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			To Fey, 
for Christmas, New Year’s, and Easter

		

	
		
			One

			I can always tell when Jason has a secret. He starts to do everything at double speed—speaking, eating, driving. It’s like he physically can’t wait for the part where he gets to unleash his surprise on the world.

			Tonight, Jason starts rambling from the moment he picks me up at my house, all the way down the interstate and into the city, and he doesn’t stop even when he’s taking his first bite of spanakopita. That’s how I know our dinner at Apollo’s is going to be special. That—and the fact that today is exactly one year since our very first date. It’s the only anniversary I like to think about this time of year.

			So far only I’ve given Jason his gift. My adorable hand-drawn “Our Relationship Is a Toddler” card sits next to his plate, as he’s halfway through a monologue about the weather. Seriously. If his nervousness wasn’t so darn cute, it would be infuriating.

			“And that, of course, doesn’t predict that we will have a warm fall either,” he says, chewing as fast as he’s talking, “but what the El Niño effect does do—”

			“Babe,” I say, unable to take any more, “you’re going to choke on your food and not get to tell me what’s going on.”

			I’m expecting my comment to draw one of his to-die-for dimples out of hiding, to coax his broad shoulders into relaxing, but Jason coughs a little instead. “How do you know…I mean, who said there’s something going on?”

			“Oh please,” I say, rolling my eyes.

			Jason Riddick is known for many things in our town, but being nervous is not one of them. His composure under pressure, pinpoint accuracy, and just-this-side-of-tolerable confidence make him the best captain the Sterlingwood High soccer team has ever seen.

			I lean forward so my elbows are on the table. “You’re about as obvious as a zit on photo day. Just tell me already.”

			Jason makes a face. He thinks people only use similes to show off a high SAT score.

			I let him gather his thoughts while I covertly check that my lipstick is still flawless with my phone. I always wear at least one thing that accurately captures my mood, one thing that reveals what I’m feeling to whoever is paying attention, and tonight’s confident red lip is my open secret.

			“Here you go.”

			The waiter refills our waters, and I give him a smile and a “Thank you.”

			Tonight, my best friends, Amber and Monique, have a bet going on whether Jason is going to give me a promise ring, pull out tickets for some romantic weekend trip he’s planned for this fall, or ask me to senior prom eight months early. Personally, I’m leaning toward the promise ring. I know promise rings are a million years old and dumb for a thousand reasons, but in old-money families like Jason’s, they’re still very much a thing. His great-grandfather gave his great-grandmother a promise ring, because that’s What Was Done back in the day. But then his grandfather did the same, and so did Jason’s father. Now, it’s pretty much tradition.

			The thing about me and Jason is that we’re just the right amount of in love.

			In high school, there are always those couples who are radioactive together. Couples whose screaming matches are resolved only with equally gross public displays of affection. But Jason and I are solid, emotionally healthy, mature. If we were doing couple superlatives in this year’s yearbook, we would win Most Likely to Still Be Together in Twenty Years. The two of us just make sense.

			“Zadie,” Jason says, and he’s tugging on the collar of his polo shirt like he’s uncomfortable. Maybe his dinner is too hot. “I really—I thought maybe we’d talk on the ride home? Just for privacy?”

			“The ride home?” I’m incredulous. “If you think I’m waiting that long, you’re insane.”

			“But the thing is—”

			“Jason,” I whine, because he’s still not getting to the point, and my fingers are zinging with an energy that feels electric.

			I’m picturing it already, the way the restaurant—which isn’t super full now that Maine’s vacation season has ended—will break into applause when Jason gets on one knee with his open ring box.

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Jason’ll say, grinning from ear to ear. “We’re not getting engaged. We’re only eighteen.”

			Our rapt audience, having abandoned their meals, will whoop and holler when I whisper my teary yes. Yes, I will promise you my heart until we’re old enough to promise our whole lives.

			“Okay, just hear me out,” Jason begins in real life. “I know the timing seems off.” My brain snags on the word timing, and I think maybe this is a promposal after all? Not the most exciting prospect, but still. “I’m only doing it now because I think waiting too much longer is unfair.”

			I nod, trying to look like I’m taking in every word he’s saying. Really, my phone is now in my lap under the table, stealthily positioned so I can fire off the first of many all-caps group texts. Jason goes back to rambling again.

			Something about “the best thing for us” and “You’ll understand in time.”

			It bursts out of me. “Jason, just spit it out!”

