days. One minute we’re discussing last meal choices, the next his plans to become a filmmaker and mine to become the next Stan Lee. Favorite pets (we’re both dog people), car movies (I’m a Fast & Furious girl, he prefers the more atmospheric Gone in 60 Seconds), and holidays (he picks St. Patrick’s Day for the color palette, while I choose the extreme fireworks of Independence Day and/or New Year’s). We cover anything and everything. Except family situations—his or mine.


    For this space of time, we’re in our own bubble. Nothing outside of Abbey Road matters. By the time our waitress returns with our food, I feel like we know each other better than anyone else.


    “One vegetarian migas,” the waitress says, sliding the plates onto the table, “and one cinnamon swirl stack.”


    My mouth starts watering immediately.


    “Can I get y’all anything else?” she asks.


    “We’re good,” Tru says.


    Oh yeah. We are so good.


    I practically inhale the food. Between my overflowing plate and the several bites of pancake that Tru makes me try, soon I feel like I’m ready to explode.


    “You know, I’m actually glad I came,” I tell him, collapsing against the back of my chair.


    “Did you think you wouldn’t be?” he asks with a laugh.


    I shrug. “It was a fifty-fifty chance.”


    “Then why did you come?”


    The question takes me aback. Why did I come?


    “I think…I needed a taste of freedom. Mom’s kept me on such a short leash I feel like I’m strangling.”


    Tru leans his elbows on the table and smiles. “Then I’m double glad I convinced you to come.”


    There is something so sweet about his words that my cheeks burn. I look around to hide my blush.


    Abbey Road has a simple décor, with a mishmash of different tables and chairs and walls covered in big stars and Texas flags. The music is cool, too. A steady stream of indie beats.


    Just as I’m starting to nod my head to the groove, the song changes to “Pieces of Heart” by Buffalo Range.


    I sigh. “I love this song.”


    “You dig Buffalo Range?”


    “With a fiery passion.”


    He purses his lips. “They’re coming to Austin City Limits next month.”


    “Seriously?” I bolt up straight in my chair. “You’re not messing with me?”


    “Scout’s honor,” he says, holding up his hands in a mock Boy Scout salute.


    No way Tru Dorsey was ever a Boy Scout.


    “If you’re still around,” he says, “I’ll take you. My dad’s office always gets tickets.”


    “If I’m still around,” I reply with a smile, “I’ll let you.”


    We’re both grinning when, from across the small restaurant, a familiar voice says, “Table for two, please.”


    I look up to see Mom and a woman in a gray pantsuit standing just inside the door, waiting for the hostess to find them a table.


    “Oh crap.”


    I don’t think. In a flash, I’m on my hands and knees under the table.


    “Um, Sloane,” Tru leans down to look at me.


    “Shhhh!” I try to mouth, My mom is here, but he just frowns in confusion.


    Then, before I can explain, he’s on the floor right next to me.


    “What’s going on?” he whispers in my ear. “Are we ditching on the bill?”


    “What? No!” I’m not above petty trespassing or other no-victim crimes, but I draw the line at theft. And everything on the other side of that line.


    I move so my mouth is right next to his ear. “My mom is here.”


    “Well that sucks.”


    I peer around him to see if she’s moved from the door, but I can’t see anything. “She’s going to kill me.”


    “Obviously,” he says, his voice full of way more humor than I’m capable of right now.


    My vision starts to swirl as the true panic sets in. “If she catches me with you,” I whisper, “it’ll be even worse.”


    His grin fades. “I’ll take care of it.”


    He digs out his wallet and reaches up to set a few bills on the table, then starts to crawl past me. I wait, shaking and on the verge of puking up my scrambled eggs and tortilla chips.


    Suddenly, something behind me crashes to the floor, followed by the slosh of water and ice.


    “Go,” he says, pushing me toward an exit sign in the back.


    I head for the door, making it halfway across the restaurant before I hear Mom’s voice call out, “Sloane?”


    I freeze, my heart hammering against my chest. This is it. My life is over. Mom has caught me off campus at lunch with the screw-up neighbor. What little hope I had of ever getting home has evaporated without possibility of a second chance.


    As I spin around to face her, I expect to find Tru right behind me.


    But he’s nowhere in sight.


    I hold my breath, not sure if I should be relieved or concerned.


    “Sloane?” Mom says again, her voice sharper this time. “What are you doing here?”


    “I, um…” I glance around one more time and see no sign of Tru. “Having lunch?”


    “Having lunch?” she echoes. Her heels echo on the hardwood floor. “NextGen has a closed campus.”


    “I know, I just… I needed to get away for a while.”


    “Get away?” Her voice is practically a shriek. “How did you even get here?”


    “I took the bus.”


    “The bus?”


    Now that irritates me. I’ve taken the bus countless times in my life. The idea that I took one today should not shock her this much.


    “Yes, Mom, the bus. I am capable.”


    “Of course you are, but—”


    “Oh my God, this is why I needed to sneak away for lunch. I feel like I’m in prison, like my every move is being watched and cataloged for later review.” I throw my hands up in frustration. “I just needed to feel in control for a little while.”


    She stares at me, eyes wide and unblinking. I’m not sure if she’s furious or unbelieving.


    Then she snaps.


    “Well the last time you were in control you wound up in jail.” She crosses her arms over her chest. “That’s why we’re here in the first place.”


    “That’s a low blow, Mom. This is nothing like that.”


    She takes several deep breaths, like she’s trying to regain control or something.


    “Look,” she finally says, “I’m trying my hardest to be here for you, but you need to meet me halfway.”


    I snort. That implies that she’s meeting me halfway, too.


    “I mean, you want to go to college, right? You want to have a good life? You can’t keep doing stupid things like this just because you need to feel free.”


    She has no idea what it’s like to feel trapped. To feel like you have no choices, no options except ones that other people decide for you.


    “I don’t think sneaking out for one stupid lunch is going to blacklist me from college.”


    “Not this time, maybe,” she says. “But these things add up. One day you’ll look around and find your life in ruins.”


    It’s on the tip of my tongue to say that the only thing ruining my life right now is her. But I’m smart enough to know that’s not a comment I come back from saying. If I want to salvage my chances of keeping our deal in place, I have to play by her rules.


    As much as it pains me to do it, I have to suck it up and apologize.


    “I’m sorry. It was a stupid idea.” I glance over her shoulder and see Tru slipping out the front door. “It won’t happen again.”


    A little of her steam dies down, and I know I made the right call. For once.


    She turns to her friend. “I’m sorry, Gail, but I need to get my daughter back to school.”


    “I understand. We’ll do this another time.”


    But the moment we’re in the car and on our way back to school, the adrenaline wears off. As my breathing returns to normal and the reality of what happened—what almost happened—sets in.


    If Mom had seen Tru with me, I would be beyond dead meat. I would never be allowed out of the house without a babysitter. All hope of convincing Mom to stick to the deal would be lost.


    It was bad enough that I got caught. Getting caught with Tru would have been so much worse.


    I shoot him a quick text to let him know that Mom is taking me back, just so he doesn’t think he needs to wait on me.


    He replies with a string of emojis that I decipher to mean okay, see you back at school. I can’t help but smile at the memory of how much fun I’d had at lunch. I wish I could go back to before, to the way I felt before I saw Mom and I realized how close to disaster I just came.


    To before I remembered that hanging out with Tru was a huge risk to my goal. The more time I spend with him, the greater the chance of getting caught. If I want Mom to stand by our deal, I need to stay on the straight and narrow.


    No more Tru.


    Mom pulls around to the student parking lot, probably trying to avoid making me walk in past the front office.


    “Hey,” she says, looking at me with concern. “Are you okay?”


    I snap myself out of the funk and put on the mask of a happy face.


    “Yeah. Don’t want to be late for class,” I say, waggling my phone at her. Then, without waiting for a response, I open the door. Before I climb out, I turn back and say, “Thanks for the ride.”


    Then I’m racing across campus. Trying to outrun the reality of how close I came to giving up the only thing I want for an afternoon of fun with a boy I barely know. Nothing is worth risking my ticket back home. Nothing, and no one.


    


    The next morning, I wake up in a cold sweat. I was freaking out in my sleep and have come to a major realization. Mom was right. Not about everything—definitely not about moving us to Texas—but about these small decisions adding up and Tru being bad news. For me, anyway.


    Less than two weeks with the guy and I almost let him ruin everything. It’s not his fault. Not entirely his fault, anyway. But he’s too charming for my own good. I should never have let him convince me to leave campus for lunch.


    Luckily, Mom agreed that, since I hadn’t actually gotten in trouble at school, the deal is still in place. And for the sake of the plan, for the sake of keeping up my end of it, I have to stay away from Tru.


    “Hey Mom?” I ask, knocking on her bedroom door and hoping she hasn’t left for work already.


    She opens the door, still in her pajamas and halfway done with her hair and makeup. “Is something wrong?”


    “Can you take me to school today?”


    She scowls. “Did something happen with Tru?”


    “No,” I half-lie, “I just want to go in early to work on a project.”


    “Okay,” she says. “Give me five minutes.”


    Tru knocks on the door while I’m waiting for her. I open it just enough to talk to him, but not so much that Mom will hear us.


    “Hey, didn’t you say you wanted to go in early today?” he asks. He looks as charming as ever. Hair going every which way, untied tie hanging from the collar of his black and red plaid shirt, white tee, and red jeans.


    We’re wearing the same black All Stars.


    It takes epic restraint not to reach up and finger-comb his hair.


    “Mom is taking me,” I say, gesturing over my shoulder. When he looks like he’s going to ask a question, I add, “She’s still freaking out about yesterday.”


    “Got it,” he says. “Then I’ll catch you at lunch.”


    He’s smiling as he jogs back to his house.


    “Ready?” Mom asks, emerging from her bedroom fully dressed.


    “Yep.” I grab my backpack off the stairs and sling it over my shoulder. “Do you think you can pick me up after, too?”


    Mom looks at me with that Mom look. “Are you sure nothing’s wrong?”


    “I’m sure,” I say.


    I’m just doing whatever it takes to make sure we both go home at the end of the quarter.


    


    I avoid Tru at lunch by staying in the cafeteria with the underclassmen, but I can’t avoid him all day. We have senior seminar together fourth period.


    I contemplate playing sick, going to the nurse’s office and pleading cramps or stomach flu, but I figure missing class for any reason won’t go over well with Mom right now.


    Instead, I wait until the bell is about to ring before entering the classroom.


    Turns out, all that stress was for nothing because Tru isn’t even there. I take the seat closest to the door and let out a huge sigh of relief as the bell rings and there’s no sign of him.


    Until the door opens.


    “Sorry, Oliver,” Tru says. “Grandig wanted to see me after class.”


    Oliver waves him off and starts talking about the various results of the personality tests. I tune him out as Tru sits next to me. All I can think about is how close he is and how much I hate having to avoid him.


    How much I want to let him make me smile and laugh like always. And how much I can’t afford to.


    “Hey, I missed you at lunch,” Tru whispers in my ear.


