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Chapter One

PAST

I think my pacing is alarming Mack.

She’s sitting on my bed with her hands pressed together in a praying pose on her lap and one eyebrow quirked as she watches me go around and around my bedroom. I’ve been doing it for a while now. It’s not that I’ve backed out of telling her or anything. More that, now the moment is finally here, I can’t seem to remember a single word in the English language.

She tucks her hands in the pockets of her oversized Nike hoodie—a men’s one she found in her favorite shade of teal last year—then takes one hand straight back out and sweeps her long braids back over her shoulder. She’s stressed, I’m stressed, this is stressful, and I wish I didn’t decide to do it today, but I did. I’m committed now, and I’m going to.

Eventually.

“You could write it down?” she suggests finally, and I give my head a vigorous shake. “No problem,” she says, half to herself, as I resume my pacing.

“Okay,” I say, stopping in the middle of the room. I’m facing my wardrobe, which means I can only see Mack out of my peripherals, but right now I like it that way. “It’s actually not a big deal. I know it’s not, because it’s you, and I already know it can’t go badly.”

“Great.”

“It’s just . . . I need a second to . . .”

“There’s no rush.”

I know what I want to say. Or, rather, what I should say. It’s not a complicated point to get across. I’m bi. It should be easy to spit out. It’s only two syllables. And it’s Mack, so it’s not like I need to explain the concept like I probably will when I tell my parents, which is a huge plus. It’s not even one of those facts I think I want to keep to myself forever, like the fact that I’m almost definitely in love with Mack. I want people to know I’m bi. I’m ready. But I can’t say the words. For some reason, they feel huge, and intimidating. Like jumping into an ice bath all at once.

So, I decide to wade.

“You know how, last year, everything Alice Kennedy did annoyed me?” I ask.

Mack nods. “I noticed, yeah.”

Her eyes are locked on me. I’ve always been fascinated by the color of her eyes. They’re brown—but such a dark, rich shade of it that if you take a few steps back, you can’t tell where her pupils end and her irises begin. They’re like spilled ink, I told her once, staring at her in a sort of stupor. She hated that. I meant it as a compliment, but it probably would’ve landed better if I’d just stuck to telling her they’re beautiful. Which they are.

Back to Alice Kennedy. “She did annoy me, but she also didn’t. I didn’t hate her at all. I just . . . have you ever thought about someone all the time, and all you wanna do is talk about them?”

“Avery.”

“Right. Like Avery.” Also known as Mack’s summer camp crush from last year. “Um. But I couldn’t really talk about Alice the way I wanted to talk about her, because I didn’t want you to know the things I thought about her. So, I thought, hey, if I only bring her up to complain about her, no one could think that’s weird. And it doesn’t really make sense saying it out loud, but it made sense at the time, and it felt safe. Safe-er.”

Mack won’t tear those eyes away from me, so I focus on the wall to get the rest out. “Because I didn’t want her, or anyone, to know that I actually thought she was perfect. I mean, god, everything about her was flawless, you know? So I pretended she drove me up the wall whenever I spoke to you about her. Just so you didn’t realize.”

Mack is giving me a funny look, but she’s cautious in her answer. “So I didn’t realize . . . you didn’t hate Alice?”

“So you didn’t realize I had a crush on Alice.”

I’m fairly sure Mack suspected what I was getting at before I spelled it out. But she waits until I say the words to react. “Oh my god,” she says. “Oh my god, Ivy, you like girls?”

“I do,” I say, like it’s truly no big deal at all. Like this isn’t the most momentous thing I’ve ever told anyone.

Mack shrieks and jumps to her feet. “No. No, no way, congratulations!” And before I know it, she’s wrapped me in a bear hug, and we’re jumping on the spot in the middle of my bedroom floor. “This is amazing, this is amazing,” she chants, and I’m laughing with her, and I’m utterly weightless.

For one naive second, I even let myself wonder if she’ll say something about us. It’s not that I expect her to or anything. It’s that, for just a second, everything is so perfectly wonderful I can almost believe something like that could happen to me.