			And finally, finally, he does.

			“I think we should break up.”

			My mouth is wide open, ready to squeal out an enthusiastic Yes, oh my God! I thought you’d never ask!

			But those words don’t leave my lips.

			“You…think we should…break up?” I repeat, like the words have no recognizable meaning in English.

			Jason swallows, takes a drink from his glass of water.

			“Is this a joke?” I ask. My eyes sweep around the restaurant’s dining room, desperately landing on patron after patron. If just one of them laughs, smiles, blinks, I’ll know it’s a joke. One of Jason’s terrible pranks that he thinks are funny but are really just annoying and poorly thought-out, though I’ve never told him this.

			But nobody is looking at us. Jason gives me a sad shake of his head. “No,” he says.

			“Is there someone else?”

			“No, Zadie. I just don’t think this is working anymore.”

			“Of course it’s working. We’ve been dating one year. Today is one year,” I say, as if one year is a guarantee of something. Forever, maybe.

			And despite the shock, the pure astonishment I feel, I’m still myself enough to be embarrassed by my shrill desperation.

			“I know,” he says, quiet, apologetic. “And you can call me an asshole for doing it today, but I just couldn’t stand to pretend anymore.”

			Of all the upsetting, surprising, traumatic things Jason has said in the last five minutes, it is this—this last sentence—that undoes me. I just couldn’t stand to pretend anymore.

			“Pretend?” I repeat.

			I feel like I’ve drifted out of my body. Like I’m standing at the far end of the restaurant’s dining room, watching some unsuspecting girl—with perfectly styled hair, her bold red lip for memorable occasions, and a body-hugging dress—get broken up with by her boyfriend. (Poor girl, I think. How embarrassing for her.) Her voice is loud, growing in volume and pitch each second, unrecognizable to me.

			She sounds angry. Heartbroken. Blindsided.

			But what do those things actually feel like?

			I have to pull myself back into her place to know.

			Blindsided is the soft cushion of the chair under my butt and thighs. Angry is the wood of the table beneath my elbows. Heartbreak is the thick padding of carpet under the wobbly stiletto heels I wore for this special occasion. It is the cold emanating from the sweaty jug of ice water by my hand.

			I feel all these things, and I feel none of them.

			“You’ve been pretending?”

			“I mean, no, of course not,” Jason fumbles. He looks smaller, not like the near six feet of boy who routinely blocks balls with his head. His wide shoulders and calves of steel. My Jason is so solid, and this boy is not. “That’s not what I mean.”

			“What do you mean?” And then, to my horror—to his probably too—my voice cracks.

			My voice cracks, and suddenly my throat is closing up, and the room gets very, very blurry. I am no longer tables away watching this happen. I am beside myself, pleading with everything inside me to please God don’t cry, please not now. But the hiccup leaps out of me and then an avalanche follows.

			I am crying and sniffing and wanting to die from sheer embarrassment, which makes me cry harder, which makes me want to die even more.

			I see Jason steal an embarrassed glance around him as he gets up from his chair and hurries over, putting his hand on my back. He speaks quietly and comfortingly to me. And maybe it’s that self-conscious look around the room he does or the fact that he doesn’t seem to be saying any actual words of comfort, just sort of mumbling and there-there-ing, but something snaps in me.

			I shrug off his arm and catapult away from the table. I race out of the restaurant, past the lobby, and into the cool night air. It’s that idyllic window between summer and fall, where it’s lobster season still but the influx of vacationers has dispersed. I should be having the best night, but I’m sobbing as I frantically pull up a rideshare app on my phone.

			“Come on, come on,” I sniffle, willing the app to move faster and pacing the sidewalk until Jason comes out of the restaurant.

			“Zadie,” he says, reaching for me.

			I fling his arm off with a strength I didn’t know I had. I’m suddenly furious. How could he do this publicly? How could he not spare me the indignity of making me cry where everyone can see? “Don’t touch me.”

			“Please, babe. Don’t do this. Let’s just…Let me take you home.”

			If my voice was something you could hold in your hands, it would be shattered porcelain. Broken and all sharp edges. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

			Jason frowns, hands on his hips. “What are you going to do, walk?”

			“Does it matter to you what I do?” I spit.

			He sighs. “I thought we would be mature about this.”

			“Did you?” I say, and I’m both ashamed of the mocking tone in my voice and unable to help it. “Why did you think we would be mature about this, when you had never discussed it with me?”