    I knew this was coming. “Yeah, I had to look up some stuff in the library for my modern lit paper.”


    “My condolences,” he teases. “Oh, hey, I’m parked in the front row today. First-class all the way.”


    “Actually,” I say, feeling awful about pushing him away but knowing that I have to do it, “Mom still wants to play chauffeur for a while.”


    “Bummer,” Tru says with a pout. “How long do you think the paranoia will last?”


    I force a shrug. “No clue. I can never tell with her moods.”


    I busy myself with doodling on my tablet. Trying not to react to every movement he makes.


    “Hey,” he says, leaning even closer—so close I can feel the heat of his breath brush against my cheek. “Are you okay?”


    “Yeah. Fine.”


    He hesitates for a second. “Are we okay?”


    “Of course,” I say. And I hope the lie sounds more believable to him.


    He leans back in his chair and actually pays attention to Oliver for once. Has he realized that I’m putting distance between us? Or is he just interested in the test results?


    I don’t know and, really, I shouldn’t care.


    


    Whenever Tru couldn’t figure something out, his hands itched. Which probably explained why he always broke out in hives in math class.


    Tonight his palms they felt like they were on fire.


    Rather than scratch himself raw, he went for a walk. Slipped quietly down the stairs, through the house, and out the front door.


    It was the first night where he felt like the end of summer might actually be in sight. He knew that the heat and humidity were far from over, but he could walk a few steps without breaking into a sweat, and that was progress.


    He turned left and started down the sidewalk.


    Something had changed with Sloane, and he couldn’t figure out why.


    As he leaped over cracks, did flips off the neighbors’ retaining wall, and jumped up to grab low-hanging branches, he mentally ran through the film from the last couple of days.


    He’d thought they were making progress. They had shared secrets. He had told her things he’d never told anyone. She was the first person, besides his mother, who ever knew what went on between him and his dad.


    Telling her had been…terrifying. But also liberating.


    He hadn’t been lying when he said just telling her helped. It felt like a lead weight the size of an aircraft carrier had been lifted from his chest. He could breathe again.


    When he’d convinced her to skip school yesterday for lunch at Abbey Road, he’d wanted more of that feeling. More breathing. More sharing. More everything.


    But ever since then, she’d been different. Absent. She hadn’t been in their usual spot at lunch today. She’d been riding to and from NextGen with her mom. And he hadn’t seen her once between classes, despite waiting at her locker long past the tardy bell several times.


    Something had definitely changed, and he didn’t think it was all her mom’s idea.


    When he circled back around the block, he stopped in the shadows of the trees in front of her house. There was only one way to find out for sure.


    He vaulted over her fence and made for the rain gutter in the corner of the house.


    


    The ceilings of suburbia are so boring. Not a crack or a watermark in sight. And I should know. I’ve been lying on my bed, staring up at mine for the last hour and a half, trying to fall asleep. I finally give up, roll over, and grab my tablet off my nightstand. If I can’t sleep, I can at least get some Graphic Grrl sketches done. I’m still two cells from finishing this week’s strip and it’s already Friday night.


    I’ve just finished the first one when I hear a scraping noise on the roof outside my window. A few seconds later, there is a familiar tap-tap-tap on the glass.


    I’m out of bed like a shot and at the window before he can tap again.


    I yank it open. “What are you doing here?”


    “Are you avoiding me?”


    Unlike last time, he actually seems sober. That’s an improvement.


    “No,” I lie. “Is that why you’re on my roof?”


    He shakes his head. “I think you are,” he says. “I think you’ve worked hard all day to avoid being with me, and I want to know why.”


    “Tru, you’re imagining things,” I insist. “I’m not— What are you doing?”


    He pushes my window farther open and lifts the blinds that hang halfway down the opening. When he starts to put one leg through, I push him back. Before he can ask questions, I shoo him away, then climb up on the box that acts as my ladder and out onto the roof.


    Just to make sure Mom doesn’t overhear, I pull the window shut behind me.


    “Sloane, what’s going on?” he asks as he twists around to sit on the roof. “Is this about your mom catching you off campus?”


    I squat down next to him and let myself fall back onto my butt. I should have known that just ignoring him wouldn’t make him go away. In fact, it probably only made him want to talk to me more.


    With Tru, I need to be direct. I owe him that much.


    “We can’t hang out anymore,” I say bluntly.


    To his credit, he just blinks and says, “Okay. Why not?”


    I tilt my head back, stare up at the starry night sky.


    “Yesterday, when my mom almost caught us out for lunch,” I explain, “I realized how close I came to blowing my chances of getting back to New York to finish my senior year at SODA.”


    Tru nods, as if he suspected as much.


    “You know she doesn’t…” I search for the right word choice. “Approve of you.”


    He snorts. “She outright hates me.”


    “No,” I argue. “She doesn’t even know you. She only knows what your mom has told her.”


    “All good things, I’m sure.”


    “I just…” There’s no nice way to say this, so I just have to blurt it out. “If Mom knew I’d been off campus with you, I would never be allowed out of my room.”


    “With me?” he murmurs, all humor gone.


    I squeeze my eyes shut. “I can’t risk her deciding that my being friends with you is a deal breaker.”


    I turn to look at him, but now he’s the one staring off into space.


    “I can’t do anything to risk being stuck here,” I say. “Which means I can’t hang out with you.”


    For the longest time, he doesn’t move. Doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t even breathe for all I can tell.


    But finally, after what feels like forever, he nods. “Okay.”


    “Okay?”


    “I get it.” He pushes to his feet and says again, “I get it.”


    He starts for the edge of the roof. I can’t just let it end like this.


    “I’m sorry, Tru.”


    He glances back over his shoulder. “It was nice knowing you, Sloane Whitaker.”


    Then he’s jumping off the corner of the roof, landing in our yard with a soft thud. A few seconds later, I see him climbing over the fence between our yards.


    If this is the right thing to do, then why does it feel so wrong?


    


    After the weekend I’ve had, I’m actually looking forward to school on Monday. I don’t think I’ve ever felt that way in any of my previous dozen years of education. It’s a testament to the sad state of my life.


    “Are you okay?” Mom asks, her voice gentle.


    I give her a not-too-fake smile. “Yeah, actually.”


    This time the silence on our drive is more comfortable, more…normal.


    While she focuses on the road, I pull up my portfolio on my tablet and flip through the pages. I’m hyper-inspecting everything. The layouts. The labels. The art itself. Every nitpicky detail I can possibly study that might send up a red flag or give the scholarship committee a reason to put mine aside.


    I am vaguely aware of cars zooming by. Traffic and concrete. Then trees. Then the brightly colored facade of NextGen.


    Mom hits her brakes so hard that my tablet flies to the floor. Only my quick-reaction seat belt keeps me from slamming forehead-first into the dash.


    “Mom, what the hell?”


    She just stares straight ahead. Eyes wide, knuckles white on the steering wheel.


    That should have been my first clue. She totally let my swear slip by unpunished.


    “Mom, what?” I ask, starting to get a really bad feeling.


    She doesn’t blink. Her voice is soft, weak, when she asks, “Sloane?”


    The hair on the back of my neck stands on end as I turn to follow the direction of her stare.


    “Oh my God,” I whisper.


    My heart thunders, pulse pounding in my ears, and I can’t breathe.


    Instead of the regular glass and primary-colored metal panels, the entire front of NextGen has been transformed. Swathes of blood red plastic crisscross the building. From roof to foundation. Spelling out three words.


    Art. Saves. Lives.


    Oh my God.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    “Sloane?” Mom repeats after several frozen seconds.


    Her voice knocks my thoughts loose, and suddenly they are racing everywhere.


    “Mom, no,” I say. “This wasn’t me.”


    “It’s…” She shakes her head, can’t tear her gaze away from the school. “Exactly the same.”


    “I know,” I whisper.


    And it is. Every detail, from the shapes of the letters to the spacing between them to the faint translucency of the plastic. It’s as if someone took the exact plastic from The Incident and glued it up on the NextGen facade.


    Mom closes her eyes, lowers her head. “Did you—”


    “No!” I blurt. “God no, why would I? Mom, you have to believe me.”


    “I’m not sure I can.”


    “All I want is to get back to New York,” I reason. “You know that. All I want is to keep to our deal and go home after this quarter. Why on earth would I do this”—I gesture at the school—“when it would only prolong my sentence?”


    Mom turns, looks me in the eye. “Swear,” she says. “Swear to me on your art that you had nothing to do with this.”


    “Mom, I swear.” I keep my gaze as steady as possible. “This wasn’t me.”


    She studies me for a moment, considering, and then nods. “Okay.”


    “Okay?” I echo.


    “You may have done one stupid thing.” She pulls the car ahead into a visitor parking spot. “But I trust you not to lie to me.”


    “Thank you,” I say.


    Before I can get too relieved, she adds, “But know that if you break my trust this time, it might be impossible to get back.”


    I’m not sure whether to be relieved or insulted, but at this point I will take what I can get. I had absolutely nothing to do with this recreation of The Incident. But I know that convincing anyone else—and most especially Principal Ben—will be practically impossible.


    “Come on,” Mom says, grabbing her purse from the backseat. “Let’s go face this head on.”


    Two minutes later, we are sitting in the red faux-leather chairs in the main office, waiting for Principal Ben to finish with a phone call. Any hope I had that no one had noticed the sheets of red plastic covering the building—hahaha, delusional much?—evaporated when we walked into the office.


    Agnes and Kyle gave me twin looks of disappointment. Like I had let them down, let the whole school down.


    There is no point trying to convince them otherwise. In their minds, I am clearly guilty. Judged without trial. I can only hope that Principal Ben will at least listen to my side of the story—which is utter cluelessness.


    “You can go in,” Agnes says.


    I feel her eyes on me as Mom and I make our way to the door. The angry part of me—the part that feels somehow violated, like someone is using my own art against me—wants to flip her off behind my back. How dare she just assume that I’m to blame?


    But the part of me that knows I’m innocent, that wants this all to go away the right way, keeps my hands safely in my pockets.


    When we walk inside, Principal Ben leans back in his chair.


    “So, Sloane,” he says, giving me a sad look, “it looks like we have a problem.”


    “I didn’t do it,” I insist, lurching forward to lean on his desk, as if getting closer will convince him. “I swear, Principal B—Haverford, it wasn’t me.”


    He turns his computer monitor to face me, and I see a photograph of The Incident. The one that ran on the front page of the Arts section of the New York Gazette.


    “You have to admit,” he says, “that they are virtually identical.”


    “I know.” I plop into my seat.


    “Other than circumstantial similarities,” Mom says, “do you have any evidence that Sloane is the perpetrator?”


    “Isn’t that enough?” he asks back.


    “Not in any court in the country.”


    Mom is in full-on lawyer mode. Normally I hate seeing her like this, all cutthroat and unrelenting. But today I’m relieved to have her on my side.


    No matter how this goes down, at least I have that.


