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    Chapter One


    Riley


    Prom Night


    Eleven P.M.


    The worst thing about being in jail is the stench.


    I breathe in the scent of sweat and puke and a bunch of other random bodily fluids, which sets off a nauseous rocking in my stomach. With forty of us crammed into this cell, the temperature rises. Hot air presses into my chest, making it hard to breathe. And my dress is ruined—not that I really expected to wear it again.


    The second worst thing about being in jail is probably the fact that hey, I’m in jail. Locked up. Stuck in the slammer.


    The door slides closed with a clankety-clank. There’s no way out. It’s like the time my fourth-grade class went on a field trip to the police station and a cop let eighteen of us stand behind the bars. Back then, we laughed. Tonight is a lot less funny.


    In a quiet corner, Jessa is crying her makeup off, her gold dress torn. Her prom-styled hair resembles an espresso-colored bees’ nest or something rats would call home. Sitting on the bench, his long legs stretched out in front of him, Owen stares off into space as his blue eyes fog over like a steamy glass window. Catherine’s blond locks managed to escape unharmed, but her face is paler than usual as she stands near the front of the cell, consoling a distraught Hunter, who’s missing one of her high-heeled sandals. Behind her glasses, Jane’s eye makeup is smudged, and mascara runs down her cheeks as she studies the burn mark on the hem of her dress.


    Meanwhile, Jordon stares at Catherine with wounded puppy-dog eyes. Desmond’s probably seeing stars after the hit he took. When he slumps against the wall, fingers pressed to his temples, I loosen my chest with a long sigh.


    So much for a triumphant end to high school.


    The third worst thing about being in jail is that if I want to go home, my parents will need to bail me out. And before they do that, they’ll want to know how I ended up here with my prom-wrecked friends on what was supposed to be the best night of our lives.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Riley


    Two months before prom


    Today is what I’d call a Mango Monday. My little Kia chugs happily along, almost driving itself on the familiar back roads of Hamilton, Ohio. A yellow-orange glaze brightens the sky as the sun rises above the rooftops of the small town just north of Cincinnati. I open the windows and breathe in deeply, half convinced the almost-spring air carries the scent of tropical fruit. It’s unusually warm for March, and all signs of the gray slush coating the shoulder of the roadway disappeared over the weekend.


    I soak up my last mile of freedom before I’m forced to deal with reality: another day at Hamilton High where I see the same kids, listen to the same teachers, and try not to burn through too many brain cells before I leave for college at the end of this summer.


    Following a line of traffic, I turn into the student lot and park in my assigned spot behind the two-story redbrick building. We’re a small school, squeezed between two much larger rivals. Our sports teams usually lose more than they win, but our show choir kicks ass. Instead of supplying us with top-of-the-line tech, we have a bring-your-own-device policy and the world’s slowest wifi network. I plan to use my graduation money to buy a laptop that actually responds when I bring up a web browser. College is calling to me like a dream life that’s only inches away. If I can just survive the last few months of high school.


    I keep my head down as I enter the senior hallway, where the crowds are no different than any other high school in any other suburban town. Goths, athletes, gamers, musicians—both the marching and rock-band variety. Future Business Leaders of America in their khakis and button-downs, the Robotics Club talking about their latest competition, and our Drama Club building excitement for the spring show with a flash mob performance in the courtyard. I wish I could say there was something unique or exciting about Hamilton, but it’s just mind-numbingly typical.


    No one goes out of their way to say hi to me, because I’m Riley Hart, the girl who’s spent most of the last four years fading into oblivion.


    When I pass a bunch of seniors in the hallway, Owen Locklear pulls his attention away from his perfectly styled, petite, blond girlfriend, Catherine Reed. Though Catherine’s clutching his arm, staring up at him with wide eyes, he turns and shoots me a quick smile, one that might make you think he’s sharing some big secret. In our case, it’s sort of true. And it has nothing to do with Catherine, although a long time ago, she and I hung out together almost every day after school. She was the cool, fun girl who would sing like no one was listening…until she found a group of even cooler friends and became the center of the popular crowd.


    As I walk by, I hear Catherine saying something about prom. Oh, right. The social event of the year for those who can snap their fingers and find a date.


    I turn the corner and glance over my shoulder, hoping to catch another glimpse of Owen’s familiar dark brown hair poking above the crowd. When I recognize his spiky-messy style, my breath catches in my chest. With a wave to Catherine, he breaks away and trails behind me, leaving half a hallway between us. I veer off into an empty stairwell and wait.


    Eventually, he makes his appearance, towering over me in the cramped space. Although he’s not as big as the basketball players, Owen stands at least six inches taller than me, which means I’m always looking up at him when we cross paths in school. We met during recess on the first day of kindergarten, when we decided to join up with Catherine and fight the imaginary monsters hiding under the playground equipment. Years later, Catherine has found other things to do with her free time, but Owen and I still fight monsters together—virtual ones, in our favorite video game.


    “Haven’t caught up with you on Q-Chat lately,” he says, breaking into his familiar wide smile, one that could take down the entire cheerleading squad. Though it’s a struggle, I manage to remain upright. But just barely.


    “Sorry, but I’ve been busy.” I speak too fast and nearly drop the bag of Tech Club pamphlets I printed last night. Talking to Owen in real life always seems to throw me off. It’s much easier to pretend I don’t have a crush on him when we’re battling aliens online.


    Faking disappointment, he shakes his head. “Priorities, Riley. Immortal Quest released an update yesterday with an all-new army of zombies. They suck your life force away, and I really need your shields for protection.” His blue eyes brighten as he steps closer. “C’mon, Evil Skater Girl.”


    I raise my finger to my lips. “Shhh! We promised never to call each other by our Quest names in school!” No one needs to know about my secret virtual superhero persona. At eighteen, I’m practically a grandma in the Immortal Quest world.


    “Yeah, you’re right.” He backs away, darting his eyes toward the hallway, probably checking for his girlfriend. “Just…log on once in a while, okay? Keep me company.”


    “Doesn’t Catherine do enough of that?” The words rush from my mouth before I think about them. I really don’t want to know what he and Catherine do when they’re alone together, but for some reason I can’t resist bringing her up, if only to remind myself that he’s in love with the girl who tossed me aside without a second thought way back in middle school.


    Owen flashes his smile again. “No one does it like you, ESG.” He hikes his backpack higher on his shoulder and turns to go. Before I call him out on the name thing again, he says, “By the way, did you hear anything about prom being canceled?”


    “What? Is that even possible?”


    He breaks out in a small smile. “According to Cat, it is.” His smile falters before he picks it back up. “So, you haven’t heard anything?”


    “No, but if I do, I’ll let you know.”


    With a wave, he ducks around the corner and out of sight. I count to ten before continuing on to my locker.


    “Holy shit, Riley. What is that barf-worthy smell?” Desmond Janek asks when I unzip my backpack and pull out a plastic food container, holding it up for his examination. His locker’s been next to mine for three and a half years, and you’d think by now he’d be accustomed to my extracurricular experiments.


    “Stuffed artichokes. An old family recipe. It’s my contribution for today’s International Club menu sampler.”


    Desmond leans closer, his nose twitching as he sniffs. “I think you messed something up. Maybe you should stick to peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.” Backing away, he shakes his head. Typical for a Monday, his dark hair looks unwashed and he needs to shave. “Is that what you do in International Club? Eat foods from around the world?”


    “Pretty much. It’s a way of broadening our cultural experiences. And it’s taste-bud fulfilling. Last month, Abby Connell brought in South African sweet potato stew, and it was the best thing anyone made all year.” I set down my shopping bag and spin the dial on my lock.


    Desmond pulls open his locker, which he never bothers to lock. Suffice it to say, there’s nothing in there worth stealing.


    “If you want a broader cultural experience, let’s trek across Southeast Asia this summer. Visit my mom’s family.” Desmond steps aside as I jam the artichokes back in a food storage bag and place it on the high shelf in my locker. Then I shove a folder filled with marketing paraphernalia for Tech Club on top of my pile of textbooks.


    “For such an organized person, you’ve created a complete disaster in there,” he says. “Are you going for aftereffects of thermonuclear war?”


    Ignoring his commentary, I tape my activity schedule to the inside of the door, my Monday morning ritual. Color-coded activities block out nearly every hour of the day. “This week is ridiculous. Everyone’s in fund-raising mode. I have meetings after school and no study periods to catch up on homework.”


    Desmond slams his locker shut and leans against it, waiting for me. “Yeah, too bad Tristan Fleming forgot to fund-raise for prom. I heard Slater pulled the plug last week.”


    So, Owen’s rumor is true. “What happened? Tristan’s been selling baked goods in the cafeteria for weeks now.”


    “You call those dry-ass cupcakes baked goods? Nobody bought them, and rather than come up with another way to raise more money, he quit.”