But, instead of confessing her undying love for me, she just lets go of me and flops back down on the bed. “Oh, man,” she says. “This is huge. I’m so glad you told me this. Oh!”

I rub my upper arms right where she was hugging me a second ago and sit beside her gingerly. “I was worried you might think I’m copying you,” I admit, and she blows a raspberry at that.

“Not for a second. Anyway, you like guys, too, right? Or do you?”

“No, I do,” I say, and she nods eagerly.

“So, what are you thinking? Pan? Bi? Questioning?”

I grin. “I’m thinking probably bi? If I don’t have to lock that answer in permanently.”

She shakes her head, and I shuffle back on the bed and relax against the wall. “Nothing’s permanent,” she tells me.

I clasp a hand to my chest and pretend to be offended. “Oof. I hope some things are.”

Drawing her knees to her chest, Mack tips her head back and looks sideways at me. “Okay, you’re right. Some things are. But only the things you want to be permanent.”

Before I say something wildly, recklessly romantic, like I want you to be permanent, I take a deep breath and try to clear my head. “Okay. Phew. One down.”

“I’m the first person you told?”

“Of course. Who else am I gonna tell?”

“Your parents? They know everything else about your damn life,” she says, giggling, and I groan.

“Yeah, no. I’ll tell them later, but not today.”

Mack folds her arms. “You know they’ll make having a queer daughter their whole personalities once you tell them, right?”

“Oh, I know. But there are worse reactions to get from your parents.”

“True.” She nods thoughtfully, then wiggles in place, like she can’t hold her happiness in. “Ah, I can’t believe you like girls, too. We have so much to discuss. There’s a forum I want to add you to and, oh, there’s a book I know you’ll love, and—”

“I’m so glad you’re not weirded out by this.” I don’t mean to cut her off, but I’m so tightly wound. Somehow, I’d convinced myself that she would think I was just too scared to do anything alone. Heterosexuality included. It is true I’m the kind of person who loves to do things in pairs. For example, I joined the volleyball team when Mack joined it. Also, Mack introduced me to seventies rock, which is now my most-listened-to genre. Plus, after she went to summer camp in sixth grade, in seventh grade I begged my parents to enroll me, too. But just because Mack did all those things first, it doesn’t mean I only pretended to enjoy all of it.

And I knew I liked girls way before Mack came out as a lesbian a few months ago. It’s only that I wasn’t brave enough to say it out loud until I saw Mack do it.

“Not only am I not weirded out by it,” Mack assures me, “it’s the best news I think I’ve ever had. Now I’m not alone.”

Even though I obviously didn’t do this for Mack, I feel like I’m sinking into a cloud hearing her say that.

I’m so glad she feels that way. Because I never want her to be alone.

		
	


PRESENT

I have spent endless hours wishing my parents would give me space, but now that they’re finally doing it, I have reservations. In my defense, almost three thousand miles is quite a lot more space than I pictured.

“I’m just not sure I’m trustworthy without supervision,” I protest, following Mom down the hall as she lugs a plastic wheeled suitcase behind her. “What if I make bad choices?”

“You seemed pretty sure you were trustworthy when we were booking the tickets,” Mom grunts, pausing in place as the suitcase tips on its side. I kneel to help her straighten it, then silently curse myself for aiding and abetting child abandonment.

“Yeah, but, Mom, I was, like, fifteen then. I thought I’d be more mature by now, but I’m not. Being sixteen didn’t change anything, it just gave me acne!”

That, and I’d been too focused on the many pluses of having the house to myself to consider the fact that I’d be totally alone. Pros: I can stay up late, walk around the house in my underwear, eat as much junk food as I want, and hang out with Henry for hours without anyone asking us to give the TV back. It’s a substantial list. In contrast, the cons list only has one point, but now that D day is here, it’s starting to feel like one huge point.

And that point is, I am going to be solely responsible for keeping myself alive if an emergency happens for five solid days.

These are not the kinds of stakes you take lightly. If I don’t keep myself alive, I could die.