			I speak louder as I walk away from him. “Maybe in future when you make decisions that affect us both, you’ll remember to check with me.”

			“Zad,” Jason says tiredly. “I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t see it going like this either. I thought we’d be forever.”

			It’s like taking my heart to a shredder.

			“Why can’t we be?” I’m practically pleading. “We’re so good together. We’re the best together. I just don’t get it.”

			“Please let me take you home. I’ll explain on the drive,” Jason says, pushing his fist into his left eye.

			Is he crying? Can he be…is it possible that he’s really as upset about this as I am?

			The fact is that I don’t want him to explain on the drive home; I want him to take it back. To say it was all a mistake, a slip of the tongue, a misunderstanding on my part. Maybe he was blackmailed by someone into breaking up with me. A million wild scenarios run through my head, and I’m willing to accept any of them so long as it undoes everything that just happened.

			It’s that hope that makes me not book the rideshare.

			It’s that hope that makes me hug my purse to my chest as I sink into the passenger seat of his SUV.

			Jason starts the car.

			“So?” I say after a few seconds when the air conditioner has just been whistling in its tone-deaf way. Please take it all back, I plead inwardly.

			Jason breathes out through his nose. “It’s so hard to explain.”

			He’s really doing this. He’s really breaking up with me during the first month of what was supposed to be the ideal senior year.

			“Oh my God.”

			Bile rises in my throat. I think I’m going to be sick. I open my purse and start rummaging around for a cough drop or random Tums, anything to calm the upheaval in my stomach. I check under the last book Dad and I buddy-read for our Father-Daughter Book Club, bookmarked and on its third reread.

			We’re stopped at a red light when Jason scrubs a hand over his face.

			The light turns green, and he lifts his foot from the pedal, and we start to roll forward. “Okay, so it’s like this…” he says, at the very same moment I whisper his name and then puke the dinner I barely touched into my purse.

			“Jesus, Zadie!” Jason shouts, horrified. “Not in my c—”

			But before he can finish his sentence—before he can freak out about his car’s leather interior or give me an explanation for why he would break up with me after one incredible romance-filled year—before he can say anything at all, there is the smashing of metal. A burst of light. Three panicked car horns. And the loudest explosion I’ve ever heard.

		

	
		
			Two

			When I wake up in Sterlingwood General, in a room that smells of hospital, the first thing I feel is grateful. The difference between living and dying is so tiny, the space between heartbeats, but somehow I’m here.

			“Oh my God, she’s awake!” someone—I’m pretty sure it’s Amber—shouts. “You’re awake!”

			“My head,” I groan, as Amber hurries over and kisses me repeatedly on the cheek.

			“How are you, honey?” My mother hovers over me too. I can hear the relief in her voice, though she’s wearing a prominent frown. “I thought the doctor said she didn’t have a concussion. Why does she have a headache?”

			“It might just be the stress,” Monique offers. Missing every social cue, Mo starts to explain that headaches can have many causes, from dehydration to anxiety. “Since they said she passed out on the way to the hospital, it was likely the shock—”

			“That’s very interesting, Monica,” Mom says, cutting her off. “Do me a favor and get the doctor?” It’s an order, but Mom makes it sound kind. She is never not delegating—Sterlingwood’s mayor first, everything else second.

			Mo hurriedly does as she is told. Being low-key afraid of my mother means she’ll answer to anything, even the name “Maureen,” which was what Mom called her when Mo first moved to town at the start of high school.

			“You have to be more careful,” Mom says, squeezing my hand.

			I give her a weak smile, because I know exactly what her tenderness means: I was scared. I’m glad you’re okay. Please don’t ever do this to me again.

			Mom and I have a way of communicating without words. In our silences, we say the important things. Promise not to hurt or embarrass each other.

			The woman Mo returns with seconds later is in colorful floral scrubs with lavender bottoms and a white shirt with purple flowers.

			“Welcome back, Zadie!” the nurse says, all cheer. Under the fluorescent lights of the hospital room, everything feels too bright.

			There’s a stinging pain in the back of my neck and an ache going around the crown of my head.

			“I think I’m having a migraine,” I tell the nurse, and she nods, scribbles something on a chart, then begins to take my vitals, asking me a bunch of questions.

			“What’s happening?” Mom asks. I’ve heard her assistants joke that my mother wants regular progress reports on progress reports.