    “Luckily, we are not at trial here,” Principal Ben says, leaning his elbows onto his desk. “The question I am left with is who else could have done this?”


    “Anyone who reads the Gazette,” Mom offers.


    “Or social media,” I add. “The artsaveslives hashtag was trending for three days.”


    “While I am sure that the potential suspect pool is quite large,” he says as he pulls his monitor back to face him, “the question is who at NextGen in particular both knew about the incident and knew that the perpetrator was within our student body?”


    I open my mouth to argue that anyone could know, but I snap it back closed just as quickly.


    “Her identity wasn’t released to the public,” Mom whispers, all the steam gone from her fight.


    Principal Ben nods, as if to say, Exactly.


    Mom turns to me. “Who did you tell?”


    Here comes the double-edged sword. If I reveal that I told anyone—not that I told, precisely, more that Aimeigh guessed—I will not only be ratting on my only friends here, but also violating Rule Two: Don’t tell anyone about The Incident.


    If I don’t, I might go down for something I didn’t do.


    “Sloane…” The warning in her voice tells me that breaking one of The Rules is the least of my problems at the moment.


    “Aimeigh Mullins,” I say reluctantly. “But I didn’t tell her. She guessed.”


    “Anyone else?” Principal Ben asks, and for the first time since driving into the parking lot fifteen minutes ago, I’m optimistic that he’s actually considering the possibility that I’m innocent.


    But my heart sinks as I realize the only other name on this very short list.


    “Tru,” I say. “Tru Dorsey.”


    Mom makes a disapproving sound while Principal Ben pushes his lips together and nods once. Maybe Tru hasn’t snowed the administration as thoroughly as I thought.


    It feels almost like a betrayal. Like I’m feeding him to the wolves, like I’m adding fuel to the already raging fire of his trouble.


    But then, for a moment, I wonder.


    Tru is one of only two people here who know about my delinquent past. Aimeigh has no reason to set me up. But Tru… When I told him we couldn’t hang out anymore, that I couldn’t ride with him to school, and that we couldn’t be seen together, he seemed to take it really well. I can’t believe he would have done this.


    “It wasn’t Tru,” I say.


    “I know you like the boy, Sloane,” Mom says, her voice full of disdain, “but you can’t defend someone who tried to sabotage you.”


    “He didn’t, Mom,” I insist. “He wouldn’t.”


    “Do you have evidence?” Principal Ben asks.


    I could lie. I want to. But I don’t think adding more lies to the layers will help in the end, might actually get me in trouble when I haven’t done anything wrong.


    “No, but I know him. He didn’t do this.”


    Mom looks at me with a mix of pity and fury.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Tru sat in his car in the far corner of the parking lot, hands clenched tight around his steering wheel. The drive to school wasn’t the same without Sloane in the car.


    As if Monday mornings didn’t suck enough already.


    At first, when Sloane told him why she couldn’t see him anymore, he’d been angry. Hurt, even, that she would shut him out. All because of whatever bullshit his mother had told hers about his behavior. All because they’d snuck off campus for one amazing lunch.


    They had fun together. Whether it was trying indoor skydiving or debating the impact of computers on the art world over lunch, when they were together he saw a brightness in her eyes that wasn’t there when she didn’t know he was watching.


    He recognized it because he felt the same brightness. Felt…bigger when they were together. Better.


    And for that reason, when she told him she was taking the source of that brightness away, he’d been angry.


    He’d wanted to hurt her in the same way she’d hurt him. He knew that hadn’t been her intention, but it had been the result just the same.


    Then, last night, as he leaned out his window and stared up at the cloudy sky—forcing himself not to look next door to see if she was out on her roof, doing the same thing—he realized he didn’t need to make her hurt. By pushing him away, she had done that to herself.


    He couldn’t even blame her for it. He understood how badly she wanted to be back in New York. Hell, she practically ate, slept, and breathed the Big Apple. She obviously was New York.


    Besides, if he had a chance to get the hell away from here, he wouldn’t let anyone get in his way, either.


    So by the time he slid into his spot in the school parking lot Monday morning, his anger had faded and he was left with nothing but the dull ache of missing her. And since there was nothing to do about that particular feeling, he would just have to go on with his day. Go on with his life.


    Lord knew he’d gone on with worse before.


    He felt the buzz the moment he stepped out of his car. An energy crackling among the students of Austin NextGen.


    He saw Clay talking to an underclassman, making huge gestures.


    “Hey, dude,” Tru said as he walked up to the pair. “What’s going on?”


    “Oh, man, it’s legendary,” Clay said, his eyes wide and clearly excited to have another pair of ears for whatever tale he was about to tell. “It’s all over the front of the school. You have to see it for yourself.”


    While Tru normally wouldn’t trust Clay’s judgment when it came to anything worth judging, something about the wild intensity in his eyes made Tru turn right out of the parking lot, taking the path that would lead him around to the school’s main entrance.


    A crowd had gathered on the sidewalk, staring at Building A.


    Tru looked up.


    His stomach plummeted like a roller coaster dive. The giant red letters stood out against the glass and metal surface of the NextGen front facade.


    “Shit.”


    He pushed through the crowd. His only thought was Sloane. She wouldn’t have done this. He had no doubt about that. She wanted to get home to New York too badly to risk this kind of trouble.


    But she would be blamed. Whoever had done this wanted her to be blamed. Wanted her to be kicked out of school, even.


    He was not about to let that happen.


    When he skidded to a stop inside the main office, he didn’t bother flashing Agnes the grin that usually got him whatever he needed.


    “I have to see Principal Haverford,” he told her.


    “You’ll have to wait,” she said with disgust. “He’s in a meeting.”


    The way she said it told Tru exactly who the principal was meeting with.


    He started for the door.


    Agnes darted out from behind the desk faster than he gave her credit for.


    “Truman, you can’t go in there.” She braced herself against the door, blocking his path.


    He flashed his most charming smile. “Sorry, Agnes, but I have to.”


    Despite her weight pushing against it, he managed to get enough leverage to pull the door open. As he had imagined, Sloane was sitting in one of the chairs facing Haverford’s desk. She looked pale as a ghost. She must have been terrified.


    Her mother sat in the matching chair.


    Better and better.


    Tru smiled, knowing he wasn’t too late.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    A loud noise in the office beyond the door interrupted Mom mid-speech. It sounded like a scuffle, raised voices, and then a big thump against the door.


    Principal Ben pushed to his feet, just as the door swung open.


    “Tru Dorsey, you cannot just barge in there!” Agnes shouts.


    Tru ignores her, storming inside and stomping up to Principal Ben’s desk.


    “I’m here to confess,” Tru says, his spine straight and legs braced wide.


    He and Principal Ben face each other across the broad desk.


    Tru’s hands fist at his sides. “Art Saves Lives. I did it.”


    “Tru, no,” I gasp.


    He doesn’t turn, doesn’t look at me.


    I turn to Mom, feeling helpless, but she has a smug look on her face. Like she’s killing two birds with one lie: getting me off the hook and getting Tru into more trouble than ever. She shouldn’t take so much joy in someone else’s problems, even if she sees them as saving her from some of her own.


    “Tru, why are you doing this?” I grab his arm, make him look at me.


    He hesitates for just a second, just long enough for me to see the haunted look in his eyes. The pain. Then he cocks his mouth up into that charming smirk.


    “I don’t want you to get credit for my stunt,” Tru says. Then he turns back to Principal Ben and holds out his hands. “Cuff me, Principal Ben. I’m ready to face my executioner.”


    Principal Ben frowns. “Call the Dorseys,” he tells Agnes, who is lurking in the doorway. “And then call the police.”


    Tru’s smile flickers for a second.


    Principal Ben tells Mom, “You should probably go.”


    Mom nods, then waves me out of the office before her.


    I’m in shock. This must be what shock feels like. I’m numb, stunned, unable to process thoughts. Tru did this? He really did this? Why? To get back at me? Did I really hurt him so badly?


    After I just defended him to my mom and Principal Ben.


    The more I think about it, the more my skin itches with anger. How could he do this to me? He knows how much getting home means to me. He had to know that this copycat stunt would void Mom’s deal and leave me trapped here indefinitely.


    Then again, that was probably his point. I hurt him by pushing him out of my life, so he hurts me right back in the way designed to cut the deepest.


    As I file out of the office, Mom’s arm proudly around my shoulder, my head hangs low. I don’t think I’ve ever felt worse.


    


    “Are you ready for chow time?” Aimeigh bumps my shoulder with hers.


    I realize I’ve just been standing by my locker, not even capable of turning the combination, of putting my copy of Ulysses away and grabbing my trig textbook for after lunch.


    Thoughts keep tracking through my mind, like a playlist of two conflicting emotions set on repeat: anger that Tru would set me up like this and confusion over why he would take credit for it anyway. That sort of defeats the purpose of setting me up.


    “Hey,” she says, ducking down to look into my eyes. “What’s wrong?”


    “You saw it, right?” I ask.


    She frowns. “Saw what?”


    “The front of the school. The words in red plastic.”


    “No clue what you’re— Oh.” Her mouth snaps shut as she figures out what I’m saying. She leans in close, whispers, “Did you—?”


    “No!” I finally find the brainpower to open my locker. I punctuate each turn of the combination dial with a word. “I. Didn’t. Do it.”


    The lock releases and I pull open the royal blue metal door.


    “But Haverford called you in, right?” she asks. “I mean, you would have to be his first suspect.”


    “I went in on my own,” I explain. “I told him I had nothing to do with it. He didn’t want to believe me.”


    “But he did?” Aimeigh asks, sounding surprised.


    I nod.


    I’m still trying to figure out what to think.


    “That’s a shocker.” She leans against the locker next to mine. “He’s not usually the type to trust so easily.”


    I shook my head. “He didn’t believe me.”


    “Then why—?”


    I can hear the question she doesn’t want to finish. Then why are you out here in the hall, going to class, instead of standing expelled on the sidewalk with your tail between your legs?


    “Tru,” I whisper. “He…confessed.”


    “What?” Aimeigh jerks upright. “Tru confessed? Why would he do that?”


    “I don’t…” I shake my head.


    To be honest, I can’t wrap my mind around why he would confess. I would hardly blame him if he’d pulled off the copycat act to punish me. I deserve it, after how I treated him last week. But then why confess and save me from exactly what he wanted to happen? Guilt?


    It doesn’t make any sense.


    “Did he do it?” Aimeigh asks. “I mean, do you believe him?”


    “I don’t know what to believe.” I wrap my fingers around my heavy chemistry textbook and pull it out. “He must have. I don’t know why he would say he did, if he didn’t.”


    But then why did he confess? Especially considering how much shit he’s going to get from his parents over this. His dad is going to be furious.


    “I can’t believe he—” Aimeigh throws her hands up in an inexplicable gesture. “That’s so un-Tru-like. His rebellions are more about his parents than school. I never thought he would…”


    “I know,” I agree. “But I’m not sure what else to think. Who else could have done it?”


    “What do you mean?” she asks.