    “I’m sure someone will step up and replace him.” I grab my morning binders and notebooks, trying to ignore the slips of paper sticking out everywhere. “I mean, it’s prom. Every school has a prom.”


    “According to Jane, we might be the first high school in history to cancel prom.”


    Jane Moore, one of my best friends and the student council president, is one of our most reliable sources of information.


    My jaw drops. “Jane said that?”


    “Yeah. She was practically crying about it at lunch yesterday while you were at the emergency Tech Club meeting. Slater told her not to count on the school district for support. He re-prioritized the budget and cut out all the fun stuff for the rest of the year.” The hallway starts to clear as everyone filters into homeroom. “I really wanted to ask Carrie. Do you think she would’ve said yes?”


    Des has been pining for Carrie Funai since the beginning of junior year. He used to keep a log inside his locker and mark off the days they made eye contact, but I haven’t checked for it lately.


    “Who could turn down Desmond the Magnificent?”


    With flawless skin, big brown eyes, and long black hair she wears in a high ponytail most days, Carrie’s cute, but not completely unobtainable like Catherine Reed. Des would totally have a chance with Carrie if he ever worked up the nerve to speak when they’re together. In the past, I’ve mentioned to him that a sentence like “let’s go out sometime” could be all he needs to achieve his dream.


    Pushing thoughts of Desmond’s love life aside, I return to the matter at hand. “Back to prom. Is the decision final? Definitely not happening?”


    Desmond shrugs. “Why don’t you check with Slater? You’re one of his favorites, aren’t you? Maybe he’ll let you start a ‘Bring Back Prom’ committee.”


    A mini-earthquake shakes down my spine. Tristan Fleming is a straight-A student and a varsity soccer player, who also plays percussion in the All-State Concert Band. If he can’t organize a prom fund-raising committee and find people to help out, there’s no way I could do it. “I’ve never been to prom. I wouldn’t know the first thing about what needs to get done.”


    Desmond looks amused. “Yeah. And also, you’d actually be in charge of something.”


    Holding up my pile of notebooks, I say, “I’m in charge of plenty.”


    “Not really, Madame Vice President. You’re almost in charge of a lot of things. Assistant to the president of the Tech Club marketing committee. Student council alternate representative. Backup organizer of the International Club. Co-activities coordinator of the Community Service Club.”


    I raise an eyebrow. “Did you read an advance copy of my yearbook profile?”


    He mirrors my expression, raising an eyebrow right back at me as he points to my calendar. “Not only do I see your schedule every week, but I hear about it whenever you bother showing up for lunch. And I think the time has come for Riley Hart to step up.” When he leans in, I catch a whiff of his hair gel. “No more second-in-command. High school is almost over. It’s up to you, Riley. Save us from being the only school in the universe without a prom.”


    “No, Des. Not me.” My eyes dart away from the heat of his stare. I have no business getting involved in school social events. I’ve skipped most of them, including junior prom after holding out hope for months that someone would ask me. Everyone else at my lunch table managed to find someone to go with, and I didn’t want to be the only one of us to show up alone. I spent hours looking at dresses online, then gave up the week before and spent the money I’d saved on upgrades for my gaming PC. Still, I’d held on to some small glimmer of hope that my last year of high school would be different.


    Desmond’s big brown eyes plead with me. “You should at least ask Slater about it. Find out the truth. He talks to you.”


    With a sigh, I step around him, ready to move on. “Maybe I’ll stop by the office and get the real story.” Once I know what’s going on, I can update Owen on Q-Chat.


    …


    Mr. Slater’s office is at the far end of school in the administration wing. Hoping to still make it to homeroom before morning announcements, I ask Desmond to let Mrs. Lam know I’ll be late before dashing through the hallways. I’m out of breath when I slide the last few feet on the waxy linoleum and burst into the reception area.


    “Can I help you, Riley?” Mrs. Whyte continues typing, barely glancing away from the screen. Her only reaction to my dramatic entrance is the deep vee forming between her eyebrows, telling me she’s expecting a problem. No one drops by the front office to deliver happy news.


    I pause to collect my breath. “I heard about prom.”


    Mrs. Whyte looks like she’s fighting a smile. Her dark curls bounce. Twice. “And you’re here to save the day?”


    “Come in, Miss Hart.” Mr. Slater’s gruff voice emerges from his office. For a principal, Slater isn’t too bad. According to his Hamilton High website bio, he’s a longtime fixture around school, starting out in the history department and moving into administration before I was born. His white hair and kind smile remind me of a grandfather who never minds dressing up as Santa Claus for holiday parties. But he does have a stricter side that shows up on occasion, particularly when he’s forced to deliver what he calls serious consequences. “How can I help you?”


    I lower myself down on the edge of the chair in front of his desk. “Is it true? Is prom canceled?”


    The wavy lines on his forehead deepen. “Who told you that?”


    “Oh, um, it’s just a rumor,” I say, shifting back and gripping the arms of the chair. Possibly I should have asked someone other than Desmond about it. He’s not the most reliable source of underground information, unless it’s marching band-related.


    Principal Slater removes a pen from the pocket of his dress shirt and clicks the tab on the end, drawing the point in and out. “Unfortunately, Tristan Fleming has resigned from his position as prom committee chair. He was unable to raise enough money, and based on last year’s ticket sales, there’s no way we could hold the event at the country club this year. The school district recently completed the construction of a new elementary school, and our budget is limited. Due to the lack of interest, we’ve decided to cancel this year’s senior prom.”


    “What do you mean?” I ask, holding myself back from popping out of my chair. “Of course there’s interest. Who doesn’t like prom?”


    “It’s not a matter of liking prom. It’s expensive. Dresses, tux rentals, tickets—kids don’t want to spend that kind of money anymore. They’d rather go to the store and buy the latest Xbox game or an iPhone.”


    I hate to admit it, but Principal Slater is a little out of touch. Who goes to a store to buy stuff when you can download video games right onto your computer? But senior prom isn’t something you download—it’s a once-in-a-lifetime memory that can never be recreated if you miss it.


    “Prom is universal,” I insist. “It’s a tradition dating back to…a long time ago. We can’t be known as the first class at Hamilton High to miss it.” I flip through the stack of shiny new ideas popping into my head. “We could find sponsors to cover some of the expenses. Or find a cheaper location if the country club is too expensive.” After a slight hesitation, I hear myself add, “Maybe I can work with the rest of the committee and find someone to take Tristan’s place.”


    But my chest tightens at the thought of getting involved in a crusade to save prom. Desmond’s right. After Catherine and I became ex-best friends in middle school, I lost a shield of protection I never knew I’d had. I was teased for sitting alone in the cafeteria until I found a new lunch table, and no longer picked for the best spots in group projects or gym teams. Since then, I’ve avoided attention and learned to survive while staying out of the spotlight. Rack up multiple small achievements while the popular kids fight for bragging rights over a big win.


    But if someone needs to light a fire to restart a committee, it can be me…for now. I can always ask Jane for help. As student council president, she has the experience needed to organize a big event like this.


    Mr. Slater adjusts his glasses. “Are you sure? The prom committee is a lot of work, and we’re already months behind.”


    I square my shoulders and assume a look of grim determination. “I can help out. We’ll catch up quickly.”


    Still, he appears unconvinced. “You’re taking quite a few AP classes, aren’t you? And how many clubs have you joined this year?”


    “I’m the vice president of six and the secretary of two. But I’m keeping up with my work. Last marking period, I had distinguished honors. I submitted my early decision form to Bucknell, so I just need to make passing grades through the end of the year. I can find the time for something as important as prom.”


    Principal Slater folds his hands on top of his desk as he considers my offer. “I can give you a week to come up with something. Talk to Tristan about setting up a new committee, budget, event site, and marketing plan. I’ll look over your report, and we’ll take it from there.”


    I consider running out of the office and never looking back. But then I remember how disappointed I was about not attending junior prom. I wonder who else has been dreaming of finding that perfect dress. Or hoping their secret crush will come through with a grand gesture and prompose.


    “Yes. Fine. I’ll do it,” I say, wanting to cry inside. My schedule will need major rearrangement to meet his deadline. This part of senior year is supposed to be chill time—everyone else around here seems to be slacking off. I push to my feet and shoulder my backpack as a little voice inside wonders why I care so much. Sure, seeing Desmond and Carrie finally get together would be a stellar achievement. He stuck by me for so many years, along with Jane, my other BFF. But, chances are, I’ll end up sitting at home alone again this year. It’s not like I’ll have anyone special to go with. Still, the small wisp of hope inside me refuses to die. If I can make something memorable out of prom night, maybe I’ll find the perfect date. Owen’s face flashes in my mind, and I forcefully chase it away. He’s not an option.