			Before the nurse can answer, a short, ancient-looking man enters with a stethoscope around his neck. “How’s the girl doing?” he says. If I wasn’t feeling so gross, I’d blanch at being called the girl, but what it reminds me is that there is also the boy.

			“Jason! ” I say, shooting upright and wincing, all while the nurse is taking my blood pressure. “Is he okay?”

			“Well, I don’t know if okay is the word,” Monique mumbles, eliciting the fastest smack from Amber.

			“What do you mean? What does that mean?” I scan the room, desperately searching for information on somebody’s face.

			“He’s not awake,” the doctor says, pushing round, owl-like glasses up his nose. He comes forward, tips my chin up, and shines a penlight in my eyes.

			“He’s sleeping?” I ask.

			“He’s in a coma, honey,” the nurse says, each word gentle, but it feels like a punch.

			“A coma?”

			Air is pushing against my windpipe, making it hard to breathe.

			“We have every hope that he’ll make a full recovery,” she hurries to add, “but he took a harder hit than you. An especially bad one to the head.”

			Amber sniffs loudly.

			When my dad died last summer, thirteen months ago to be exact, I discovered that the worst kind of pain feels like nothing—blank, flat, dry—until it feels like everything.

			But Jason isn’t dead, and this pain is different, a sharp, twisting feeling in my chest.

			“Can I see him?” I ask.

			Mom pats my hand in my lap. “Maybe just focus on getting better,” she says.

			“I want to see him,” I say, ferocious suddenly.

			I want to confirm it—that the Jason I know, who is always on the move, always doing something, is really hurt enough to be unconscious.

			The nurse readjusts my arm cuff and instructs me to lie back down. She tells me she has to restart the measurement.

			“Is he going to be okay?” I manage to squeak out.

			Both the doctor and nurse seem reluctant to make any promises. “We’re doing everything in our power to get him better,” the nurse says, as the doctor begins inspecting my neck, rambling about whiplash. Mo interrupts to ask him a question, but I hardly hear a word anybody says.

			The nurse discharges me an hour later. “You’re free to go and check on your boyfriend,” she says, giving me a final squeeze on the arm.

			I have just enough presence of mind to think ex-boyfriend, a heaviness sticking to the pit of my stomach.

			Amber offers to give me a ride home after we check on Jason, leaving my mother free to follow the nurse out of the room and pepper her with questions. Monique pouts about having to leave because her grandparents don’t like her to stay out this late. Together, Ambs and I take the elevator to level three.

			“If something had happened to you, I would have gone to jail for what I would do to the driver who caused the crash,” Amber tells me. I manage a weak smile and decide not to point out that she is a generous five two and has not a violent bone in her body.

			“What would you do? Overfeed him to death?” I tease, even though I still feel awful.

			My body aches with dull, unspecific waves of pain. Like when you have the flu and can’t really say what is hurting. And then there’s my heart, still smarting from Jason’s words.

			“Well, there’s a reason they call it death by chocolate,” Amber says. She gets more serious suddenly, squeezing my hand in her small one. “I hope you get that you’re, like, crucial to us. Nobody else knows Mo is terrified of grasshoppers or remembers my fifteen stupid allergies.” She lowers her voice. “Or knows that my parents are basically just roommates, and I never, ever want to be like them.”

			Amber’s sweet words form a lump in my throat, but I say, “Maybe I plan to blackmail you all.”

			She ignores me. “Who else keeps a list of everyone’s birthday in our grade?”

			“It’s called data.”

			“Data that somehow always makes it into the morning announcements.”

			I don’t bring up the point Jason made a couple of weeks ago—that more people hate getting called out on their birthday than appreciate when someone remembers. That, for being only vice president of Sterlingwood High, I take on too much.

			I change the subject. “So who was the driver? What even happened?” I ask Amber as we approach the ICU.

			“There was a four-car pileup. Apparently, some cargo truck driver was following too close.” She rolls her eyes. “He’s totally fine, of course. But they’re saying Jason braked out of nowhere.”

			Was it because of my puking?

			I tell Amber what I can remember about the accident itself, leaving out everything beforehand. No one I know saw me falling apart. If I never acknowledge it, my humiliating public meltdown might as well not have happened.