Mom approaches the doorway and, together, we lift the suitcase over the frame. At the bottom of the driveway, Dad stands examining the inside of the car trunk.

I discovered the other day my parents were planning to drive to the airport, to my great surprise. As far as I’m concerned, only exorbitantly rich people use the long-term parking lot at the airport, and my family is, to the very best of my knowledge, not exorbitantly rich. We’re a proud tap-water-drinking, coupon-cutting, “you’ll grow into it” sort of family. Always have been. This trip Mom and Dad are taking, a business trip to LA for Mom that Dad’s tagging along on, is the bougiest thing I’ve ever seen them do.

But, still, taking the car to the airport seems like a step too far. They insisted it was for convenience, but I’m pretty sure it’s because they don’t trust me not to drive it in their absence. Because, apparently, leaving me at home to fend for myself against house fires, and tornadoes, and Jehovah’s Witnesses is all well and good, but if I were to very briefly borrow their car to visit Henry, suddenly they’d have concerns about my safety.

“You’ve got the Gleasons right across the road,” Mom says as she loads the suitcase into the trunk. “We’ve left you a fridge full of food, we’ll call you every day, you’ve got our number, you’ve got the Gleasons’ number. . . .”

Oh, joy, the Gleasons. Can’t wait to never take them up on that.

“What if there’s an earthquake?” I ask before I can stop myself. I know bringing it up is just going to panic them, but I can’t not blurt out anxious thoughts when they pop into my head.

“Get under the desk,” Mom says at the same time Dad says, “Stand under a doorframe.”

My parents give each other a look that I don’t like one bit.

“Standing under doorways isn’t recommended anymore,” Mom says with great confidence. Personally, I feel like it’s misplaced confidence, given that, as far as I know, Mom is not the foremost expert on recommended earthquake procedures any more than Dad is.

“Yes, it is,” Dad insists. “Load-bearing ones.”

“Ivy’s not going to know which doorways are load-bearing, David, she can barely turn on the oven.” Mom’s confidence is faltering. Great. Now they’re either going to call me every hour on the hour to check if there’s been an earthquake, or cancel the trip altogether. What if there’s an earthquake, come on, Ivy, really?

“I can so turn on the oven,” I protest with dignity. “It’s the grill that confuses me.”

“What if she’s not in her room when the earthquake hits?” Dad asks. “No desk.”

“She’ll have to use her common sense and find an equivalent,” Mom replies.

“Does that seem wise?” Dad asks.

Ouch. But not unwarranted. I don’t have a lot of common sense. In my defense, though, it’s one of those skills that’s hard to develop when someone else is making your decisions for you all day every day. Ask me how I know.

“We’ll take her through the house and point out all the loadbearing doors,” Mom says with a brisk nod.

“Do we have time?” Dad asks.

“You’re already late,” I point out, and Mom looks stricken. “Besides, when do we ever get huge earthquakes? We don’t.”

“That’s true,” Dad says.

“Well, Pompeii had never had a devastating volcanic eruption before,” Mom reminds us. “The dinosaurs had never had a planet-destroying meteor before. Since when is that an excuse not to be prepared?”

“Look at it this way, Mom,” I say as she closes the trunk. “If something that catastrophic hits, my death will be so sudden, all the preparation in the world couldn’t have saved me. You couldn’t have saved me. If it’s my time to go, that’s just how it’ll be.”

I realize too late it doesn’t come out quite as comforting as I meant it. Mom drops her hands to her sides and takes a deep, slow breath. Now I’ve done it.

Dad steps around the car and wraps his arms over Mom’s shoulders from behind. “Everything is going to be fine,” he says in a soothing voice. “We trust Ivy. She’s responsible, and smart, and she can keep herself alive for a week.”

“She can,” Mom repeats, closing her eyes.

“She has plenty of food in the refrigerator.”

“Lots in the freezer, too.”

“Right. She has contact numbers, she has a support system, and we’re only a plane flight away.”