    “Next Monday, in my office, with a write-up.” Mr. Slater’s interrupted by the ringing of the late bell. “And I’ll sign a hall pass for you this morning, but in the future, Miss Hart, make an appointment and come speak to me outside of class time.”


    


    After International Club, I rush home and type up my physics lab notes. Between pages, I run online searches, looking for potential prom sites, and fill out contact forms, requesting information from the bigger venues around town. Mom left a note on the counter, saying she and Dad are at an engagement shoot in the town park. I shudder at the thought of my parents forcing the poor future bride and groom to pose in front of the stone fountain with a perfectly timed sunset in the background. Although, when you’re in love, you probably want to be in my parents’ photos. When you’ve grown up with your own personal paparazzi, you start to dream of bright, sunny days with harsh shadows or locations with dim lighting. I was their test subject for years, through my incredibly awkward frizzy-haired, acne-riddled middle school phase, until I begged them to please stop taking pictures of me.


    Alone in the house, I reheat a bowl of chili, add chopped onion, pour the mixture over a plate of spaghetti, top it all off with shredded cheese, and carry it up to my bedroom. I switch on my monitor and eat dinner while waiting for Immortal Quest to power up. When the welcome screen appears, I strap on my headset and log on to Q-Chat for the first time in weeks. Sure enough, I find a message from Owen, aka HouseofLock.


    HOL: Heard you’re trying to save the prom.


    ESG: Not me. I’m hoping Jane can make it happen. I’ll assist.


    His reply is instantaneous. He must be finished exploring the latest Immortal Quest release he told me about this morning.


    HOL: Why not you? I can help.


    I squint at the screen. Owen Locklear wants to help me run the prom committee? I wonder if Catherine the Great is putting him up to it. I’m about to shoot down his suggestion, but my fingers pause above my keyboard. If I did step up and he had my back…no way. Owen isn’t mine. Not in a dateable sense.


    But does that even matter anymore? He’s my friend, and it would be fun to work on a committee with him before we part ways at the end of the school year.


    ESG: With your help, I might be able to pull something together.


    HOL: Count me in. We should do something different. You know, not a typical boring prom. Like no tuxes.


    ESG: Tuxes are mandatory. It’s the only time I’ll see you dressed up. Ever.


    HOL: I’ll wear my jacket backwards in protest.


    Picturing Owen zombie-walking with his arms shoved in a backwards jacket makes me laugh. And I’m secretly swooning, because that would be totally adorable. When he pauses our conversation, I log in to the game and find him busy fighting a mob of green aliens. When the bad guys disperse, another message appears on the chat screen.


    HOL: So, what about it? A backwards prom?


    ESG: Sure. We’ll use the reverse spelling and call it a Morp.


    HOL: I like it. Project Morp is on. Let’s go slay some aliens in Sector 10.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Catherine


    Still two months until prom


    “Cat, there you are. I’ve been looking for you everywhere.” Owen Locklear, my boyfriend of the past three-and-a-half years, corners me at my locker. A handful of students scurry down the hall on their way out, leaving me and Owen as the last people in the senior hallway, a gloomy corridor in an aging establishment built for the baby boomer generation.


    “Hey, Owen. Sorry, I stopped to talk to Ms. Perry for a few minutes. What’s up?”


    He gives me a curious glance, his blue eyes bright with mischief, before leaning back against the lockers and throwing me that grin of his that used to convince me to do just about anything. Lately, though, it only makes me suspect he’s up to something. “I have an update for you…about prom.”


    I shove a piece of hair from my face and slam my locker, the metal reverberating against my hand, before spinning to stare at him. “What are you talking about?”


    “You were right. Slater wants to cancel it due to lack of interest.”


    “Well that’s totally insane. Of course people are interested. It’s tradition. It’s our senior prom, Owen.”


    “That’s what I said, plus I have epic plans for the night.” He runs a hand through his messy dark brown hair, his signature move when he’s nervous about something. It used to be endearing, but in this instance, it only reinforces my suspicions. “Some of us are talking about planning an alternate event, a backwards prom. Morp, if you will.”


    “Mor what?”


    “Morp. It’s prom spelled backwards.”


    “No.”


    “No?”


    “I mean no backwards prom. That’s ridiculous. Are you sure about prom being officially canceled? I mean, I heard it from someone who heard it from Tristan, but maybe someone’s messing with us. Like the ultimate senior prank.”


    “I heard it from someone who got it straight from Slater’s mouth.”


    I sigh and lean against my locker to stare up at him. Owen and I are a staple of Hamilton High. Since the day our parents arranged for us to attend Homecoming together freshman year, we’ve been the “it” couple. I adore him. I mean, how can I not? He’s the perfect guy—funny, hot, athletic, perfectly chiseled jaw, and about as considerate as they come. Perfect on paper, anyway.


    Our relationship should have been a natural evolution of a friendship that started in diapers. A friends-to-more tale with a happily ever after. Real life doesn’t live up to the hype movies and books create, though.


    We were each other’s firsts, but I think that night, more than anything else, was the beginning of the end for us. Our long-term friendship and deep trust in each other made it easy to take that step together. But after…we both admitted we anticipated something more than awkward fumbling and deflated expectations. Maybe the whole “getting it out of the way” thing was the wrong frame of mind. But you don’t get a do-over on your first time.


    I do adore him, but just not in the way that a girlfriend should adore her boyfriend. These days, I think we’re holding on to our relationship for our parents’ sake more than our own. Or at least I am. Plus, it’s easy to navigate the social pitfalls of high school with Owen by my side. How messed up is that?


    “If there’s no prom, then I won’t be Prom Queen. That’s not going to go over well at home. First I lose out on head cheerleader to Jessa Chang, and now this.”


    “Who’s to say Morp can’t have a king and queen? And Jessa only beat you because of the sympathy vote.”


    “Her dog died, Owen!”


    “Six months ago!” He bumps me with his shoulder, which comes to my chin. Owen’s five-foot-ten frame isn’t necessarily tall, unless your girlfriend is five-foot even. “You were still the better candidate. So what were you talking to Perry about?”


    Slinging my messenger bag over my shoulder, I start toward the exit, Owen falling in step beside me. We pass a closed door with the muffled sounds of the jazz band warming up behind it. “She wanted to talk to me about a musical in Cincinnati she thinks I should try out for.”


    “Wow, Cat, that’s awesome.” He gives me his most charming smile, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Based on all the school productions I’ve seen you in, you’d be amazing.”


    “Thanks, but I don’t know if I’ll even get cast. And if I do, it’ll interfere with my mom’s plans for me to take college courses over the summer.”


    “What are you going to do?”


    “I don’t know yet.”


    Owen holds the door open for me, and I step outside into the bright afternoon sunshine. Grabbing my sunglasses from my bag, I push them on and wait for him to join me.


    He lets the door close behind him and glances up at the sky, the smattering of freckles across his face appearing more prominent. “It’s your life, Cat.”


    “You, almost better than anyone, know how my mother can be.”


    “I—”


    “Hey, Catherine, Owen,” Jeremy Davis, a guy from Owen’s baseball team, calls from across the parking lot.


    We nod and wave as we continue to Owen’s Jeep. A breeze blows through the lot, rustling the new leaves of the sweetgum trees planted throughout, bringing a sweet fragrance as it scatters my hair.


    “I support you, no matter what. You know that, right?”


    “Yeah.” I push my hair out of my face and reach up on my tiptoes to kiss his cheek, my lips brushing his stubble.


    “In the interest of your legacy as Prom Queen, I’ve decided to join the planning committee. Gotta make sure this thing happens right.”


    He pulls out his remote and clicks it, the doors to his black Jeep Wrangler unlocking. He opens the back and stows my bag along with his, then opens my door for me. After giving me a hand in, he runs to the other side and hops into the driver’s seat.


    “I think it would be fun if you joined, too. We could really use the help.”


    “I don’t know. I’m not sure I have time for one more thing. Especially if I decide to try out for the musical.”


    He glances over at me, then backs out of the space, heading toward the exit. “Riley’s going to lead the committee, but you could help with a subcommittee or something. The prom fell apart because Tristan said no one was stepping up to help him out. This might be our only chance.” His hands grip the steering wheel a little tighter than normal, the only indication he’s anxiously awaiting my response.


    Riley Hart. The last person I want to spend time with. In fact, I have to wonder if this whole thing isn’t somehow her doing to keep me from being Prom Queen. It’s not like I wouldn’t deserve it after middle school, but that doesn’t mean I need to play into her trap. None of this is something I can discuss with Owen, though. He may know me better than almost anyone, but this shame I keep well-hidden.


    I need to say something to get him to back off, though. “I’ll think about it.”


    He grins broadly. “Cool. First meeting is Saturday morning. I’ll pick you up.”