			One of my earliest memories is of being at the Yellow Mart in Sterlingwood before my parents’ divorce. I’m five, and right before I die of complete boredom, listening to my parents argue over cereal brands, Dad steals me away for the most fun game of hide-and-seek-and-chase. One of the funk songs Dad likes is playing loud on the store’s speakers. We’re grinning so hard that our faces feel like rubber, and everything is wonderful until I hear an earth-shattering crash. A gigantic pyramid of baked beans has crumbled right at Dad’s feet. We are both laughing as we get to work rebuilding the tower. Mishaps like this seem to follow Dad, but today when I look up from the mess, for the first time ever, I am aware of them. The woman who grabs her son’s arm and marches off, like he might catch something contagious just from being near us. The elderly man who curses under his breath and mutters about “people these days.”

			Other shoppers around us meander, stealing glances at our chaos. For a second, I see the two of us from their perspective: loud and Black and messy.

			Maybe Dad notices me freeze up, because he sends me to Mom while he gets a staff member and finishes cleaning up. I find Mom in the freezer aisle, where a woman in a mustard yellow sweater is hugging her, congratulating my mother on being elected to city council. The woman’s eyes are admiring, pleasant, calm. My mother is beautiful, admirable, with her slicked-back bun, subtle brown lipstick, and impeccable posture.

			I never tell Mom about the tower crash, but the next time we go to the store, I stay with her.

			Softer eyes and kinder smiles and fewer whispers. Every time.

			And it becomes my unspoken motto.

			That memory passes, an inconvenient ghost flittering through my mind. When I come back to myself, Amber is whispering as we walk, “So what was the surprise? What was he trying to ask you?”

			My voice is pitched unnaturally high. “Jay?”

			I had everyone believing he was going to practically propose to me. That he was going to promise me forever. My lipstick from this evening is all rubbed off by now, and with it, every trace of certainty I had in anything.

			“Did he ask?” Amber’s eyes are round as saucers.

			I try to think of how to break it to her. No, he didn’t ask. He said it was over.

			The shame feels so heavy.

			I suddenly see it in my head, my superlative: Zadie Cartwright, Most Likely to Lose Everything.

			How do I tell Amber about the breakup without making it sound like it was me, like it was a Zadie problem? After all, I don’t know for sure that it was.

			I open my mouth right as Amber squeals.

			“Oh my God, he did, didn’t he?” She grabs for my hand. “Where’s the ring?”

			“In…his car.” The lie tumbles out without me thinking. I am a storyteller, my father’s daughter.

			Amber’s face twists in horror. “No! You lost it in the wreck?”

			The muscles of my neck feel bunched, sore, and tight. “It’s crazy, right?” I say, half-hearted.

			“That sucks so much,” she says, starting to tear up like she’s the one who has lost something precious. “I’m so sorry, Zadie. You have to tell the police.”

			I nod, knowing full well that I will do no such thing.

			I’m only too relieved to step forward and speak to the unit clerk when we reach the ICU. “Can we see Jason Riddick?”

			Amber taps my shoulder. “Um, is it okay if I don’t…” She looks as white as a sheet of paper. Mo’s thing is surgery and diagnoses and obscure medical facts. Amber can hardly look at a scratch. “I just…If there’s blood…”

			“Oh.”

			I don’t want to see Jason by myself because I don’t know how I’ll cope if he’s swollen or unrecognizable.

			I almost say we should forget the whole thing and just go home, but despite being the sweetest human, Amber has zero discretion. Everyone will know by tomorrow morning if I couldn’t hack seeing Jason sick. Besides, I’m suddenly overwhelmed by this need to protect Jason if he does look bad. I should get to see him first. I should make sure what people hear about him is flattering and honest and fair.

			“I’ll be right back.” I leave Amber and follow the nurse down the hall.

			My heartbeat quickens as she opens his door. The beeps of a dozen machines should sound like hope, but they make the hairs on my arms stand up. I slowly shuffle forward.

			A huge breath escapes my lungs when I see him. Minus a wide bandage around his head, some bruises and cuts on his face, and an elevated leg in a cast, he still looks mostly like himself. Like the strong and handsome Jason I know. He looks like he’s sleeping.

			“How is he?” I ask the nurse, suddenly on the verge of tears. I don’t know if it’s relief or exhaustion or both.

			“He’s stable. That’s the most important thing. Feel free to talk to him. We have every reason to believe he can hear.”

			The thought makes a chill run over my skin, like stones skipping on water. “Really? He can hear us?”

			“Oh, yeah,” she assures me. “Now, you have a job to do: Tell him all the reasons he should hurry back. Tell him you’re waiting for him, and it’s rude to keep a lady waiting.”