“Or a really long drive if there’s an apocalypse and you can’t get a plane,” I add unhelpfully.

Mom, wisely, ignores me.

After one last sweep of the house, it’s time for my parents to leave, and I find myself with an inconvenient lump in my throat.

“You’re sure you’ll be all right by yourself?” Mom asks.

“Do you remember the emergency number?” Dad asks.

I blink. “You mean nine-one-one?”

“Thank god. See, Nadia, she knows the one.”

Dad grins, pleased with himself, while Mom shoots him an exasperated look.

“We’ll message you when we land,” Mom assures me, pulling me in for one last hug. Now that, I can be sure of. With them, it’ll be less a matter of a message, and more a matter of waking up to ten messages and two missed calls. But for the first time I can remember, the thought doesn’t bother me. At least, not as much as it usually does. “And if you need anything and you can’t reach us—”

“The Gleasons.”

“Honestly, sweetie, I’d call them in an emergency before the police,” Dad says. “Much quicker reaction time, and more competent to boot.”

Some of them, anyway. I agree when it comes to the three older Gleasons. The youngest, however, leaves much to be desired.

“I had a thought,” says Mom. “We should do a quick demonstration of the fire extinguisher.”

“Absolutely not; we still have to get through security,” Dad says in a conversation-ending sort of tone. “If there’s a fire, throw a blanket on it. Or run.”

“But try to save the photo albums, if you have time,” Mom says anxiously.

“I’ll be sure to only save myself if absolutely necessary,” I joke, and she looks horrified.

“No, Ivy, that’s not what I meant, don’t you da—”

“There’s not going to be any disasters,” Dad says over her. “You will be absolutely fine. The week will fly by. You’ll hardly notice we’re gone.”

Finally, finally, they climb into the SUV. I’m almost shocked when they do. I think a part of me truly expected them to back out after all. But just like that, they’re rolling down the driveway and onto the street, and, with one last honk, they drive off into the sunset.

I stare after them for a second, not sure how I feel.

Then, all at once, it hits me. I can do whatever the hell I want—as long as I can cover up the evidence—for the rest of the week.

This is a freedom I’ve never known.

My trepidation forgotten, I trot to the pantry, grab an unopened pack of chocolate chip cookies, and start demolishing them while I message Henry to come by whenever he wants. The new episode of Hot, Magical & Deadly is out, and we have a long-standing tradition of watching it together at my house. Plus, we have a presentation to give in class tomorrow, and we’re mostly done but we should probably go through it and give it any finishing touches it needs. While I wait for him, I open a new carton of milk and take a swig straight from it, kick off my shoes in the middle of the kitchen, and take my laptop into the living room. Usually there’s no point using it out here, because if my parents can see me, they want to be talking to me, even if I tell them I’m trying to work on my latest fanfic or that I’m messaging someone.

What was I worried about? This is awesome.

Ten minutes later, there’s a knock on the door, and I jump up to answer it, licking crumbs off my fingers. To my delight, Henry Paramar is waiting on the doorstep with a shopping bag full of junk food. One of the many reasons he’s my best friend now, and someone else, who isn’t worth mentioning the name of, isn’t.

“Holy shit, your hair,” he says as soon as he sees me.

“Is that a good ‘holy shit’?” I ask, touching the velvety-soft side of my head. Of course, he’s seen photos since I chopped most of my hair off yesterday morning, and he said he loved it, but maybe in person he feels differently. Not that I’d regret it if he does. My new hairstyle, which consists of shaved sides and tousled, longer waves at the top, is much more up my alley.

“Duh,” he says as he dumps the bag of junk food on the couch. “I think, in the least-weird way possible, you’re hot now.”

“Oh my god, thank you! Wait, ‘now’?”

Henry cocks his head in a half shrug. “You were pretty before. But I’m pretty sure you’re objectively what a lot of people would call ‘hot’ now. Really good call to chop it off.”

“I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

Henry hesitates. I think he might be replaying his words back in his head. “Not that I need to clarify, but I’m obviously not attracted to you.”