    “I said I’d think about it. I don’t know how I’m supposed to get everything done as it is. Finals are coming up, I still need to plan the end-of-year cheerleading bonfire, since Jessa decided being head cheerleader is just a title that means she can delegate everything, and I have to find someone to run lines with and practice the musical numbers, all without my mom finding out.” I take a deep breath to refill my lungs after all that. It really comes down to my mom more than anything else. Because if she discovers I’m planning a future as a drama geek instead of as a partner in her law firm, I’ll be disowned.


    Owen pulls up in front of my house and turns the Jeep off before hopping down to grab my bag out of the back. “Okay. I get it. You have a lot on your plate. But this could be really fun.” He leans down to give me a quick kiss, almost as an afterthought, before hopping back in his vehicle and roaring around the corner.


    With a sigh, I head up our front walk and let myself in the house. “Dad? You here?”


    “Hey Kitty Cat, up here.”


    I inwardly groan at the lame nickname he’s called me since I was, like, three. Thank God he doesn’t say that around any of my friends, or I’d never hear the end of it. I drop my stuff by the door and hike up the stairs to find him in the spare room, painting the walls.


    “What are you doing? Didn’t you teach today?”


    “I did. But final period was a school assembly, so I left early. Decided to do some redecorating. I’m going to turn this into my study.” He rubs a hand across his chin, the whiskers of his goatee rustling beneath his fingers. “I’m going for something to stimulate my senses.”


    I take in the persimmon-colored paint along the edges and the drips decorating his old jeans. “Well, this is definitely…stimulating.”


    He nods, grinning. “I was invited to participate in a research grant on isotopes. It’s been a long time since I’ve done anything like that. I might need something more to help jumpstart the creativity.” He tilts his head to the side, studying his handiwork.


    I gently pat his shoulder. “Good luck with that, Dad.” Then I head down the hall to my bedroom, where the lavender walls are bathed in late-afternoon sun, making them appear brighter, like an Easter egg. I wonder if I should paint my room, too. I’ve outgrown this color, along with the pink and white furniture and the posters of Shawn Mendes. My room screams “a tween girl lives here.”


    I walk to my closet and part my dresses, revealing my secret stash of old Broadway CDs from Grandma Reed. Little did she know that bequeathing me her prized collection when she entered an assisted living facility would kick off a decade-long-and-counting addiction to musical theater that must be kept hidden from her daughter-in-law.


    I dig through the stack until I find the soundtrack to Wicked and pop it into an ancient Sony Walkman I picked up at a yard sale—the only thing I have that will play these discs. Sitting on my bed, I listen to the entire CD before replaying “Defying Gravity” until I have the lyrics down. Now all I need is to find somewhere besides the shower to practice singing.


    Well, that and the stones to defy my mom and actually audition for the musical.


    “Catherine?” Mom calls up the stairs.


    I glance at my watch and realize it’s already six thirty. Where did the afternoon go? “Coming,” I call, slamming my physics book closed and bounding down the stairs.


    Mom kicks off her pumps and pulls the band out of her hair, letting her long blond locks out of their severe office bun. After taking off her blazer and draping it over the railing, she turns to me. “Do you want to give your dad a hand with dinner, please? It’s late.”


    “I know. Sorry, I didn’t realize what time it was. How was work?”


    “The usual. Corporate law and all that,” she says with a half grin. I know she secretly loves her job, but she likes to pretend she thinks it’s as boring as Dad and I do. She grabs her briefcase from beside the door and walks into the kitchen ahead of me, sticking her nose in the air and sniffing a couple of times. “What’s that?”


    Dad comes around the island to plant a kiss on my mom’s lips, and I turn away. Parental PDAs are never something I need to see. “I made corned beef and cabbage. I know we missed Saint Patrick’s Day, but it’s March, the official month of the Irish.” He grabs the oven mitt and takes the lid off a pot, peering inside. “It’s just about ready if you want to get cleaned up.”


    We missed Saint Patrick’s Day because Mom worked through the night on some big case. I don’t know why she thinks this is a life I want. She spends more time with her coworkers than she does with her family.


    Mom’s gaze finally lands on me with the scrutiny I’ve come to expect. “What are you wearing?”


    I glance down. “Um, sweats.”


    “Not for dinner you’re not.”


    Because Mom thinks dinners should be formal, even in our own home. I sigh, but head back upstairs to peel off my tank top and sweats and pull on a pair of jeans and a sweater. Dinner’s ready by the time I get downstairs, and I take my seat at the dining room table. Over salty meat, boiled potatoes, and soggy cabbage, we take turns talking about the events of our days. As usual, Mom has a difficult client, Dad shares about his painting adventures, and then the attention turns to me.


    “Prom was almost canceled, but Owen’s working on something to bring it back.”


    My mom sets her fork down and turns toward me. “What?”


    “Some kid named Tristan was heading up the committee, but he quit or something.” I shrug. “So, Slater called the whole thing off and said if we do have it, the school won’t sponsor the event.”


    “Principal Slater,” she says. “Why don’t you take over? Oh Catherine, what a wonderful opportunity to create the prom of your dreams.”


    What she really means is her dreams. “I don’t have time. You know how loaded my schedule is. But Owen said…someone might be stepping up and he thinks we should work on some subcommittees.”


    “Well, I guess that’s better than not being involved at all. When I was in high school…” She drones on about how she was head cheerleader, head of God only knows how many other things, Prom Queen, and more. I’ve heard it a thousand times, and I resist rolling my eyes. She’s always envisioned me as a miniature version of herself, grooming me to step into not only her corporate lawyer shoes, but also her Prom Queen stilettoes.


    When she’s finished, I open my mouth to bring up the musical Mrs. Perry mentioned, but before I can get a word out, she says, “Oh, I told the staff you’d be in on Monday, since it’s the start of spring break. No spring break for lawyers.” She laughs. “They’re excited to see you. Missy has some tasks lined up for you. This will look great on your resume when you’re looking for a summer internship.”


    Great. I guess I don’t get to sleep in like normal kids my age on a day off. And now, mentioning the musical is about as appealing as the gray glob on my plate that used to be a vegetable.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Riley


    Seven weeks until prom


    I introduce myself to Tristan, who acts like he’s never seen me before, although we sit next to each other in AP Government and recently teamed up for a mock debate.


    “You think you can do a better job at prom planning? Good luck,” he says, shooting me a smug smile. He holds out a folder with scraps of paper falling out of it but refuses to relax his grip. Like he wants to play some messed-up tug-of-war with his bake sale receipts. “No one around here cares about prom.”


    “I disagree,” I say, yanking the folder out of his hand. Turns out, what’s inside is basically useless. Tristan Fleming is not a very organized person. And he’s done next to nothing to plan for prom. Maybe he thought all the arrangements would just fall from the heavens into his lap.


    I send a Q-Chat message to Owen, keeping him up to date on the new prom committee efforts, led by me. He responds enthusiastically, cheering me on, and my heart soars. Knowing he has my back gives me a surge of confidence I might not have found on my own.


    After days of begging, pleading, and nonstop texting, the new prom committee springs to life. Owen asks Catherine to help with the planning, because he must think I need a reminder of how she destroyed our friendship, kicked me out of her “BFFs 4 life” group chat, then shunned me from her lunch table by inviting one of her cheerleading sidekicks to take my spot for the second half of eighth grade. When I gathered up the courage to ask her about it, she said that we “didn’t have anything in common anymore” and okay, yeah, she was absolutely right, but still…we could have just quietly drifted apart.


    After we spent hours in each other’s bedrooms, dreaming of our futures as movie actresses, doctors, or very important business executives, the sudden end of our friendship made me look at the world differently. I realized you could pour your heart out to another person and they could still dump you without a second thought. And while Catherine seemed to easily move on after everything ended between us, my life completely changed. I lost the one person I trusted with all my secrets, and it hurt. A lot.


    When high school started, Catherine’s star seemed to shine brighter while mine dimmed. In a freshman class filled with new kids, I turned into background noise, never standing out, never quite fitting in.


    Until now. Like it or not, prom will force me to stand out. To be someone who counts.


    After Owen and Catherine sign up for the committee, I call in a few favors to round up more volunteers. I force Desmond to join, too, because he pushed me into talking to Mr. Slater and helped convince me to lead this last-ditch prom effort. He needs to share my pain.


    “I found three potential event sites,” I tell Mr. Slater when I stop by his office on Monday morning for our status update. “All of them cost less than the country club. I plan on checking them out soon. And I scheduled a committee meeting to pick a theme. We also have a fund-raiser in the works.” Technically, nothing is in the works, but I’m thinking about it, so that counts, right?


    “Impressive,” Slater says, pressing his thumbs and fingers together to form an isosceles triangle. “I’ve got to tell you, Riley, I never thought you’d pull this off so quickly.”


    A smile tugs at my lips. I won’t bother mentioning that I haven’t slept more than four hours a night in the last week. “So, is Project Morp a go?”