    “My name wasn’t in the papers,” I explain. “The only people at NextGen who know about The Incident, besides Principal Ben and some of the staff, were you and Tru.”


    Aimeigh puts her hands up. “Well it wasn’t me.”


    “I know,” I say. “Why would you?”


    Why would anyone? Aimeigh’s my friend, apparently my only friend. She has no reason to get me in trouble. At least Tru had a motive.


    Aimeigh drums her fingers against my locker door.


    “Wait, I know. That day you told me and Tru,” she says, “when I guessed at lunch, Jenna came up right after to call us to Mrs. K’s room. She must have overheard.”


    I frown. “You really think Jenna might have done this?”


    Jenna is a weird duck, to be sure, but rebellion doesn’t seem like her thing. Doing anything against school policy doesn’t seem like her thing.


    “Why would she?” I ask.


    Aimeigh shrugs. “Who knows why that freak does anything? Maybe she just wanted some attention. Or maybe she has it in for you?”


    “I never did anything to her. It makes no sense.”


    I try to imagine odd but seemingly nice enough Jenna, in her hideous orange sweater, climbing all over the school to recreate my art. And for no apparent reason whatsoever. I don’t get it.


    “It makes more sense than Tru doing it,” Aimeigh argues. “Or me. You should go to Haverford, tell him that Jenna knows.”


    I consider it. But I don’t have any proof that Jenna did it. I don’t even have any proof that she knows about The Incident.


    All I have is Tru’s confession.


    As much as it kills me to think so, I have to face the possibility that maybe he really did do it. Maybe he wanted to punish me for pushing him away. And maybe he felt too guilty to go through with it.


    Even if my heart doesn’t want to believe it, that’s the only theory that makes sense.


    


    At around two in the morning, my phone dings with a new text message from Tash. Seriously? At two in the morning? Which means it’s three in the morning back home.


    After rolling over to snatch my phone off the nightstand, I hold it above my head.


    Tash: Y rn’t u home yet?


    Me: Me n mom made a deal. Home after 1st qtr


    Tash: Not soon enuf. I miss my Sloanie


    Me: I miss u 2


    If she had to wake me up in the middle of the night, I’m glad it’s not because she’s still moping over Brice. Tash is still Tash, after all.


    For a minute, I think that’s going to be the end of the conversation. I let the phone rest on my chest and close my eyes, drifting back into slumberland.


    I’m just about back to the dream where Tru is standing on top of the school, holding a roll of red sheet plastic over his head and singing to me at the top of his lungs, when my phone rings.


    “Hey, what’s up?” I ask, my voice rough and sleepy.


    “Sloooaaaannnnne,” she wails into the phone.


    But unlike the last time we talked, this isn’t the moaning wail of the brokenhearted. It’s the incoherent wail of the drunk.


    Great.


    After the day I had, I’m not in a mood to deal with wasted Tash.


    “Call me when you’re sober,” I tell her.


    “No, no, wait,” she begs. “Just wait.”


    I do, holding the phone against my ear while I’m waiting for her to continue.


    “Sloane?” she asks tentatively.


    “I’m listening.”


    “Oh, I thought you hung up.”


    “Nope,” I say. “Still here.”


    I switch over to speakerphone and let my hand drop to my side.


    “When are you coming home?”


    I sigh. “I told you. After first quarter.”


    “No, you should come home now. I have to tell you about Mr. Noble.”


    Since I don’t know Mr. Noble, I assume he’s Tash’s hot new painting teacher. I’ll be amazed if she hasn’t flirted herself to an A in the class already.


    “I would if I could,” I tell her. “But you know Mom. I’m lucky I even got her to make this deal with—”


    “No!” Drunk Tash turns petulant when she doesn’t get her way. “You come home now. I need you, so just tell her—” I’m not sure what pushes me over the edge. It could be the crappy day. Or the late hour. Or I could be just at the end of my rope when it comes to Tash.


    Whatever the reason, I bolt up in bed, switch off speakerphone, and snap, “You know what? I’m sorry if my absence is inconvenient for you. But do you think I want to be here? Do you think I asked to be moved halfway across the country? Do you think I wanted to have an arrest on my permanent record?”


    “No, but—”


    “Ever since that night, my life has been pretty much shit,” I continue. I’m really on a roll now. “And I’m sorry that you don’t understand it, since you got off scot-free, but I actually do have to pay the price for what we did.”


    “Sloane—”


    “We couldn’t both be around the corner making out with the guy who was supposed to be mine.” I pace a pattern between my bed and the window. “But then I guess I actually owe you for that one, don’t I?”


    She gasps. “You liked Brice?”


    “Oh come on,” I reply. “You had to know.”


    “I didn’t, Sloane. I swear.”


    I press my head against the cool glass of the window. “Yeah, I know,” I say, realizing as I say the words that I believe them. “I know you didn’t.”


    “I would never,” she insists.


    “I know,” I repeat. “I’m just… It’s been a rough couple days.”


    I hear her sobbing softly through the phone, and even from so many miles away, I want to reach out and reassure her. Despite my harsh words, I’m not really mad about Brice. And I don’t blame Tash for not getting caught—that’s as much my fault as it was hers. I just need her to show a little understanding for what I’m going through. Is that too much to ask?


    “I’m so sorry about Brice and the cops and everything,” she says through the sniffles. “I’m so sorry that I didn’t get caught. I’m so sorry that you took all the blame and you’re suffering all of the consequences.”


    Sounds like my real talk sobered her up quickly.


    “If I could trade places with you, I would in a flash,” she insists. “But my mom—”


    “I know, Tash. I really do understand. “I just… I need you to understand, okay? I miss you more than anything, and I want to be home more than anything.”


    “Me too!”


    “And even if I could go back and not tell the cops that I did it all on my own, I wouldn’t. You’re my best friend, and I don’t regret protecting you.” I take a breath. “But please, you have to stop with the guilt trips. Because I’ll be home as soon as I can. You know me well enough to know that’s true.”


    She’s silent for a long time. I strain to hear the sounds of more sniffles, but it’s just silence. Did we get cut off? Maybe she hung up on me.


    “Do you—?” Her voice is feather soft. “Do you want me to stop texting?”


    “No,” I blurt. “God, no, of course not. Some days you’re the only thing keeping me sane.”


    “Good. Because I don’t know what I’d do if I didn’t have you to talk to.”


    In that moment, in that one sentence, I have an epiphany. I’ve always known Tash was my only close friend, and I’m okay with that. I just never stopped to realize that I was her only one, too. She seems so over-the-top outgoing, I guess I imagined she had legions of other friends just waiting to take my place.


    But with me gone, she must feel as lonely as I do.


    “We should talk more,” I say. “Not texting. Actual real talk.”


    “I’d like that.”


    I glance at the clock on my phone. “Just not at two-twenty-eight in the morning.”


    “Definitely not.”


    “Good night, Tash,” I tell her.


    “’Night, Sloane. I love you.”


    “Love you.”


    We click off and, just before I drift back to sleep, she texts me a kissy-face emoji. I send the same one back and then mute my phone. I feel like a weight has been lifted off my chest.


    Now if I could only solve the problem of Tru and the copycat vandalism, I’d be back to my one and only big problem: being stuck in Austin.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Oliver rubs his hands together. “The time has come, my little seedlings, to tell you about the senior projects.”


    Everyone sits up a little straighter in their seats.


    I slump farther down into mine. For the past couple days I’ve been in a kind of fog. It’s like I’m going through the motions, hearing the world around me, responding when necessary, but not really fully engaged. Since Tru confessed to the copycat vandalism, nothing has felt quite right.


    Without his constant smiling and teasing and outlandish comments, the classroom full of people feels too empty. I feel too empty. How had he become such an integral part of my day in such a short period of time?


    “Or, should I say,” Oliver teases, “project.”


    He places a hard emphasis on the final letter of the word project. As in singular.


    A couple of students groan.


    Willa drops her head to the table.


    “What?” Jenna cries.


    “That’s right, kids.” Oliver gestures around the table at all of us. “This year, senior seminar projects are going to be a group project.”


    While this doesn’t seem like such a big deal to me, some of the other students look outraged. I guess if they’ve been looking forward to doing solo senior projects for three years, it could be annoying to find out we’re going to do one big group thing.


    I turn to stare out the window. It is a brilliantly sunny day and the Pokémon statue is gleaming like a fresh-off-the-mint dime. Could a day be more completely at odds with my mood?


    “What kind of group project?” Willa asks, back in an upright position.


    “The group will decide,” Oliver answers. “You can choose any media, any format, any direction you, as a group, decide.”


    “What about the end-of-year exhibit?” Jenna asks.


    Oliver smiles at her. “That will still happen. But instead of individual and small group presentations, you will present as a single group.”


    Mariely raises her hand. “Can I ask why?”


    “Yeah,” Dahlia says. “Why the change?”


    Oliver nods. “I understand that many of you have been waiting years to work on these projects. You may have already been planning them, working on them even. And that’s part of the reason. We want everyone to be starting from scratch.”


    Jenna looks like she’s about to cry. I know her type. She likes to be ahead of schedule. She probably started working on this freshman year, has it all planned down to the tiniest detail, and now it’s been pulled out from under her.


    Kind of like my life. I spent three years at SODA, waiting for my time as senior to come. And then, because of one stupid decision, I had to start everything from scratch. Jenna should be happy it’s only an art project.


    “And the other reason?” Willa asks.


    “Because working entirely on your own or even choosing your own small groups isn’t necessarily realistic or representative of the real world.” Oliver starts a circle around the room. “You will often have to work with people you don’t know, don’t know well, or—to be honest—don’t even like.”


    He pauses behind an empty chair, places his hands on the back.


    “As part of the life skills initiative,” he continues, “we want your senior projects to mimic a real-life working artist scenario as completely as possible.”


    I can’t stop staring at the empty chair Oliver is leaning on for emphasis. Tru’s empty chair.


    There are a few other empty chairs in the room, and Tru always sat next to me, but for some reason the image of Oliver standing over that one across the table just shoots right through me.


    Everything about this feels wrong. Tru should be sitting in that chair, should be in this classroom right now. Should be part of this group project, whatever it’s going to be.


    I haven’t seen him since he barged into Principal Ben’s office and confessed to the art crime I’d been accused of. Two days with no teasing in the halls. No knocking on my bedroom window. Not even any sounds of yelling coming from next door.


    I’ve texted him several times. I know I shouldn’t, since I’m the one who broke off with him, but this kind of changes things. This really changes things.


    He hasn’t responded.


    I’m worried about him. Mom says Mr. and Mrs. Dorsey have been out of town since the end of last week, so at least I know he hasn’t had to face his parents yet. The thought of what will happen when he does makes me sick. He shouldn’t be punished for something he didn’t do.


    I jerk back.


    That’s the exact moment I realize that, despite his confession and the lack of evidence otherwise, I know that Tru didn’t plastic the school. He couldn’t have, wouldn’t have. No matter how mad he might have been at me, he wouldn’t have set me up like that. I have nothing to go on except my gut, my instincts about him, but I believe it as strongly as if I’d seen the real vandal—whoever that is—plasticking the school with my own eyes.