			For the first time in what feels like forever, a small smile tugs at my lips.

			The nurse pats my shoulder. “Let me give you two some privacy.”

			When she shuts the door, I stand staring at Jason.

			I’m not sure what to do. It’s bad enough he’s fighting for his life, but now I don’t even know if he would want me to be here.

			Still, I force myself over to the side of Jason’s bed and take his hand.

			It feels stiff and big and unfamiliar. I squeeze.

			“You’re going to get better, okay?” I tell him, more demand than request. “You’re going to play this season and go to college and do everything you’ve ever wanted.”

			Even as I say this, I’m staring at his broken leg and wondering if my words are possible. What if he never wakes up again? What if he never gets to do any of the things he always talked about—playing for his dream school, making the national team, playing for an international club?

			A new feeling stretches over me: guilt.

			If we hadn’t been fighting, he might not have been so distracted. If I hadn’t thrown up. If I’d handled the breakup better.

			I hoist myself up into his bed and slowly tuck myself into his side, careful not to dislodge or break anything. “I’m so sorry, Jay,” I tell him, holding his hand again.

			“And listen,” I whisper, “I forgive you for the…what you said before the crash…” I can’t even say the words out loud, like speaking them might make them real. “We’ll talk about it when you’re awake.”

			I kiss him, a long, heartfelt kiss on his jaw, where he’s already developing a five o’clock shadow.

			Hopefully, by the time Jason wakes up he’ll have changed his mind about the breakup. But there’s a thought percolating in my mind, like a slow-kindling fire. It’s what the nurse said about Jason possibly hearing everything we’re saying.

			You have a job to do, the nurse said, and maybe she’s right. Maybe this is on me.

			Maybe I can fix everything that went wrong with us so by the time he comes out of this coma, it makes absolutely no sense for us not to be together.

			All I have to do is figure out why he felt he had to end things.

			All I have to do is read an unconscious boy’s mind.

		

	
		
			Three

			I don’t remember falling asleep, but I must drift off for a few minutes.

			I’m still lying on Jason’s bed when, without warning, his door swings open and what seems like all of Sterlingwood comes bustling in. First, the Riddicks: Jay’s mom, Cara, and dad, Rhett. His uncle Tommy and little cousin, Joey. Then, the soccer team, complete with coach and assistant coach. There’s fourteen players, and they’re all dressed in their soccer uniforms.

			Great.

			I realize that some kind nurse must have let me sleep, as I climb down off the bed, adjusting my dress. I must look awful with my smudged-off makeup and no-longer-controlled edges. Both coaches squeeze my shoulders, and all of Jay’s friends hug me and tell me how sorry they are, how glad they are that I’m okay.

			None of his friends say anything about Jason having broken my heart. Honestly, none of them even look like they have a clue, and I start to wonder if it’s possible Jason told no one what he was planning to do. My first thought would have been to get his friends to tell me what he told them.

			“Zadie, he’s coming on back to you. Just give him time,” Coach Kyle says, and something about his ferociously tender confidence makes my stomach twist.

			I give him a sheepish smile. “Thanks.”

			“Fellas, thank you for wearing your uniforms and coming out so late and on such short notice.” Coach Kyle addresses the team like they’re in a mid-game huddle and not an intensive care unit. “I thought it would only be appropriate to bring Jason some of our team spirit, because he needs it right now more than ever.”

			A few people yell “Hell yeah” and echo his words. I quietly slip out of the room and head to the family waiting area, feeling the pinch of guilt under my skin. I know that technically I’m not doing anything wrong in letting everyone think I’m still Jason’s girlfriend. Jason and I were broken up for maybe ten minutes. That can’t be worth announcing. Plus, if I have my way, we’re probably not even staying broken up.

			Still, maybe I should try to tell someone. I find Amber in the waiting room.

			“Ambs, I have to tell you something,” I say, after I’ve apologized for abandoning her and falling asleep in Jay’s room. She’s flipping through a magazine next to a vending-machine feast of chips, pretzels, and candy.

			“Don’t even worry,” Amber says, grinning for the first time since I woke up. “I already sent the word out and everybody’s going to look for the ring…”

			I think I’ve misheard her.

			“Wait, what?” I frown.

			“The ring. Sterlingwood is on it.”

			Sterlingwood is like an entire human body. It functions as a unit, thinks as one group. If she says the town is on it, then the town is on it.