    His eyebrows take a nosedive. “Did you say Morp?”


    “Sorry, that’s our secret code name. It’s prom spelled backwards. Now that the students are taking over the event, we want to rearrange a few things, if that’s okay.” When he starts to protest, I rush to add, “Nothing bad. We’re just trying to make our big night unique and memorable.”


    Principal Slater looks concerned. He likes to play by the rules. “I’d suggest you line up chaperones, too. Even though it’s not an official school-sponsored event, you should have some type of adult supervision.”


    “Working on it,” I lie, mentally adding this item to my ever-growing to-do list. Though I know two adults who won’t be attending. No way in hell are my parents dragging their cameras within a ten-mile radius of my prom. They’d make me pose for a million pictures and plaster them all over their website.


    Mom claims it’s all about marketing, but I suspect she’s trying to record every last second of my life in Hamilton because she knows when I leave for college, I’ll likely never return. Why come back to a town that’s branded you as insignificant? A year or two from now, I doubt anyone will remember my name. Which is exactly what I want most out of high school. To escape with my dignity intact and never look back.


    …


    Saturday morning, I storm into the cafeteria and take my place at the podium in front of the lunch counter. With my shoulders back and chin lifted, I default to the confident pose I learned in debate class. Still, my eyes dart wildly left and right, betraying my inner panic. Less than half of the people who signed up to help with Project Morp have shown for our first meeting. Owen and Catherine stroll in, holding hands, and take seats at the table in front of me. Desmond sits behind them, waiting for Carrie, who wrote her name on the list but never appears. Jane shuffles into the room, her red hair thrown into a messy bun, pushing her glasses farther up her nose. I sent her a message last night to remind her about the meeting, because as Student Council President, she needs to be here, if only to oversee the Prom King and Queen voting. In a minute of panic, I’d begged her to take over the committee, but she laughed me off, saying she was too busy. Since I couldn’t convince her to be in charge of this disaster, the least she can do is offer moral support.


    Hunter Davern strolls in behind Jane and sits with Catherine and Owen. She pulls a mint green crocheted beanie off her head and runs a hand over her dark curly hair. Her glittery eyeshadow accentuates her hazel eyes and brown skin. Hunter’s an artist, which is obvious by the way she combines flowery dresses with heavy boots and still manages to look like she stepped out of the pages of a teen magazine back-to-school fashion spread.


    Next to Hunter, Catherine’s blond locks are straightened and framed around her face, while my hair is pulled into a ponytail. Hunter assumed the role of Catherine’s BFF at some point during freshman year. I’m not sure how she’s managed to keep her position as long as she has, but if Catherine’s not with Owen, chances are she’s hanging out with Hunter, talking or laughing at a private joke.


    Hunter waves and flashes me a wide smile before leaning in, saying something to Catherine in a low voice. They both start to giggle, and immediate discomfort pipes through my chest. After she kicked me out of her group chat in middle school and made it obvious that I was excluded from her newly formed social circle, I can’t help but think she’s still laughing at me whenever we’re stuck in a room together.


    My knees soften, and I tilt the upper half of my body forward, gripping the sides of the podium, wondering if I should just admit defeat and pass over the committee to anyone willing to step up. In search of a sign of encouragement, I try to catch Jane’s attention, but she’s captivated by something on her phone. Owen doesn’t know me at all if he thinks I can do this. Before I get a word out, Jordon Oswald sneaks in the back door of the cafeteria and takes a seat behind everyone else. Though he’s known around school as the guy who sings like Charlie Puth, Jordon’s quiet when he’s offstage. To be honest, I don’t think I’ve ever talked to him. He doesn’t really seem like the rah-rah, let’s-go-to-prom type.


    As I look out into the sea of faces, which is actually more like a pond, a nervous tremor ripples through my chest. Jane rolls her eyes and points to the clock on the wall, telling me to get on with it. Catherine studies her fingernail polish as she listens to Hunter, who’s still whispering and laughing.


    “Hi, everyone. Welcome.” I stumble over the first line of my kick-off speech and forget everything I planned to say. My eyes drop to the papers in front of me. “We’re here to organize the Hamilton High Senior Prom. I agreed to set up a committee, but if anyone else wants to take the lead…” My sentence dangles helplessly in the air while I cast a pleading look over everyone in the cafeteria.


    Before I continue, the door slams open and Jessa Chang saunters in with her current boyfriend, Bryan Stevens. She makes a show of lowering herself into a chair and crossing her long, tan legs before flipping her straight black hair over her shoulder. “What’s the status?” she asks, as if she’s in charge. Actually, she’d be a perfect choice to take over the committee.


    “We’re looking for someone to run the prom committee. Tristan decided he, um, he’s no longer with us.” Someone gasps, and I hurry to add, “I mean, he’s alive. He’s just not on the prom committee anymore.”


    Jessa smooths an unseen wrinkle on her skirt, not bothering to make eye contact. “Sorry, not my scene. What’s the color scheme? I vote for something that complements my skin tone.”


    “I’ll make a note of it for whoever wants the job,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. I glance around the cafeteria. “So, do I have any takers?”


    Silence. Complete and utter silence.


    “Looks like it’s all you, Riley,” Owen says when it’s clear no one is volunteering. For now, I’m stuck running the show.


    Okay. Moving on. I drag a shaky breath through my lungs. “In that case, I thought we’d start with a checklist.” I reach for a stack of papers sitting on the front table and pass them to Owen, who takes one and hands them to Catherine. She passes the entire pile to Hunter without even glancing at it. “If anyone wants to sign up for a specific item now, let me know and I’ll pencil you in. I’ve also created an online document we can access and update as tasks are completed.”


    No one speaks.


    Bryan folds the form into a paper airplane and launches it across the cafeteria. Jessa giggles her approval.


    “Does anyone have an idea for a theme?”


    Nothing.


    “Fund-raising suggestions?”


    Blank, empty stares. My shoulders fall.


    “DJ? Band? Any preference?”


    Maybe I should talk to the ceiling. At least one of the overhead lights is responding by buzzing and blinking.


    “All right…that’s all I have for now. See you next week.”


    Without a word, everyone gets up to leave. Desmond throws me a sympathetic glance on his way out.


    That was a complete and crushing failure.


    


    I’m stuffing my notes into my backpack when Owen returns to the cafeteria, without Catherine.


    “Hey, Riley,” he says. “I wanted to help you out, but I was waiting for Cat to sign us up for something.”


    “Could you talk to her about it?” I swing my backpack over my shoulder. “I can’t do everything by myself.”


    He falls in step beside me. “I’m free now. What’s at the top of your to-do list?”


    “First up? Finding an event site.” I’m tempted to ask why he’s not driving Catherine home, but I’m smart enough to know that’s a conversation I should probably avoid. We break through the cafeteria doors, heading out to the parking lot. “Slater suggested the Elk Lodge, but I was hoping for something a little less…geriatric.” An old blue car the size of a small boat rumbles past us, the engine so loud that I pause until it pulls into traffic. “I was thinking about checking out one of the potential locations right now. It’s a restored barn outside of town. The space is what I’d call rustic. But it’s big enough to hold our entire class, plus dates. Do you think it might work?”


    As he listens to my rambling, Owen watches the blue car disappear around a corner. “Rustic, huh? I thought you’d go for romantic.”


    “Ew, gross,” I say, but my smile betrays me. “That’s more Catherine’s speed, isn’t it? Hearts and flowers? Rainbows of happiness.”


    “She likes some flowers, but not others,” Owen says. “She used to text me pictures of her favorites, and I kept them on my phone.”


    “She’s lucky,” I say, wishing I could stop picturing Owen buying flowers for me. “I’m no expert on romance, but I think any girl would love to be with someone who keeps track of which flowers she likes.” I feel myself starting to blush and switch back to my original question—about the prom site. “Anyway, if we don’t like the barn, the banquet room at Lonny’s Catering is available. That’s option B and probably more on the romantic side. Puffy window treatments from the eighties and crystal chandeliers, that sort of thing.” I continue listing prom locations as we head toward my Kia, parked next to his Jeep.


    “I’ll go with you.” Owen interrupts my overly detailed discussion on banquet room decor. “You might need a second opinion.”


    My shoulders do a freaky up and down dance, like I’m not sure if I should say yes or no. Finally, I come up with, “Sure!” Way too cheerful. I’m such a hot mess right now. Then I add, “I can drive. I just filled up this morning.”


    He raises an eyebrow. “You’re turning down a chance to ride in my Jeep?”


    My laughter sounds like wind chimes. “I already Googled the directions, so I thought it would be easier…but you can drive.”


    “Nah. The Jeep’s running on fumes.” He stops in front of my car and taps the hood. “This is you, right?”


    “You’ve spotted my getaway vehicle around town?”