    Besides, if he really wanted to get back at me, he has everything he needs to totally ruin my life. He knows about Graphic Grrl. After the Artzfeed post, the quest to uncover my identity went viral. There’s even a whoisgraphicgrrl.com website. With a reward and everything.


    Breaking that story would be way juicier than a repeat of my illegal trespassing and vandalism charges.


    Tru didn’t set me up, which means he only confessed to save me. He sacrificed himself, for me. That kind of loyalty shouldn’t be punished by expulsion and whatever his parents will do to him. It should be rewarded. Revered. Returned.


    “Oliver,” I blurt in the middle of his answer to yet another group project question, pushing to my feet as I snatch my backpack from the floor, “can I be excused?”


    He studies me for a second, and I silently beg him to give me permission. Because I’m going whether he gives it or not, and I’d rather not get in bigger trouble for what I’m about to do than is absolutely necessary. Finally, he nods.


    I’m out the door and racing down the hall in a flash.


    Tru fell on his sword to protect me. And now it’s my turn to protect him.


    


    I rush into the main office and throw open Principal Ben’s door before Agnes and Kyle even have time to notice me. I’ve had the entire run from senior seminar to build up my adrenaline for what I’m about to do.


    Panting and desperate to make things right, I blurt, “Tru didn’t do it!”


    Principal Ben just stares at me, eyes wide. Maybe barging in the same way Tru did two days ago wasn’t the most brilliant idea I’ve ever had, especially when I see who is sitting in the chairs across from his desk.


    Mr. and Mrs. Dorsey.


    The look on Mr. Dorsey’s face could melt the Iron Throne.


    “Sloane?” Mrs. Dorsey asks.


    Oh shit. I didn’t think this through before I raced inside. Not that I could have known Tru’s parents would be here. I didn’t know they were back in town.


    My first thought is, Have they seen Tru already or did they come straight here before going home?


    I can’t seem to form words. “Um…”


    “What do you mean Tru didn’t do it?” Principal Ben asks, apparently not thrown by my unannounced arrival. “Do you have new evidence?”


    Think, Sloane. Think.


    “He, um…”


    When I dashed out of senior seminar, my only plan had been to beg Principal Ben to reconsider, to tell him what my gut told me. I was running on certainty and adrenaline. But with three very intense pairs of eyes focused on me, I know gut feelings won’t be enough. I need real, tangible evidence. Evidence I don’t have.


    I could confess, but where would that get me? I’d be expelled in Tru’s place, when neither of us is guilty. If he sacrificed himself to protect me, it’s kind of messed up to do the same. We could find ourselves in some never-ending cycle of self-sacrificing. They might just kick us both out and be done with it.


    Great. What am I going to do?


    I care about him too much to let him go down for this. For me. Even if it means never getting back to New York.


    Oh God, I have an idea. It might be a royally stupid one, but it just might work. Or at least buy us some time.


    “Principal, um…” I bite my lip, force myself to relax so I look as sincere as possible. “Principal Haverford,” I begin again, “I can’t stay quiet anymore. I know Tru didn’t vandalize the school.”


    Tru’s parents must be stunned silent or something, because they just keep staring at me. Mr. Dorsey looks a bit like he’s ready to crush something and Mrs. Dorsey like she’s hoping I have the lifeline she so desperately wants for her son.


    “How do you know this?” Principal Ben asks.


    I take a deep breath and prepare myself for the fallout.


    This is going to get me into a whole different kind of trouble. Without an audience, I might have had a chance at getting through this without anyone outside the office finding out. But that’s not an option at this point. If the Dorseys are here, that means they’re home and they know their son has been expelled. I have to do this now, or who knows what will happen to Tru?


    I have to do it now, and there’s no going back.


    “Because,” I say, not meeting the Dorseys’ interested gazes, “he was with me that night.”


    Principal Ben gives me a sympathetic look. “Sloane, we don’t know what time the vandalism happened. Just because Tru was with you for part of the—”


    “No,” I interrupt, sealing my fate as a perpetually grounded individual. “We were together all night.”


    Mrs. Dorsey gasps, slaps her hand over her mouth in supposed outrage, but I can see the sparkle of relief in her eyes.


    Mr. Dorsey huffs out an annoyed breath. Like he wanted Tru to be guilty, wanted to be able to punish him for this ultimate act of rebellion. Tough luck, dude.


    Principal Ben blinks. Several times.


    “I see…” he says. Clears his throat. Looks down at his desk, shuffles some papers. “So, ahem, then why didn’t you tell me this when Tru confessed?”


    “Because my mom was there,” I say, as if the answer was too obvious to even ask. “And because she doesn’t approve of Tru. I was afraid of what she would say if she knew we were seeing each other.”


    I hold my breath.


    For several long moments, everyone is quite still. Frozen, and staring at me. No matter what happens, all I can feel is relief. I know I’ve done the right thing, saving Tru from his misguided attempt to protect me. Whatever happens after this…at least I’ve done that right.


    


    Mom doesn’t look at me as I climb into the car.


    Great. Another fun-filled drive.


    “So, you heard,” I say.


    She draws in a deep breath and then sighs. “Were you going to tell me?”


    “What?” I feign innocence, buying myself even a few more seconds before Mom-rage is in full effect.


    “About Tru.”


    “Why would I?” I retort.


    “Because I’m your mother,” she says, her voice way more calm than I expect as she pulls out into traffic.


    “You expressly forbade me from having anything to do with him.” I pluck at the hem of my black Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D. tee. “Must have slipped my mind to let you know we’re friends.”


    “You were with him at Abbey Road, weren’t you?”


    I see no point in lying anymore. My fate is sealed. “Yes.”


    There is a long pause as she navigates her way onto the freeway, and then she asks, “How long have you been sexually active?”


    I cough-choke on my own tongue.


    Clearly I had not thought through that part of my non-existent plan. If I could magically climb into a Graphic Grrl strip right now and disappear forever rather than have this talk with Mom, I totally would.


    I slump lower in my seat. “I’m not.”


    “That’s not what your principal told me,” she says.


    “God, you’re talking about my sex life with Principal Ben?” I cover my eyes with my hands. “I hope you have a nice therapy fund set aside.”


    “Sloane…”


    “Ugh, I’m not, okay,” I say. “I’m not sexually active.”


    “Then you didn’t spend all Sunday night with Tru?” she asks. “When I thought you were upstairs—alone—and asleep?”


    I could make this fight about something it’s not. Tell her that what I do in the privacy of my own room is none of her concern, that I am adult enough to make my own decisions about my life. But while that might score me some major Rebellious Youth points, in the end we would still be at war over this.


    And, to be honest, I’m tired of being at war. I’m tired of tiptoeing around everything, terrified that I’ll do something against The Rules and wind up sentenced to Texas for life. I probably already am.


    There’s no way I get out of this unscathed. Either I’m the girl who’s sleeping with the screw-up neighbor, or I’m the girl who lied to the principal. I’m going to face Mom-wrath no matter what I choose.


    But I’m tired of playing the what-will-get-me-in-the-least-trouble game. And I’m tired of Mom thinking the worst of Tru, when he’s definitely one of the best.


    “No,” I admit. “I wasn’t with Tru Sunday night.”


    She jerks the car two lanes to the left. Clearly Mom is getting used to the Austin traffic scene.


    “Then why in God’s name did you say you were?” She shakes her head. “I swear, Sloane. Sometimes I don’t think you use your brain at all.”


    “Yeah, well, sometimes I don’t think you know me at all,” I throw back. “You don’t trust me anymore, and I get it. I deserve it. I screwed up, and I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry that I ruined everything with one stupid mistake. I’m sorry I broke up our family, but—”


    “Honey, no,” Mom interrupts. “You didn’t break up our family. You have to know that.”


    I wave off her words. “But you have to forgive me. I’m still the same daughter I was before The Incident. Someday you’re going to have to trust me again. You might as well start now, because Tru didn’t do it.”


    “You can’t know that.” She shakes her head. “You said yourself he is one of only a couple of students who know about your stunt. Do any of the others who know have a delinquent past?”


    She can’t even see how prejudiced she’s being. All she can see is the serial screw-up that his mom is always telling her Tru is. She’s never even given him a chance. Never actually tried to get to know him or see what he’s really like. Just sentenced him based on gossip evidence from his mom. It must be nice to live in such a black and white world.


    Sure, Tru has screwed up. On multiple occasions. But that doesn’t make him irredeemable.


    “Have you never made a mistake?” I ask, turning the tables on her. “What am I thinking, of course you haven’t. Sorry, not all of us can be as perfect as you.”


    “Don’t be ridiculous. No one is perfect,” Mom returns. “I’ve made plenty of mistakes.”


    I almost die of shock that the Queen of Perfection is actually admitting to the occasional error in judgment. “Does that mean we should spend the rest of our lives paying for them? How is that fair?”


    “It’s not fair. That’s what I’ve been trying to make you understand since you got arrested!” she throws back. “Choices have consequences. I don’t want you to spend the rest of your life regretting them.”


    Okay. Clearly the can’t-we-all-relate strategy isn’t getting us anywhere.


    Not that I think there is anywhere to get, but she’s my mom, and I don’t want things between us to always be like this. I have to keep trying. For her, for the relationship we used to have, and—right now—especially for Tru.


    “Look, I know the Dorseys have told you some bad things about him,” I explain, keeping my voice even. “And maybe they’re all true. But he’s never in trouble at school. The teachers and administrators adore him. He has a hard time with his parents. That’s it. Tru isn’t a bad guy, he’s just…a difficult son.”


    Mom dives back across traffic as we get closer to our exit.


    “You like the boy, I understand,” she says in a patronizing tone that makes me want to jump out of the car. “You can’t see—”


    “He did it for me, okay?” I blurt.


    I can’t take it anymore, the tiptoeing, the strategizing, the trying to find the right angle. There is no angle. There’s just the truth.


    And the truth is Tru and I care about each other. We shouldn’t be punished for that.


    As she steers off the freeway, she asks, “What do you mean?”


    “He confessed to protect me,” I explain. “He knew I would be blamed even if I didn’t do it, knew it would get me kicked out or worse. So he confessed. He sacrificed himself for me.”


    For once, Mom doesn’t have a response.


    “He didn’t care if I had done it. He still confessed to protect me,” I repeat. “So I have to protect him right back.”


    She’s quiet for a long time. I don’t know what else to say, how else I can make her understand. I’ve tried everything. I just give up.


    Leaning my head against the window, I stare out as the fences and roofs of suburbia drift by.


    When we first made this drive, all I knew of Austin was the bland, boring monotony of the suburbs. But now I know there is a lot more to the city. If I have to be stuck somewhere, at least it’s somewhere with culture. I can think of a million worse places to be.


    Mom stays silent as she navigates our neighborhood, past all the houses that look just alike, down one street and then another until she’s pulling into our driveway. There are no cars in the Dorseys’ driveway, but they park in the garage. They could be having a knock-down, drag-out inside. Or there could be no one home.