			Dread creeps over me as she continues to explain.

			“I told everyone Jason gave you a promise ring but it got lost in the wreck,” she says. “I put it out on social.”

			“Amber!” I’m horrified. “Why would you do that? Are you crazy?”

			“You’ll find it faster this way. Maybe even before Jason wakes up—”

			I bury my face in my hands, every cell in my body buzzing with horror. Now what am I supposed to do?

			Either I play along and hope Jason follows my lead when he wakes up—if he wakes up—or I have to tell the truth and out myself as both a liar and the girl who wasn’t worthy of Jason Riddick.

			I’m pretty sure that I can only live with one option.

			“You don’t understand,” I tell Amber desperately. She looks at me with furrowed brows, a bit startled.

			“What don’t I understand?”

			“The ring isn’t—” Before I can finish, Amber’s phone trills with Dolly Parton singing “I Will Always Love You.” It’s way too loud for a hospital waiting room, and she quickly answers it before one of the nurses can complain.

			“Hello?” she whispers into the phone, and then she motions at me. “It’s Talon.”

			Amber’s latest boyfriend, Talon, is what we respectfully refer to as a stoner. Dirty Converse, weed, and skateboards are Talon’s whole life. Despite not being her usual type, at three months in, he is easily Amber’s longest relationship yet. For such a big romantic, Ambs is terrible at relationships. She’s great at getting into them, frequently obsessing over someone for weeks before finally asking them out (or getting them to ask her out). There’ll be the first two weeks of grand gestures and epic declarations and “I think he’s the one” before it all just…peters out. Surprisingly, Amber and Talon still appear to like each other right now, as she delves into a long, whispered conversation with him, repeating the whole story about the accident and the ring. Amber’s run-through is detailed, dramatic, and almost gleeful in the moments she forgets to be somber. My head spins suddenly, and I drop into the nearest seat to regain my balance.

			“Well apparently someone else our age was in the accident, but I still haven’t heard if it was anyone we know.” Amber’s voice is stressing me out, so despite not feeling great, I push up and walk through the halls until I find a restroom far enough away to feel safe.

			As I feared, I look like the cargo truck personally ran me over multiple times.

			I tie my microbraids into a bun on the top of my head and clean up my smeared makeup. But I’m woozy, the way you are when you haven’t eaten in a while, and it trickles all the way down into my body until I feel like a shell of myself. Maybe I just need some sugar.

			I splash cold water on my face to wake up.

			Amber’s call with Talon has reminded me of exactly why I don’t want her to be the first person to hear about me and Jason. She’ll be sweet about it, comforting, but I know a part of her will just be dying to share it with someone. The news will be everywhere by the end of the night, and being the talk of the town because Jason broke up with me is the last thing I want.

			God, I can picture it already. Everyone’s sympathy—faux kind smiles and condescending hand squeezes—or worse, diverted gazes and whispers, their quiet confirmation that I was never good enough for him.

			Zadie Cartwright, Most Likely to Think She Was Better Than She Is.

			I call Monique. I won’t get Amber’s softness from Mo, the empathy and determination to be on my side no matter what. It’s the reason I’m far more likely to confide in Amber when I just need a sympathetic ear. That, and I’ve known Ambs way longer. Both my friends held me and cried with me when my dad died. Still, with Mo, I know I’ll get bluntness and possibly a talk about right versus wrong, aka why I need to fess up and tell the truth. But maybe Mo will understand why I lied about the ring after everything that has happened.

			Mo’s phone rings and rings, but she doesn’t answer. Chances are, she is already safely tucked in bed, as per her grandparents’ wishes. Mo and her siblings spent years in foster care before being adopted by their grandparents four years ago when she moved to Sterlingwood. Mo is half-Jamaican and has all types of feelings about being saved by her white grandparents, but the fact that they all love each other is indisputable.

			I decide to leave her a voice memo.

			“Mo, it’s me. I need you to promise not to judge me for what I’m about to tell you.”

			I’ve heard that confession is good for the soul, so I swallow my nerves and spill my guts in the note. About how Jason broke up with me, about how sad and confused I feel, about wanting to know why, and the lie I fed Amber about the ring. I’m just getting to the end when someone beats insistently on the door of the restroom.

			“One second!” I say, squirting soap into the hand without a phone.

			Knock knock knock.

			“I said, one second!”

			But when the pounding continues, I quickly end Mo’s message.

			“I have to go, Mo. Some psycho won’t let me even wash my hands. Love you, bye.”