    “Sometimes I drive behind you on the way to school. When Catherine catches a ride with Jessa or Natalie, I don’t need to cross through town.”


    I click my remote, and we duck inside. Owen tugs the seat belt across his chest, stretching it up and back twice like he’s a safety inspector.


    “I’ll try not to give you whiplash.” I turn on the engine, shift into reverse, and brake. Owen throws out his arms and presses his palms against the dashboard like he’s bracing for impact. For a minute, I flash back to fourth-grade Owen, who was always doing ridiculous things to make me laugh. A nervous giggle escapes me, and I check the rearview mirror before shifting into drive. He’s so close that my elbow accidentally bumps his. We both pull away at the same time.


    Driving to the barn, we analyze the success of our latest Immortal Quest strategy. Owen wants to build a new safehouse and stockpile our gold and weapons, which would allow us to travel light. We argue over which of the new monsters should be taken down first and try to guess which rewards will be transferred to us when we capture them. Quest is our secret world, with no Catherine, no prom committee, and no school pressure. Somehow, after everything that happened between me and Catherine in middle school, Owen managed to stay friends with both of us, mainly keeping in touch with me through the game.


    “Did you decide about college?” I ask.


    “Not yet.” He shifts his long limbs around the cramped passenger space. “I’m still weighing my options and waiting for scholarship information.”


    “Baseball scholarships?”


    His mouth twists into a smile. “Yeah. I’m hoping for at least a partial scholarship to a big school.”


    I dart my eyes away from the road and shoot him a fast grin. “I’m sure something will come through for you. What are your top choices?”


    He tries to shrug me off, but I catch the excitement in his voice. “The in-state basics, Xavier, UC, Ohio State. A few out of state that are probably unattainable, so I don’t talk about them. You still going to Bucknell?”


    Hearing the name of my future college sparks a smile on my face. “Yup. Mom sent the deposit last month.”


    We park in a patch of gravel surrounded by knee-high grass. The faded redwood barn is adorned with spray paint and fuzzy patches of fungus crawling over rusty metal vents.


    “Wow.” Owen hops out and slams the car door. “This is…not what I expected.”


    “It fits our budget.” I force myself to sound Disney-Princess cheerful. “Let’s check it out. The owner left it open. She couldn’t be here today.”


    Two wide doors creak as we enter the barn, revealing a damp, empty space with wooden rafters and hay strewn on the cement floor. My nose wrinkles.


    “Smells like manure,” Owen says. “Cat will love it. Crown her Prom Queen and make her stand on a pile of crap.” He starts to laugh.


    “Why are you laughing?” I nudge my elbow into his side. “You’ll be standing right next to her. And she’s not a lock for Prom Queen.” Though she’s pretty close to my definition of a sure thing.


    “Yeah, about that. She wants the crown and she’s willing to do whatever it takes to get it. A hundred years ago, her mom was Prom Queen, and the picture is still hanging on the wall in their house.” He pushes a hand through his hair. “Since we’re helping you out with prom planning, I was hoping maybe you could do something to…I don’t know, try to help make sure Catherine wins.”


    So that’s why he wants to be involved in the prom committee. For Catherine, who’s still trying to live up to her mom’s expectations. Knowing Mrs. Reed, this revelation doesn’t surprise me in the least. Even so, disappointment stabs through my heart, although at this point I’m not sure why I feel occasional twinges of hope. For the last three years, Owen’s heart has pretty much belonged to Catherine Reed.


    “Sorry, but I have no control over who’s named Prom Queen,” I say, turning slowly to inspect the entire barn interior. “The student council handles the votes, and Cat needs to earn her crown. Jane would never do anything to mess with the system.” When I raise my hands to tighten my ponytail, a piece of yellow straw falls out from my light brown waves. I hold the straw in front of me, skim my eyes over it to check for bugs, and try not to wonder too much about how it got there. “You know you’re in the running for Prom King, right?”


    He holds up his hand like he’s about to take an oath. “If elected, I promise to be the greatest leader of the Kingdom of Morp ever to wear the crown.” He kicks at a pile of hay, and a spider scoots out, its eight little legs crawling over the toe of my white canvas sneaker. I screech, and Owen laughs.


    “I love this place,” he says. “Morp on the Farm. It’ll be awesome.”


    


    “Did I see you driving away with Owen yesterday?” Desmond asks at our next locker get-together. “What’s up with that?”


    “We checked out a potential site for prom. He’s on the committee.”


    “So am I,” Desmond says with a knowing smile. “You didn’t ask my opinion.”


    I close my locker and turn to him. “Tell me, Desmond. Do you think we should have our senior prom at a farm?”


    “Like E-I-E-I-O? With banjos and chickens?”


    “No banjos or chickens, but there’s an old barn available. It’s sort of rustic, but we could spend some time cleaning and decorating to make it the best prom site ever.”


    “Does it fit in our budget?” Desmond asks, quite responsibly.


    “Yes. Perfectly.”


    “Then it gets my vote.” He grips my shoulders. “I need this prom to happen, Riley.”


    “Oh, it’s happening, baby.” I jut out my right hip and shimmy while he slides to the left and folds his arms over his chest, bobbing his head. It’s our secret happy dance. “How’s your promposal plan coming along?”


    “I’m deciding between hiring a mariachi band to sing under her window or stopping Carrie in the hallway and asking her point blank.”


    “Point blank. Just do it. Some of those promposal videos I’ve seen online are outrageous.”


    Desmond snorts. “Do I need to find someone to prompose to you, just so you can experience the wonder of having your name spelled in pepperoni on an extra-large pizza?”


    “Pass.” I sigh. “I guess I’ll have to dig up a date somewhere.” I suppose as prom committee coordinator, I should find someone willing to go with me to the actual event. What sucks for me is that my dream date is in love with the most beautiful girl in the senior class.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Catherine


    Six and a half weeks until prom


    Papers tumble from my locker as I pull out my binder for the second prom planning meeting. The first one ended up being a complete waste of time. I was sure Owen would sign us up for something, but he just sat there. Joining the committee was his idea, so I kind of left the extent of our involvement up to him. He’s just as busy as I am between school, his part-time job, and baseball, so I didn’t want to commit him to something he doesn’t have time for. But signing up for nothing pretty much defeats the purpose of joining the prom committee in the first place.


    Squatting down, I grab the papers off the floor and stuff them back in my locker before slamming the door shut. A corner of one paper peeks out of the bottom. My reputation around school is as this total neat freak, that everything in my life is as pulled together as my outfits. What hardly anyone knows is that on my best days, I’m a complete mess. It takes a lot of effort to constantly keep up the facade, but it’s expected. I’m a Reed, after all, and Reeds are not slobs. “Sit up straight, Catherine. Tuck in your shirt, Catherine. Iron your dress, Catherine.”


    Sometimes I get a little bit exhausted just being me.


    While I’m surprised Owen didn’t volunteer us for something on Saturday, I was honest when I said I have too much on my plate already. Not to mention that taking on some sort of backwards-prom planning responsibility is basically an invitation for Riley to screw me over, turn me into the butt of a backwards Prom Queen joke. Or maybe Owen got the story wrong, because everything about prom being canceled in the first place sounds off. I mean, who cancels prom for lack of interest? And the fact that the one girl in school who hates me most is planning an alternate dance can’t be a coincidence.


    The last bell rang twenty minutes ago, and the heels of my boots click on the tile floor as I rush down the empty hall, overshooting the door to the cafeteria. I pause to smooth down my hair and make sure my skirt is straight before flinging open the door.


    All eyes turn to stare. I hate when I’m the center of attention for the wrong reason. Being on stage to recite my lines? Sure. Standing in front of the student body and belting out a cheer? Fine. Arriving late to a meeting, disorganized and flustered? Definitely not. I square my shoulders and enter the cafeteria, projecting fake confidence as I join the other members of the committee gathered around a table.


    “Sorry I’m late.” I let out an exaggerated sigh as I slip into the chair Owen pulled out for me. “I had to go back and grab my notebook.” I hold the spine and wiggle it back and forth to punctuate my statement.


    “No problem, Catherine,” Riley says, shooting me a wide smile that makes me internally flinch because I can’t remember the last time Riley smiled at me. “We were just getting started.”


    I stare at my notes, my pen poised above it while they talk, but the words blur as my eyes lose focus and my mind drifts elsewhere. My life is already overflowing with a thousand other obligations that I need to figure out how to get done before offering to take on anything new.


    Owen leans over, his lips close to my ear. “So, what do you think?”


    I blink and glance up at him. “Um…”


    “I know a rustic barn isn’t your scene, but it could work.”


    I let out an unfeminine snort. A barn? He thinks I care about where it’s held? I only need the crown; the atmosphere is the least of my worries. With the budget slashed, I wonder if they’re canceling the prize pack the Prom King and Queen typically receive. That swag includes a session with a professional photographer. I need that for my headshots, because there is no way Mom will give me the money for something so “foolish.”