    “He really did that?” Mom finally asks, her voice soft. “He confessed to keep you out of trouble?”


    I look away from the house next door. She is staring straight ahead, her eyes unfocused. Maybe things are finally sinking in.


    “Even though he was mad at me,” I explain. “Even though I told him we couldn’t be friends because you would disapprove, and I’d lose any chance of getting back to New York. He had every reason to let me hang, but he sacrificed himself anyway.”


    Mom chews on her bottom lip, lost in thought. Probably trying to figure out whether I have blown my chance of getting back to New York.


    For the first time since she and Dad sprang this whole move-to-Texas plan on me, that’s not my biggest concern. Whether she lets me go home when the quarter ends in a few weeks, or I’m stuck here through the end of the year, I plan to make the most of it. And that means seeing where things lead with Tru.


    Can’t she understand that he put me first? He cares about me and, even though he had no proof that I was innocent—could have thought I was guilty, for all I know—he was still willing to put himself on the line to protect me. He put me first.


    Mom should appreciate that.


    She turns off the ignition.


    “Mom, look,” I say when she reaches for the door. “I know I screwed up. Multiple times. I know I lost your trust, and you don’t want to see me mess up that epically again.”


    When she looks at me, her eyes are glistening.


    “But I’m asking you to trust me on this.” I lay my hand over hers where it rests on her thigh. “Trust me to have learned from my mistakes.”


    “I want to,” she says, looking into my eyes like she might find answers there.


    This is about more than Tru, more than The Incident. This is about me being a responsible almost-adult. About her believing in me again.


    “Trust that I’m too stubborn to be a follower. Just because I hang out with someone who is a screw-up doesn’t mean I’m going to be one, too.” I lean forward so I can look into her eyes. “And Tru is not a screw-up.”


    I wait, anxious, as she processes the conversation. I consider it a really good sign that she’s no longer dogmatically defending her opinion about Tru. No longer dismissing my words as a matter of course. That she is actually thinking about what I’m saying can only be a good sign.


    “Occasional poor decisions aside,” she says, nodding, “you have always been a good judge of character. If you say Tru is a good guy, then I believe you.”


    I sigh with relief, a huge smile on my face. I hadn’t realized how much it bothered me that Mom wouldn’t trust me on this. That I might have really lost her trust for good.


    Maybe, just maybe, re-earning her trust is my first step back to New York. At the very least, it’s the first step back to our old relationship.


    She turns to face me. “Now what?”


    “Now,” I say, my relieved smile turning a bit to the maniacal side, “we find out who tried to set me up.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Tru finished editing his short film on the second day of expulsion, so when he woke up on Wednesday afternoon, his first thought was, What the hell am I going to do today?


    His second was, Shit, my parents get home today.


    They might have been home already.


    No, if they were home, his father would have woken him with a patented David Dorsey alarm clock. Right to the jaw. No, they weren’t home yet, but they would be soon enough.


    He pulled the comforter up over his head and tried to go back to sleep. But sleep wouldn’t come. When he’d barged into Haverford’s office and confessed to a crime—and a breach of school rules—that he hadn’t committed, his only consideration had been saving Sloane from a punishment she didn’t deserve.


    He hadn’t stopped to think about the punishments he would have to face.


    His mother had started calling within minutes of the security guard escorting him off campus. Though his father hadn’t called once, Tru knew this wasn’t a secret his mother would keep.


    He might have had a short reprieve while they were off recreating their honeymoon in Galveston, but as soon as they got home, the fight would be epic.


    Well, if he was going to die, he might as well spend his last hours doing something he enjoyed: watching movies.


    He was halfway through Return of the Jedi when he heard the garage door opening. If he hid out in his room, things would only be worse. He was tired of hiding. Tired of cowering, of sneaking through his life. If he could stand up for Sloane, he could stand up to his father. So he paused the movie—only somewhat optimistic that he would be alive later to finish it—and headed downstairs to meet the coming storm head on.


    When his mother walked through the door alone, he held his breath. Waiting.


    But the door remained shut. His father never followed.


    “Where’s Dad?” he asked.


    “He had to go into the office,” Mom explained. “Some big new case.”


    “I don’t—” Tru shook his head, not understanding. “Didn’t you tell him about the expulsion?”


    To his shock, his mother stepped forward and placed her hands on his face. “Why didn’t you tell Principal Haverford the truth?”


    “The truth?” he echoed. What was she talking about?


    “We went to the school as soon as we got into town,” she explained. “To see if they could be convinced to reinstate your enrollment.”


    Convinced as in bribed. His father wasn’t afraid to throw money around if it would give him what he wanted.


    “While we were there,” his mother continued, “Sloane came in and told us everything.”


    His heart slammed against his chest. “Everything?”


    He had no idea what everything meant, but his breath quickened more than he would like.


    His mother stepped close, her voice a gentle whisper. “She told us the two of you spent the night together. That you couldn’t have been the vandal.”


    Tru was stunned. “She did?” he asked dumbly. “Why would she do that?”


    He hadn’t meant to ask the second question out loud. It just…came out. He had tried to save her, to save her chances of getting out of this hellhole before it sucked her in as deep as it had him. Why would she throw that away?


    “The real question,” his mother replied, “is why didn’t she say anything in the first place?”


    Tru couldn’t seem to make sense of what his mother was telling him. Sloane had lied. To protect him. She had lied, even knowing that it would probably destroy her chances of getting back to New York.


    “It’s complicated,” he told his mother.


    But in truth, it had just gotten a lot simpler.


    His mother frowned. “Why are you smiling?”


    He knew why he had confessed to the vandalism: to protect someone he cared about. If she had fabricated this alibi for the same reason, then he had reason to be happy. For the first time in as long as he could remember, he had something to genuinely smile about.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    “Hey.”


    The Tru who walks up to me before school the next day isn’t the same Tru I’ve known for just over a couple weeks. Gone is that cocky, charming smile. The mischievous glint in his eyes. The arrogant tilt to his head.


    No, the Tru who stands before me today is totally subdued. Raw. True.


    “Hey,” I say back. “Principal Ben let you come back?”


    He nods. “Thanks to you.”


    His clothes are slightly less disheveled than usual. The ironic tie that hangs loose around his white button-down is actually pretty straight. And his shirt is tucked in. Well, half tucked in. I can see the white hem hanging out below his black jacket in the back.


    He has never looked more sincere.


    And I have never felt the urge to kiss him more.


    I shrug. “It’s not a big deal.”


    “It is,” he says, stepping closer. “Thank you.”


    With only a few inches separating us, his head hanging low so he can whisper, it would only take a little lift. I would only have to rise on my toes an inch or two to close the distance.


    But we’re still in an uncertain place, and I’m not sure that will make anything better. And I’m not sure that I want to push things in that direction.


    My relationship history is rocky enough. I’m going home soon, hopefully. Anything between us would only complicate my leaving.


    “You’re welcome,” I answer, turning away from him to busy myself with my books. “But I didn’t do it for you.”


    “No?” he says, leaning against the locker next to mine.


    I don’t have to look at him to know that the cocky smirk has returned. I can hear it in his voice.


    “No,” I say, slamming my locker shut and whirling to face him, “I did it for me.”


    His brows draw together, confused, like he can’t see what I could possibly get out of saving his ass from Principal Ben’s lawnmower. But he’s still smiling.


    “I didn’t vandalize the school,” I explain. “And I know you didn’t.”


    He shrugs one shoulder.


    “But someone did. That someone clearly wanted me to take the fall for it.” My blood boils at the very thought. “Someone knew I would be blamed and wanted me kicked out because of it.”


    His smile falls. He considers my words for a moment before answering. “You’re right.”


    I give him an obviously shrug.


    He runs a hand over his shaggy hair, sending the straight, shiny locks into every direction. My fingers itch to smooth them back into place.


    “Who would do that?” he asks. “Who would want you out of NextGen?”


    “Not only that,” I say. “Who even knew about the original vandalism?”


    “Aim and me,” he says. His mouth twists into a wry smirk. “I didn’t tell anyone.”


    “I know,” I say. “You’re good with secrets.”


    We start walking down the hall, heading toward the AGD classroom.


    “I haven’t made any enemies that I know of,” I say as we turn a corner. “I can’t see any of the faculty doing this. Aimeigh’s my friend. She has no reason to want me gone, and she swears she hasn’t told anyone else. She thinks it’s Jenna.”


    “For real?” Tru sounds surprised.


    “Yeah. She thinks Jenna overheard the conversation when I told you guys the truth,” I explain. “Remember she came up to us right after?”


    He nods slowly, like he remembers but doesn’t necessarily believe.


    “Jenna is a weird one,” he says, “I’ll give you that. But pull off something like this?”


    “That’s what I thought. But I don’t know who else to suspect.”


    “Yeah, I guess…”


    We reach the end of Building C and the door to Mrs. K’s classroom.


    “Want to meet up for lunch?” he asks. “Maybe we can brainstorm some ways to smoke Jenna out.”


    “Sounds good.” I nod. “I’ll bring Aimeigh. We can meet at that same picnic table.”


    He smiles at me. For a moment, just a fleeting instant, he pauses like he wants to lean in. Wants to kiss me good-bye.


    And for that same instant, I want him to.


    Is it possible he’s feeling the same pull that I am? Are we back in that place? Before the vandalism, before Abbey Road?


    Then he pulls back. “See you at chow time.”


    Apparently we’re not there yet.


    I watch him walk away and stare at the spot even after he’s gone. I force myself to turn away. To focus on the real problem: the vandal. My mind is full of thoughts—none of them make sense, just a jumble of words and names and places and motives—as I walk into the AGD classroom and take my seat. Jenna is, of course, already there.


    As Mrs. K readies something on her computer, I grab my supplies and get ready for the free sketch period. My mind is so full of other things that I can’t think of anything to sketch. I hold my pencil above the paper, waiting for inspiration to strike.


    When it doesn’t, I fall back on something that my very first art teacher in fifth grade taught me.


    When all else fails, draw the world.


    Meaning you should take inspiration from the world around you when you have none of your own.


    I start at the bottom of the page, sketching the surface of the table I share with Jenna. Slick white melamine, with a soft glare and a few scuff marks from overeager artists who couldn’t contain their work to the page.


    I sketch Jenna’s hands, small and delicate as she creates yet another one of her recurring shape drawings into her new sketchbook. Could she really have set me up? Honestly, she doesn’t seem like she has enough imagination to come up with the idea in the first place. She has decent technique, but her artistic voice is lacking.


    Then again, maybe that explains the copycat art. She couldn’t come up with her own epic art, so she ripped off mine.


    Maybe.


    I expand my sketch to include the other tables in the room. From the back row, I have a clear view of them all. There are eight tables in all, enough to seat sixteen students.


    As I rough sketch the tables and begin to pencil in the students seated at each one, I notice something. Several of the seats are empty.


    On the first day of class, every seat was occupied—hence the fact that I got the last available next to Jenna. Now, there are several open spaces.