“Obviously.” I think someone would have to pretty much propose to me for me to consider they might be into me like that, so he’d be in the clear even if I didn’t know he’s aroace. Still, it’s nice to think that someone who’s not Henry could potentially find me attractive. I’m not sure if that’s ever happened before, and if it has, the person never looped me in. Maybe if this possibly imaginary, possibly real admirer did fill me in, I’d be more likely to accuse people of being into me. But as it stands . . .

“Whoa,” Henry says, circling the living room, bringing me back to the present. “It already feels emptier without your parents.”

He kicks off his sneakers and climbs onto the sofa in his socks. As usual, he’s wearing one of his eye-catching outfits. Dad calls them “a phase he’ll be embarrassed of one day”; Mom calls them “peacock looks”; I call them “damn, my best friend has taste.” There’s always something unusual about his outfits, from bright red pants, to floral-shirt-and-shorts combos—often on a crisp white background to provide contrast with his brown skin—to oversized jackets layered on top of shirts layered on top of other shirts. It’s the kind of stuff you need to have a really good eye to put together. Henry does. I have the eye to tell it looks great, but not the eye to attempt anything like it myself.

Today, for example, he’s wearing a matching sweatshirt-and-sweatpants set covered in patches that range from dark gray to black, broken up by the hem of a white shirt peeking beneath the sweatshirt. That, plus his handsome face, makes him look kind of like a fuckboy, but in the nicest way possible. Like, you wouldn’t be surprised to find out he’s the rich son of a famous, asshole music producer, and not the middle-class son of a nursery-school teacher and an office worker.

It’s not a surprise half the grade’s had a crush on him at one point or another since middle school.

“It’s nice, right?” I say as I sort through the shopping bag. Potato chips and corn chips on the far end of the coffee table, candy in the center, soda on the end. It’s like the superior version of charcuterie. I am nailing this whole host thing.

“You know, at first, I wasn’t sure what the weird sound was,” Henry says, ripping open a bag of chips. “Then I realized it’s the sound of sweet silence. No one’s asking how our day was, what we’re doing, what we’re watching, what we’re eating, if we need anything, what our deepest fears are. . . .”

I snort. “Don’t get too used to it, they’re back in five days.”

“Eh. See how the flight goes.”

“Henry!”

“I’m just saying, a lot of things can go wrong when you’re that high up.”

I throw a potato chip at his head, and he deftly ducks to dodge it.

“So,” I say, dragging the syllable out. “Guess who got left enough money to buy us both pizza tonight?”

Henry lights up. “Garlic bread, too?”

“Duh.”

“Scratch everything I just said about your parents. I love them, they’re the best, I hope they never change.”

As I put in Henry’s order on the app—I double-check with him, but, as I figured, I got his order right on the first try—he gathers bowls and glasses from the kitchen. Finally, we’re ready to start the new episode, and I’m practically vibrating out of my skin with excitement. This has been the longest week of my life, because last episode, like every episode, ended on a huge cliffhanger.

Hot, Magical & Deadly follows a group of teenagers from the same modeling agency (catalogue, not high fashion) who accidentally receive elemental powers when a photo shoot held near a portal to a parallel universe goes wrong. For four seasons now, I’ve watched them grow from awkward, outcast teen models to confident, charming teen superheroes, expertly fighting the silhouette demons that entered our world through the same portal.

Without Weston Razorbrook and the others, the demons would’ve taken over the world by now, because their plan is sort of ingenious: shapeshifting into, and stealing the identities of, America’s biggest influencers. I mean, think about it. If all the influencers in the world simultaneously decided it was cool to jump off a cliff, we’d have barely anyone left. The demons could practically stroll into power after that.

I watch, absentmindedly gnawing on a fingernail, as Henry sets the episode up on the TV. When Henry glances at me, he makes a face. “Chew a bit harder, Ivy. If you put your mind to it, you can eat the whole nail. I believe in you.”

“I’m stressed, okay? I saw an article today that basically confirmed they’re going to get rid of a huge character this season.”