			Knock, knock, knock.

			“Oh my God, can I finish?” When I open the door, I’m shocked to see Marcus Riddick. Marcus with his lazy grin and his messy, shoulder-length dirty blond hair. He’s wearing a soccer shirt, but he’s paired it with jeans. It occurs to me that he was the only player on the Sterlingwood Silvers who didn’t show up to Jason’s room earlier.

			“M&Ms or Skittles?” Marcus says, apropos of nothing, smiling broadly at me. I tug at my sleeve when what I really want is to shut the door in his face. A long time ago, Marcus decided our “thing” was playing an everlasting game of This or That. I did not agree to any such thing, so I completely ignore his question.

			“Did you get the time wrong?” I ask, and it comes out more snide than curious. His cousin is in a coma, and he can’t even be bothered to show up to see him on time.

			My real concern is that I thought I was far enough from the ICU that none of Jason’s teammates or family would be around, but I don’t know how long Marcus has been standing out here. If there’s any justice in the world, Marcus cannot be the first person to know about me and Jason.

			That sleepy smile stretches across his face now. “Something like that,” he says, voice gritty like he just woke up from a nap.

			“Did you…How long have you been waiting?” I ask him, trying not to show my panic.

			He yawns. “Just got here. You done?” he asks, but he’s already pushing in past me, completely oblivious to the concept of waiting his turn.

			“Oh, don’t worry about it, Marcus. I was just leaving, anyway.” Mom would call my sarcasm unbecoming, but in this case I would say it’s justified.

			Marcus is holding on to his belt like he wants to start undoing it, and since that’s a show I have no intention of seeing, I hurry out of the restroom, slamming the door shut behind me.

			Then I look at my phone and see that my voice recording has disappeared. “Please tell me it sent,” I whisper, checking Mo’s and my message thread.

			There’s nothing.

			“Oh my God.”

			I must have accidentally deleted it when I was talking to Marcus. I check that I didn’t mistakenly send it to anyone else, and it doesn’t look like I did.

			The entire thing has vanished, lost in the ether, when I’d just summoned enough courage to tell Mo.

			I don’t feel brave enough to record it all again right now.

			Defeated, I walk back to the visitors’ room in the ICU, where Amber is still waiting. The snacks have mostly been devoured, various wrappers and half-empty packets discarded on the table, and she’s now surrounded by a bunch of soccer bros, Jason’s friends and teammates. It’s like they’re expecting Jay to suddenly jolt awake, expecting that they can just camp out here for a few hours and then they’ll get their captain back—ready to play, his capable, steady self. I hope they’re right.

			“Make space for the missus!” Tyler Manning orders, tugging at his faux-hawk. He likes to think he’s the de facto leader when Jason isn’t around, mainly because he’s the goalie and wears the No. 1 jersey. He also bribed his way into being the most unserious student body president of all time, but that is neither here nor there.

			The guys all make a big show of hugging me again and asking how I’m doing and moving up on the couch for me. Being Jason’s girlfriend is like an exclusive VIP pass, one I didn’t even know I wanted, one that allows me to fit in anywhere and everywhere I go. I sit down between Amber and Holden Ash, who is asking if his yearbook quote can have profanity.

			“Only if you don’t want to be included,” I tell him.

			Being head of the yearbook committee is tiny in the grand scheme of things—it’s definitely not student vice president or valedictorian, which I’m also on track for—but somehow it feels like the most consequential role I’ll have all year. I’m in charge of capturing some of the final moments of our high school careers, of preserving memories that reflect the best of us and how we want to be remembered for the rest of our lives. People think yearbooks are supposed to mirror the people in them, but I see it differently. When someone’s kid or grandkid pulls out the yearbook in forty years, you’ll want them to see you as you want to be seen, not as you actually are. It matters how you present yourself—and in the yearbook you’re frozen in time. I want us to look classy and timeless.

			Holden is still asking me questions when someone hollers, “Yo, Plan B!”

			Everyone turns around to watch Marcus’s arrival, his grin wide.

			“It’s Discount Riddick, mothereffers!” another person yells. It’s no wonder Marcus is so insufferable. If I got this kind of reception every time I entered a room, I too would have an unquenchable ego. Jason is the only person I know who, despite being treated like a king, still knows to keep himself in check.

			“How’s it going?” Marcus says, coming around and exchanging back pats and fist bumps with everyone.
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