    I pull up my memory of that first day and picture who was seated where.


    Mira had been in the seat directly in front of me.


    Jaq was in the table two rows up and one over.


    Mark, Devan, and Hannah are also missing. Mark is out sick—we all saw him spew chunks in trig yesterday—and Devan spent all last week gloating about jetting off to Seattle to see his favorite band in concert this weekend. But Hannah had surprisingly dropped the class on Tuesday.


    It’s the girls, I realize. Most of the empty seats are where girls sat on the first day of class. And now they’re gone.


    Of the seven girls Mrs. K called in to tell us about the design scholarship, three of them are either out of the class permanently or have been removed for disciplinary reasons.


    “No,” I gasp.


    Jenna looks over at me. “What?”


    “What?” I jerk back, realizing that I hadn’t meant to say anything out loud. “Oh, nothing. Just, um…” I wag my pencil. “Broke my lead.”


    She shrugs and goes back to her shapes—today they’re stars. Star after star after star. No imagination.


    I stare at the sketch filling my page. The empty seats where girls once sat. Where scholarship contenders once sat.


    Could that really be why? Could the copycat incident not be about me at all, but about getting rid of the scholarship competition?


    It seems ridiculously farfetched. Who would go to these lengths just to improve their chances to win a stupid prize? Farfetched, maybe, but it still makes more sense than someone targeting me specifically for whatever nonsense reason.


    Okay, okay. I calm my thoughts. I have to think through this, work through the possibilities. Like a detective in a murder mystery, I have to consider the…suspects.


    There are four girls left in the class.


    Me. I obviously didn’t do it. Besides the fact that, well, I know I didn’t, I would have taken myself out of the running by pulling the copycat—or, in that case, repeat—Incident.


    There’s Jenna. She’s weird, which is saying a lot at an art school, but she had a near meltdown last Thursday when her sketchbook turned up missing. I can’t be certain that’s part of the whole conspiracy—oh God, am I actually considering this possibility?—but she said it included a lot of the sketches she was going to submit for the competition. So I’ll mark that down as a yes for victim.


    There’s Liza. Her computer got some kind of terrible virus and her entire portfolio was destroyed. Definite victim.


    There’s Aimeigh. She… I struggle to think of anything bad that’s happened to her. Any design-related sabotage or trouble. Nothing. Of all the girls in Mrs. K’s class, only Aimeigh has been untouched by the bad luck curse.


    Only Aimeigh is poised to present her best work and be academically eligible to enter the competition.


    Is that…? Is that possible?


    “Sketchbooks away,” Mrs. K says, calling the room to order.


    My suspicions will have to wait until after class.


    


    When the bell rings, I take off. I’m across the hall and hiding behind the door to the empty ceramic arts classroom before Aimeigh can catch me.


    I wait impatiently as the AGD room empties. Aimeigh walks out in a group of guys, looking around like she’s searching for me. I can’t face her, not until I at least bounce my crazy theory off someone else. I duck deeper behind the door.


    They walk on, and I hope she’s given up on me.


    Still, I wait. Jenna is always last. Always has something to talk with Mrs. K about.


    Normally I mock her brown-nosery, but today it works to my advantage. Everyone is long gone, the hall all but empty by the time she emerges.


    “Jenna, wait,” I whisper-shout, jumping out from behind the door.


    She smacks a hand to her chest, like I just startled the hell out of her. Which I probably did.


    “Sloane,” she says, her voice tight. “Yes?”


    “Sorry,” I say, mostly meaning it. “Look, last week when you warned me about trusting Aimeigh. Why did you say that?”


    She frowns. Studies me like she’s evaluating a test subject.


    Jenna seems way more in tune with a science magnet program than an art school. I wonder how she ended up here, on this path.


    Then again, people might wonder how I ended up here. With parents who are corporate types and a brother who is a certified math genius—seriously, he has a certificate—I might seem like an unlikely candidate. But considering I have a rebellious streak a mile wide…maybe it’s not so unlikely.


    So I suppose stranger things have happened than a science geek ending up in an art school.


    “Why are you asking?” Jenna replies.


    I roll my eyes. “I don’t have time for this, Jenna.”


    “All right,” she says. “I warned you about Aimeigh because she has burned people before.”


    “Like who?” I move closer, like I’m physically approaching an answer. “In what circumstances?”


    “Lots of people. She stole Vivian’s American history assignment freshman year.” Jenna ticks off the offenses on her fingers. “Planted a stolen test on Edgar Ross in algebra last year. Gave Megan the wrong study guide when she was TA in intro to art history. Flushed an entire group project—”


    “Okay, okay, I get it,” I say, stopping her because it seems like she’s never going to end. “God, why didn’t anyone tell me?”


    Jenna shrugs. “I tried to warn you.”


    In the vaguest way possible.


    “How did she get away with all of those things?” I ask.


    How could I have been so wrong about her? I thought Aimeigh was my friend. I trusted her, I confided in her, and she was playing me. It doesn’t say much for my people-reading skills.


    But Tru trusted her, too. Tru believed in her. I’m not the only one who was blinded by her game.


    “She never gets caught,” Jenna says. “Everyone knows she did it, but there’s never any proof.”


    Until now. Aimeigh picked the wrong girl to take on this time. Never pick a fight with a New Yorker. We know how to fight back.


    “Come with me.” I clamp a hand around Jenna’s wrist and pull her down the hall.


    “Where are you going?” she demands. “I have an advisory meeting with Principal Haverford.”


    “It can wait.”


    “But I need his approval—”


    “Seriously, Jenna, don’t you want to help me catch the person who stole your sketchbook?”


    That silences her protests.


    Thankfully the halls are mostly empty. Half of the student body is probably eating, either in the cafeteria or in some secret spot around campus. The rest are in study sessions or advisor meetings. No one is there to see me physically drag Jenna out to the picnic table where Tru is waiting for me.


    Assault. Kidnapping. Forced socializing at lunchtime. That probably wouldn’t look good on my permanent record.


    We come up on Tru from behind, so he doesn’t see who I have in tow.


    “Hey, what took you so—” He sees Jenna dangling at the end of my arm. “Hey Jenna.” He flashes me a confused look.


    “I don’t think Jenna is the one who set me up,” I say.


    “What? Me? No,” Jenna argues immediately. “Of course not.”


    I ignore her. “I think it’s Aimeigh.”


    “You think it’s…” His question trails off, and I can see him sliding the puzzle pieces into place.


    Tru has known her longer than me. How can he not know what she’s done? He must have seen things, heard things. He’s just too good-hearted to want to think something so terrible of his friend.


    “You think what is Aimeigh?” Jenna asks.


    “But why?” Tru asks. “Why would she do it?”


    “To get me out of the way for the scholarship competition,” I explain. I nod at Jenna. “To get us all out of the way.”


    “You think it’s Aimeigh what?” Jenna repeats, as if changing her emphasis will get her an answer.


    Maybe it does.


    “Who spread red plastic all over the front of the school. Got Jaq suspended. Set up Mira for cheating.”


    Jenna stares at me blankly.


    Clearly I’m going to have to explain it closer to home.


    “She stole your sketchbook.”


    Jenna gasps and her jaw drops open. “I knew it!”


    Yeah, clearly.


    Tru’s brows draw together in thought, and I can only imagine what he’s processing. Aimeigh is his friend—as much as Tru has friends—so it must be hard to suddenly be asked to doubt her.


    “We couldn’t go to Haverford with a guess,” Tru says. “Even if Aimeigh is guilty, we’re going to need proof.”


    “I know,” I say with a shrug. And thus endeth my plan.


    How do you prove someone did something when there is no evidence? Clearly she’s covered her tracks well, or someone else would have suspected her before now. She would have been expelled instead of Tru or me.


    “Any suggestions?” I ask our little group.


    Tru shrugs. “You’re the evil mastermind,” he says. “You come up with all the plans.”


    I’m not sure whether to kiss him or punch him in the arm, so I settle for neither. I slide onto the bench next to him, letting my arm press against his. He presses back. We’re in this together now. All the way.


    “We could confront her,” Jenna suggests.


    Tru and I exchange a glance.


    I ask, “Do you really think she’ll confess?”


    “She’s too clever for that,” Tru says.


    “You’re probably right.” Jenna smiles awkwardly. “Too bad we couldn’t catch her in the act.”


    Tru nods. “Too bad there’s no one left to sabotage.”


    “Yeah,” I say, starting to agree. “No, wait. Actually there is.”


    They both look at me. I point at myself.


    “Right,” Tru says. “She didn’t actually take you out.”


    “Or Jenna either,” I say. “We may have had setbacks, but we’re still contenders.”


    We all fall silent, presumably trying to think up a way to use this information. Thoughts are spinning in my mind like Dylan’s dead goldfish in the toilet bowl. Suddenly, the thoughts lock into place, and I know what we need to do.


    Like Tru said, I’m the evil mastermind. I come up with all the plans. And this one is going to knock Aimeigh’s socks off.


    “I’ve got it,” I say. “I know how we’re going to catch Aimeigh in the act.”


    “How’s that?” Tru asks.


    I flash him a diabolical smile. “By giving her exactly what she wants.”


    She’ll never see it coming.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    We have all the details hammered out and are ready to carry out our plan between third and fourth periods on Friday. Right before senior seminar. Aimeigh and I walk together from Building E as usual.


    She’s too smart to miss anything really out of the ordinary. Between us, Tru, Jenna, and I have the timing all figured out.


    As soon as I settle into my seat in senior seminar, I reach into my bag. I dig around for a couple of minutes. Put the bag on the table and search through everything.


    “Damn it,” I mutter.


    Jenna walks in, right on cue.


    “What?” Aimeigh asks.


    How had I missed the tone in her voice before? She sounds almost delighted at my distress. Now that my new-girl blinders are off, I’m seeing her in a whole new light. And it’s not an attractive one.


    “My tablet,” I say. “It’s not in my bag.”


    “Bummer,” Aimeigh says, doing a fair approximation of actual sympathy.


    Jenna takes her seat at the head of the table, making a big show of getting out her notebook.


    This class session is supposed to be our first official meeting about the senior project, so of course she would have a bunch of things ready to present.


    “I don’t know where I could have left it. I haven’t used it all day.” I dig through my bag again, as if certain that I must just not be seeing it in there. “It has all my new work for the scholarship portfolio on it. I haven’t backed it up yet.”


    A lie, of course. But hopefully just the kind of bait Aimeigh is looking for.


    Jenna doesn’t look up from her supplies. “Is it the one with the Roy Lichtenstein cover?”


    “Yeah, that’s it,” I say. “Have you seen it?”


    She smiles absently. “I found it on the counter in Mr. Danziger’s room. I put it on the file cabinet next to the door.”


    “Oh great,” I say, starting to push to my feet.


    For a second I don’t think Aimeigh is going to bite. She’s going to let me get up and retrieve my not-really-forgotten tablet without a hitch.