“They’re not gonna kill someone off in a random episode halfway through the season. If someone dies, it’ll be in the finale, and anyway, my money’s on Jacques.”

“Yeah, you and everyone else,” I say. “But if I were one of the writers and I wanted to make an impact, I’d kill someone no one expects, when they don’t expect it. That’s good television.”

“Oh yeah, kill off a fan favorite with zero warning or buildup. That’s always a famously great choice for ratings moving forward.” Still, he folds his arms across his chest as he settles into the couch, his brow shifting into a concerned furrow.

Last week’s episode ended with Weston Razorbrook tied to a pier during a rising tide after he discovered famous movie reviewer Edmund Marquis was possessed by a silhouette demon. The pier thing was devious, because Weston’s air powers can only work if his hands aren’t submerged or covered. And for the life of me, I cannot think how he’s going to get rescued, because he told no one where he was going, and the waves were drowning out his screams.

It was all very distressing. I have been in a state of constant suffering all week.

It wouldn’t even be the first time H-MAD killed off someone important. Last year, one of the models who had real runway potential was eaten by flying pigs with no warning after they broke through the portal. And I didn’t even know pigs are vicious carnivores before that, until Henry looked it up and we found out that real-life pigs actually love a good murder. The wings just made the slaughter easier for the fictional H-MAD ones. Anyway, the whole fandom went into meltdown that week, and we can’t go through that again, we just can’t. Especially not with Weston.

I would almost rather die myself than see Weston drown tonight.

“Whatever happens,” Henry says gravely as the theme music begins, “we’ll get through it together.”

It’s a rare moment of seriousness from him. Now I’m even more nervous.

I stuff a fistful of potato chips into my mouth.

The episode starts with Vanessa’s storyline, which is just teasing. Vanessa is the girl everyone’s convinced is bound to end up with Weston. Everyone being the majority of the fandom, that is. The thing is, I’m is pretty sure the showrunners picked her as the love interest on account of her being a fire element, pretty, and blond, and for no other reason. Now, there is nothing wrong with being any of those things—or even all three of those things at once—but it isn’t enough to throw two pretty people together and call it love. There has to be chemistry, and passion, and complementary traits. Bonding, for goodness’ sake!

I’m also pretty sure the writers of H-MAD have never read a romance novel in their lives. Like, take right now. Vanessa is off dealing with the B plot, which is about finding a lost elemental child someone discovered in a boarding school, who may have been present at the fated photo shoot. While Weston is being actively murdered. Why isn’t she there, desperately hunting for him? God, the opportunities for tropes are endless. They could have Vanessa using Weston’s first name in a panic, instead of calling him “Razorbrook.” She could almost lose her own life in the process of saving him, causing him to panic and realize his love for her. They could squeeze a solid two or three episodes out of Vanessa caring for Weston in the aftermath of his near death if they really went for it! But no. Yet again, Vanessa is swanning around on the other side of the state, being of no help to anyone important. It’s anti-feminist, is what it is.

Finally, the camera cuts to Weston, and we both sit up straighter. Weston’s perfect, icy-blue hair (it turned that color as the elemental magic flowed through his veins) is stuck to his face, and his hands are still bound tightly beneath the water. The ocean laps higher and higher, high enough now that he has to lift his chin with each wave. There’s not much time.

Suddenly, his eyes narrow. “Wait,” he whispers to himself. “Of course.”

Of course?! So, there is a solution? He’s not dying after all? Of course what?

Three loud bangs follow. It takes me a second to realize they’re real-life bangs. Someone with the worst timing ever is at the door, and I am going to kill them.

“Pause it, pause it, pause it,” I screech, and Henry fumbles with the remote. Weston freezes mid-sentence, and I get to my feet with a scowl.

“That’s the fastest pizza delivery I’ve ever seen,” Henry says. “Is the oven in your front yard or something?”

I don’t think it’s the pizza, though.

In fact, I have a sinking feeling I know exactly who’s on the other side of that door. And I am not going to like it.

I open it, and find my worst fears confirmed.
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