    “Is this some kind of joke?” Jessa asks. “A barn?”


    Owen reaches over and covers my hand with his, rubbing his thumb along mine in a soothing gesture. “Once we clean it up, it could be really charming.”


    I paste on my best smile and turn toward him. “It sounds great, Owen. Really. Like the barn Brittany and Santana got married in on Glee.”


    Hunter leans in and whispers, “Or the barn where April dumped Matthew at the altar on Grey’s so she could run off with Jackson.”


    I stifle a sigh. Jackson is the dream. April made the right choice, although she could have handled it a lot better.


    Owen relaxes beside me, obviously relieved, and says something to Riley that sounds a lot like he’s volunteering us to clean up the barn. My mouth opens to tell him that I can’t do it, that I have no more time to give, but it snaps shut when Riley shifts her focus to me, as if she’s daring me to say no.


    A barn. This is probably her idea. She’s going to crown me queen of the farm and dump pig blood on me in classic Carrie style.


    “Wait, are we going to vote on this?” Jessa asks. “I mean, there has to be a better place. Anywhere is better.”


    “Based on my latest budget numbers, our only other option is the Elk Lodge,” Riley says.


    Bryan wrinkles his nose. “That’s a big nope from me.”


    “Everyone in favor of the barn, raise your hand,” Owen says.


    Every hand but Jessa’s goes up.


    “The Elk Lodge.”


    No hands go up.


    Jessa raises her hand. “An alternative site?”


    Jessa’s hand is the only one that remains high. She drops it to her lap with a scowl and mumbles something under her breath.


    Owen reaches over to squeeze my hand, and I turn to find him grinning. He’s so excited about this, I can’t disappoint him. We don’t have any other options except an old building with zero charm and severed animal heads on the walls. As bad as a barn is, the Elk Lodge has to be worse. No matter how many streamers you hang on antlers, in the end it’s still a big rectangular room with stained walls and bad acoustics.


    My relationship with Owen may be on life support, but this is our big high school swan song. We’ve known each other forever. Our parents are close friends and enrolled us in the same private preschool when we were three, although there are pictures of us together even younger.


    His mom and my mom arranged for us to attend Homecoming our freshman year, making a choice without asking us first. We were just expected to pair up…although it wasn’t like I had anyone else I wanted to go with. Plus, it was Owen. They don’t make guys any safer than him. He’s always been there for me, and I owe it to him to try to make our senior prom happen.


    “Catherine? Do you know anyone who can help us?”


    I glance up to find Riley staring at me.


    “I’m sorry. I’m just… I have a lot on my mind. What did you say?”


    She stares at me, her eyes zeroing in on my hand in Owen’s. She clears her throat and glances back to my face. “I was wondering if you could help with sponsors. You have a lot of connections through cheer.”


    I do, but they’re pretty much tapped out, since I just hit them up for sponsoring our cheer competition in Las Vegas in February. “I can try. How much do we need?”


    “As much as you can get. We can put their names on a banner at the dance, and they can set up a booth if they want. Especially if we have it at the barn. If any of them are restaurants, they could sell snacks or drinks to recoup their investment. Oh, we can start a social media campaign with #SaveOurProm or something like that.”


    I find myself nodding. That’s actually a good idea. “Yeah, sure. I’ll see what I can do.”


    Riley looks like she’s ready to break out into a triumphant dance. “Awesome! Okay, I think that’s it for today. Let’s meet again on Friday.”


    I raise my hand. “One more thing.”


    “Sure.”


    “I was wondering about the prize pack for the Prom Queen and King. Is that still happening?”


    Riley lets out a long, slow breath. “Maybe you can work on that, too?”


    That’s not the answer I was looking for, but it’s easier to get products from sponsors than cash. “I’ll do my best.” I close my binder, shove it into my messenger bag, and stand.


    “Be right back,” Owen says before wandering up to Riley.


    “Hey, are you okay?” Hunter asks.


    I turn to my best friend, noticing her dark curly hair is cut even closer to her head than it was yesterday. “Yeah. Just…scattered.” Hunter’s one of only a handful of people who know the full extent of my disarray, and she loves me anyway. She doesn’t expect me to be perfect all the time. “Did you cut your hair?”


    She runs a hand across it. “Yeah. I went to my aunt’s salon yesterday. I almost had her shave a pattern into it but changed my mind at the last minute. I was afraid it would scare off Simone.”


    “I don’t think your hair is the biggest obstacle there.”


    “Yeah, I know. But…” She grabs my sleeve and pulls me closer. “I swear she was flirting with me in Spanish this morning.”


    “And I swear she was flirting with Brent Sykes in Econ this afternoon.”


    Her grin only grows, revealing two prominent dimples. “Sounds exactly like my kinda girl.”


    I’d love for Hunter to find someone like Simone, but the truth is, I’m worried she’s going to get hurt. She plays the tough-girl role pretty well, but underneath that hard outer shell beats the heart of a true romantic.


    “Well, I love it. I think it suits you.”


    Her dimples reappear, accompanied by brilliant white teeth. Hunter has an infectious smile. “Thanks.”


    “What do you think about the barn thing?”


    She shrugs. “Could be cool. I just don’t want it to turn into some countrified hoedown thing. I am not going to wear cowboy boots.”


    “Last year you wore a tux to prom.”


    “Last year, I didn’t have a date. This year I’m getting all dressed up in my pretties.”


    I raise an eyebrow. “You have pretties?”


    “I can get some.”


    “If you decide to do dress shopping, let me know. We can go together. That would be fun.”


    “First I need to get a date. I’m not going to dress up for just anyone.”


    “Are you gonna straight-up ask her or do some big romantic production?”


    She blows out a slow breath. “I don’t know. If she says no, it’ll be humiliating if I do the whole grand gesture thing. Maybe I’ll slip her a note or something.”


    “With a check box? One for yes and two for no? This isn’t sixth grade. You need to up your game.”


    “You don’t know what it’s like. Have you ever worried some guy would turn you down?”


    “Okay, first, that was mean, and second, I’ve been with Owen forever, so no.”


    “Sorry.” She hooks her arm through mine. “Speaking of Owen, has he asked you yet?”


    I look at her out of the side of my eye. “For real? He knows we’re going together. The only thing he’ll ask me is what color my dress is so he can get a tie to match.” I glance over at Owen and Riley, their heads together as they stare at Riley’s notebook, deep in conversation. This is taking longer than I expected, and I have a ton to do tonight. “I need to go. I’ll catch up with you later.”


    “’Kay. I’ll text you.”


    I sidle up next to Owen and glance at the list. Owen’s name is next to at least a half-dozen tasks. “Owen…” I say before stopping myself. We don’t need to have this conversation in front of witnesses, least of all Riley Hart.


    “We were just finishing up,” he says, then turns to Riley. “I’ll talk to you later. We have a lot to do.”


    He takes my hand and leads me outside to his Jeep.


    “Owen,” I start as soon as he clicks his seat belt. “What are you doing volunteering for all of that? You’re stretched too thin as it is.”


    He throws me a grin. “If we want this prom to happen, someone has to do the work. I know you’re overloaded, and Riley can’t do it all.”


    “Thank you.” And I mean it, because no matter what happens, I know Owen won’t let anyone down.


    


    After dinner, I climb onto my bed, dragging my messenger bag with me. Sitting cross-legged in the middle, I manage to work through my calc homework while periodically stretching to avoid getting a kink in my neck and keep myself limber. Multitasking is an art form I’ve become a master at.


    When I finally finish my homework, I pull out my binder and dig through my notes from this afternoon’s prom planning meeting. Sponsors. Right. I need to figure out who I can approach to ask for money or other donations. Again.


    The notebook I used to organize the cheer fund-raiser for February’s national championships sits on my desk. Reaching over, I snag it and peel back the elastic band that keeps it closed. Pieces of paper flutter out, landing on my comforter. I pick up one and stare at the cartoon character Natalie drew during one of our cheer fund-raiser meetings and laugh. It’s of me and Owen as Prom King and Queen, our features overly exaggerated, and Jessa scowling in the background. Yeah, Jessa wasn’t as amused by this as I was. She gave Nat the cold shoulder for a week before Natalie sufficiently groveled her way back into Jessa’s inner circle. Part of that involved making me promise to destroy the cartoon, but Natalie so perfectly captures the essence of me and Owen, I can’t bear to part with it. Sighing, I tuck it back into the notebook and flip a few more pages to the list of local businesses that have been friendly to Hamilton High in the past.


    I scan the names, but most of them are cheer specific—local bow makers, gymnastic centers, ballet and hip-hop studios—not places that would have much to gain from having their names on a banner at prom, although a few may be willing to donate something to the prize pack.