    For a split second I have doubts. What if I’m wrong? What if Aimeigh isn’t the culprit? What if—


    “Hey, wait,” she says, grabbing my arm before I can move away from the table. “I left my seminar notebook in my locker. I can grab your tablet on my way back.”


    I smile with relief, inside and out.


    “Great,” I say. “Thanks.”


    As soon as she’s out the door, I exchange a look with Jenna.


    She pulls out her laptop and flips up the screen as I drop into the seat next to her. Her browser is open to the webcam feed that Tru set up. He’s monitoring it from the supply closet in the chemistry classroom.


    Jenna and I watch the screen, waiting for Aimeigh to appear. When she does, I literally hold my breath. What if we’re wrong?


    I have to admit, part of me wants to be wrong. The part of me that was grateful for the easy friendship she offered wants her to prove me wrong. Even if that means going back to square one in the hunt for the copycat vandal, it would be worth it to know that she really was my friend.


    I stare at the screen, hoping she just grabs the tablet and brings it to me.


    But she doesn’t.


    Aimeigh snatches the tablet from the counter where Jenna placed it earlier. She turns her back to the door, shielding herself from the view of anyone walking by. Completely unaware of the webcam capturing her every keystroke from above.


    I watch, horrified, as she flips open the tablet and pulls up my CloudFile app. Locates my portfolio folder. And promptly deletes it.


    She even goes to the trash folder and empties that, deleting the files permanently.


    The camera catches every detail.


    “That bitch,” I mutter.


    Jenna smiles. “Told you.”


    “Come on,” I say. “Let’s go confront our saboteur.”


    “Saboteur?” Jenna asks, amused.


    I shrug. “I’m feeling very French spy today.”


    She smiles. “Me too.”


    I smile back. Jenna may be a bit of an odd duck, but she has a good heart. And that counts for a lot.


    We meet Aimeigh on the sidewalk between Buildings D and E. At first she looks surprised to see us—maybe shocked to see us together—but she recovers quickly.


    “Hey, found it.” She waves the tablet up for me to see. “I was bringing it to you. You didn’t have to meet me.”


    “I thought we were friends,” I accuse.


    She jerks back. “We are.”


    “Then we have very different definitions of what that means.”


    “Sloane, what’s going on?” she asks, her fake concern almost believable.


    “Cut the crap, Aimeigh,” I say. “We just watched you delete my portfolio from my tablet.”


    “What?” She sounds stunned. “No, I—”


    Jenna opens her laptop, holds it facing out so Aimeigh can see the screen still open to the webcam. Still transmitting the very spot where she just committed her act of sabotage.


    She scowls. “What is this?”


    “This,” Tru says, walking up behind her from the other direction—with Principal Ben at his side, “is getting evidence that you’re the one who set up Sloane.”


    “That you stole my sketchbook,” Jenna adds.


    “And got Jaq and Mira booted.” I can’t believe I actually trusted her. “Heck, you probably gave Liza’s computer a virus and convinced Hannah to drop out of class, too. Did you blackmail her?”


    “You guys don’t know what you’re talking about,” Aimeigh says, her voice high with desperation. “Principal Haverford, you have to believe me. I had nothing to do with any of that.”


    Principal Ben gives her a disappointed grimace. “I watched the feed, Aimeigh. I saw you delete Sloane’s files.”


    She stands there, shocked and affronted-looking. Then something cracks. Her demeanor changes instantly from wrongfully accused to crying out for sympathy.


    “You don’t understand,” she says. “I need that scholarship. There’s no other way I’ll be able to afford college. I’m desperate.”


    Is that even the truth?


    Tears start down her cheeks and, if my eyes weren’t wide open, I might have thought they were believable. But now I can see the real Aimeigh lurking beneath the pathological surface. Even if it is true, even if she is sorry and desperate, that doesn’t excuse what she did.


    “It doesn’t give you the right to ruin someone’s life.” I shake my head.


    She turns to me. “What’s the harm?” she cries. “You didn’t get in any real trouble.” She flicks her gaze at Tru. “Either of you.”


    Beneath the tears and the desperation, there is a shadow of bitterness. Of jealousy. Almost like she believes we deserved to get in trouble. Almost like she’s angrier that we didn’t than that she got caught.


    How had I not seen this? Had I been so glad to have a friend that I didn’t see what lurked beneath her surface?


    I won’t make that mistake again, either.


    “Other girls got in trouble,” I say. “Other girls got hurt.”


    “Aimeigh, you’ll have to come with me,” Principal Ben says.


    She turns to him, gets a bit of a wild look in her eyes, like she wants to bolt.


    “Please,” he says, “don’t make me get security.”


    All of the fight drains out of her.


    We stand there, watching, half in shock, as she follows Principal Ben toward Building A. This whole experience is kind of surreal. Like a bad movie.


    “Did that just happen?” I ask.


    “I can’t believe she went for it,” Tru says. “How did you know she would?”


    I shrug. “If she really was guilty, she would have seen our setup as the chance to get rid of two birds with one action.”


    “How so?” Jenna asks.


    “Well, she could ruin my chances by deleting the portfolio,” I explain. “And since you would have been the one to—quote—find my tablet, she could blame you for deleting it.”


    “Devious,” Tru says.


    “She had already planted the idea with me that Jenna was the one who set me up with the vandalism.” And I almost fell for it. “I need to apologize to you, Jenna. For even thinking you might be guilty without any evidence.”


    She frowns at me, like she’s confused by my apology. “You had no reason not to trust her. She was your friend.”


    Was being the operative word.


    It was stupid of me to believe the worst of her just because of Aimeigh’s say-so. I won’t make that mistake again.


    “Well, I’m still sorry,” I say.


    She beams. “Apology accepted.” She jerks a hand back over her shoulder. “Now, I’m going to get back to class before the project is decided without me.” She turns and hurries down the sidewalk.


    Tru and I follow behind at a more leisurely pace. And a more roundabout route.


    “So…” I say, stuffing my hands into the pockets of my jeans.


    Tru nudges my shoulder with his. “So…”


    The tingles are back.


    “I guess I should thank you,” I say.


    “What for?”


    “If you hadn’t confessed, I’d have been out of NextGen so fast no one would have ever wondered why all the girls in AGD were dropping like flies.”


    He laughs. “You New Yorkers and your colorful language.”


    “We have to get our color somewhere,” I say, nodding down at my all-black outfit.


    In a rare moment of seriousness, he shrugs. “I couldn’t let you go out like that.”


    We walk a few more paces in silence. A comfortable quiet, like most of our car rides. I’ve missed this. It’s amazing how, in such a short amount of time, he’s become a touchstone in my world. Just walking side-by-side with Tru makes everything feel right.


    And there’s something more there, too. Something I didn’t realize before. Working with Tru to catch Aimeigh showed me what a great team we make. Not just where we’re sparring with words or swapping stories about crappy home lives, but actually working together toward a goal.


    It’s like what I said in senior seminar, that art is about connection. Tru and I have a connection. We are a connection. So, in a way, we are art.


    That thought kind of blows my mind.


    My fingers itch to reach for his hand, to make that tangible, physical connection, but I’m not sure if we’re all the way back to okay yet.


    “Does this mean you’re back to hauling me to and from school?” I ask. “Because I’m not sure I can survive many more commutes with my mom.”


    He throws me a sideways grin. “I might be convincible.”


    I smile back. “I have cookies.”


    “What kind?”


    “Oatmeal raisin?”


    He scoffs. “A bullshit cookie.”


    “Why bullshit?”


    “Cookies are supposed to be unhealthy.” He makes a grand sweeping gesture. “That’s practically like eating a bran muffin.”


    “Okay…” I mentally scan the shelves of our pantry. “Oreos?”


    “Now that’s a cookie.”


    “Technically, a cookie sandwich,” I correct.


    “Touché.”


    Tru opens the door to Building E and we start down the hall toward senior seminar. We’ve taken as much of a roundabout route as we can without leaving school property.


    “Want to meet me on the roof tonight?” I ask. “After the week we’ve had, I think we’ve earned an entire package of Oreos.”


    “That depends.” He stops just outside the senior seminar classroom, leans up against the wall.


    I can hear voices inside, where our classmates are already discussing the group project. I’m in no hurry to join the conversation. I’m pretty happy right where I am.


    I mirror his leaning stance.


    “Depends on what?” I ask.


    There’s that cocky grin. “Do you have milk?”


    I make a face. “I think my mom has some soy milk.”


    “A bullshit milk,” he teases, but his gaze lowers to the floor. “What will your mom think about me coming over?”


    I see through the cracks in his cocky, couldn’t-care-less facade. It really hurt him when I said Mom wouldn’t approve, that I couldn’t see him anymore because it might cost me New York. My chest tightens, and I wish I could take that all back.


    But since I don’t have a time machine, I’ll have to settle for making it better now.


    “She’ll be fine,” I say. At his smirking expression, I explain, “We had a long talk. I told her that she needed to trust me. That even if you weren’t a good guy—which you are—that doesn’t mean I would follow you down the Delinquency Spiral.”


    “Delinquency Spiral?” he echoes.


    I roll my eyes. “Her words, not mind.” I step closer, place my hands on his chest, hoping the physical connection will reinforce what I’m saying. “I will choose my own friends, and she will just have to deal. Besides, she kinda feels like she owes you for saving my ass.”


    He’s quiet for several long moments, and I’m not sure if I got through. I’m not sure if I’ve healed those wounds…or made them worse.


    Then his mouth lifts into that cocky smirk.


    “Friends?”


    I smile back. “For now.”


    He leans closer until his mouth is a breath away from mine. “With benefits?”


    “Most definitely,” I whisper, and then close the distance between us.


    Our lips brush in the briefest touch. A mere whisper. But I feel it like fireworks in every cell of my body.


    Closing the door on the first phase of our friendship, and kicking in the second.


    There are only thirty-six school days left in the quarter. Less than two months. What used to feel like an eternity, suddenly feels like nowhere near enough time.


    What if you stayed? a tiny voice whispers in my mind.


    Tru looks at me, into me, his dark, hooded eyes seeming to plead, Stay.


    Three weeks ago, if anyone even hinted at the idea that I might possibly ever consider wanting to think about staying in Texas, I would have laughed them out of the room. And then killed them off in the next issue of Graphic Grrl. Gruesomely.


    But now…? Now, with the magnetic pull between Tru and me sparkling like the Fourth of July, it doesn’t seem like such a horrifying possibility.


    Not horrifying at all. And that scares me a little.


    Reluctantly, I start to pull away. Tru doesn’t let me go. Instead, he wraps his hand around my neck and holds me in place for one second, two. Then his lips meet mine again, and the jolt is back, only this time it’s more a warmth spreading through my whole body, making my toes tingle and my hands tremble.


    I could stay here forever, but we’re in the hallway and the bell already rang. He knows it, too, because this time when I pull away, he lets me.


    As I open the classroom door, I whisper, “Maybe more than friends.”


    I can feel the smile in his voice as he says, “Most definitely.”


    Most definitely. I like the sound of that.
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