    My phone dings with a text, and I shove my notebook aside to find my phone buried under my prom binder.


    Hunter: Sup?


    Catherine: Trying to figure out which businesses to hit up for prom donations


    Hunter: Boring. Let’s talk about Simone


    I send her an eye-rolling emoji.


    Catherine: Of course. How goes “operation prom date Simone”?


    Hunter: What do you think about leaving a series of notes in her locker? Like one a day for a week.


    Catherine: I don’t know. What do the notes say?


    Hunter: That someone likes her. Wants to ask her to prom but isn’t sure how.


    Catherine: That’s a really horrible idea.


    Hunter: WHY????


    Catherine: Because. She’ll wonder who it is. And what if she hopes it’s someone other than you?


    Hunter: Oh. Yeah. Didn’t think about that.


    Catherine: Keep at it. Something will come to you.


    Hunter: My mom is yelling at me. Gotta go.


    She adds a handful of hearts and kissy emojis before her texts stop coming. I fall back onto my pillow, tucking my phone beneath it. I wouldn’t want to be in her shoes, not knowing who I’m going to prom with. On the other hand, the excitement of asking someone or being asked, the thrill of that chase, I’ve never had that. Since our first date was arranged, which also happened to be my first high school dance, there wasn’t any fear of having to ask someone or the chance of being turned down.


    I’ve never experienced the anxiety of wondering if someone I really liked was into me, too. But I’ve also never had that rush, either, the avalanche of emotion you read about in romance novels when the guy you’re crushing on finally makes it clear he likes you.


    


    Imagine Dragons blasts “Radioactive,” jarring me out of a disturbing dream in which Owen forced me go to the Wicked audition, but he wouldn’t let me get dressed first. I fumble around for my phone and find it on the floor beside my bed.


    Shutting it off, I roll out of bed, still in yesterday’s clothes, stumbling over my books and binders on the floor where I must have kicked them off last night. I toss my messenger bag onto the bed and begin stuffing everything back in before heading to the bathroom for a shower.


    When I’m ready, I grab my bag off my bed and head downstairs, where the low rumbling of male voices comes from the kitchen. I drop my bag by the front door, noticing Owen’s backpack is sitting on the floor. Dad is laughing at something Owen said when I join them at the breakfast bar.


    “You’re early,” I say, glancing at the clock to make sure I’m not actually late.


    “Woke up early this morning.” He rubs his hands together. “Figured we could talk about Morp.”


    I glance between Owen and my dad. “Okay.”


    “What’s this mor-thing?” Dad asks, setting a plate of toasted bagels in front of us beside a tub of cream cheese.


    “Morp. It’s prom spelled backwards. We’re planning an alternative prom for our senior year.” Owen slathers a thick layer of cream cheese on a bagel, smashes the top into the gooey mess, and shoves it in his mouth. Guess he doesn’t have his mother harping on him about gaining weight or a team of cheerleaders reminding him that flyers need to be small.


    Dad grins. “Well, you kids have fun. I need to get to school and prepare for this morning’s pop quiz.” He drops a kiss on my head before walking out of the kitchen.


    I grab the bottom half of a bagel, add a very thin layer of cream cheese, and find some smoked salmon in the fridge to go with it.


    “What’d you find out about sponsors?” Owen asks around his breakfast.


    Swallowing first, I set my food down and wipe my mouth. “I found out we need a new list of businesses. I don’t know how many of my contacts really care about sponsoring a prom.”


    “We’re really counting on you to come through for us.”


    I press my lips together to keep from jumping on him. He knows the last thing I need is more added pressure in my life. After taking a sip of coffee, I force my voice to remain light. “Yeah, I know. I’m not giving up. Just letting you know it could take longer than I originally thought.”


    He reaches over and places his hand on top of mine, giving me that sweet grin of his, his blue eyes crinkling at the corners. “I know, Cat. Sorry, that didn’t come out the way I meant it.”


    I give him a small smile in return. Guess I’m not the only one under too much stress at the moment.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Riley


    Six and a half weeks until prom


    Every day, my prom to-do list grows, and other than checking out possible locations with Owen, nothing’s getting done. In homeroom, Mrs. Lam hands me a note from Mr. Slater saying he agreed to turn over Tristan’s fund-raising money for a deposit on the barn. After classes end, I swing by the administration office and pick up a manila envelope from Mrs. Whyte. Tristan somehow scored five hundred dollars washing cars and selling stale cupcakes. I’m hoping to run it over to Mrs. Cleary, the owner of the barn, to save the date. She’s started hinting about another school being interested in booking the barn for their prom, though I truly wonder who else would be desperate enough to fight Hamilton High over this particular location. Maybe they just looked at the pictures online and didn’t bother to drive out and take a look at the place in real life.


    “What did Slater want?” Jane asks when she spies me juggling my backpack, my purse, my laptop bag, and my prom file along with the cash-filled envelope.


    “He handed over the money Tristan managed to raise for prom. It’s barely enough for the barn deposit, but at least we’ll have a venue.”


    Behind her glasses, Jane rolls her green eyes. “Ugh, Tristan. He comes to student council meetings and falls asleep. I’m surprised he raised ten cents.”


    “He tried,” I say, not wanting to disrespect his efforts. “I think maybe prom is more work than he thought he signed up for.”


    “His mom baked the cupcakes, and he spent most of his time at the car wash on his phone,” Jane says. “I was there, standing by the roadway, flagging down cars. I know. So, what’s on the prom menu?”


    I trip over a slippery spot on the floor. “There’s supposed to be a menu?” I kind of wish I’d gone to last year’s prom. Except for a bunch of high school movies, I know nothing about the actual event. In my mind, I picture Project Morp turning out to be somewhere between Carrie (the new version starring Chloë Grace Moretz), High School Musical 3, and the zombie prom from Wizards of Waverly Place.


    Jane adjusts her glasses and shoots me a superior smile. After four years on student council, three as president, she’s all-knowing when it comes to school functions. “There’s always, always, always food at prom. No one eats it, but you still have to have it.”


    We pass through the Phys Ed wing, and Catherine appears, heading into the girl’s locker room with her cheer friends. As I struggle to keep up with Jane’s hurried pace, my prom file slips out of the bundle of stuff weighing me down. With a quick move, she grabs it and pushes it back in place. “Since our code name is Project Morp, maybe we can go with the backwards theme and eat dessert first.”


    “Jane! That’s genius!” Possibilities churn in my brain. Blue and gold cupcakes, followed by a traditional prom feast, whatever that is, ending with chips and dips at midnight. “We need to pick a main course.”


    “And find a caterer. Unless you plan on cooking.”


    My shoulders sag under the weight of responsibility. “Hopefully Catherine comes through with some big-time sponsors to help pay for our meal. Do you think we need a real caterer to officially qualify as a real prom?”


    Jane throws me a sidelong glance. “I’m not an expert on prom etiquette, but you should probably plan on something more than the usual school-dance-big-bowl-of-popcorn.”


    I mentally recalculate our budget. “Even with the fund-raiser money added to our expected ticket sales, we barely have enough to pay for the barn and decorations.”


    “Then you should make sure Catherine understands that she needs to do something, or she’ll be crowned Prom Queen on an empty stomach. Or ask Owen for help. You two are tight, aren’t you?”


    I keep my expression blank, though every time someone mentions Owen, my heart falls out of rhythm for a beat or two. “I wouldn’t say tight. He’s only helping out because Catherine wants the Prom Queen tiara. When are we voting, by the way?”


    “After I’m sure prom is really happening,” Jane says, flipping her long auburn braid over her shoulder. “Are you stopping by International Club?”


    Shaking my head, I turn toward the senior hallway. “I really need to drop off the deposit as soon as possible. Let me know if I miss any good recipes at the South American tasting.”


    We pass by a group of baseball players still in their game uniforms. Jeremy Davis looks away from the guys and smiles at me.


    “Wow, look who noticed you now that you’re prom committee chairperson,” Jane remarks, clearly impressed by Jeremy’s attention.


    “Maybe he wants to offer to help out?” Because I’m sure Jeremy has no real interest in me beyond that. He must really be looking forward to prom. Despite all the bags, files, and folders in my hands, I attempt a small wave before dropping my eyes back to the floor, realizing I’m actually searching for Owen, though not expecting to find him. But when Jane sets off for International Club, I turn in the opposite direction, and he’s there, standing alone in the hallway, staring into the black void of his locker, dressed in a muddy baseball uniform.


    He startles when I call his name and shoots me the low-wattage version of his smile. “How’s Project Morp going?”


    I press my shoulder into the metal locker next to his, struggling to maintain my grip on the pile of stuff in my arms and still look cool. “Jane just reminded me that we need food for our Morp, which adds to our expenses. Did Catherine come up with any sponsors?”


    Owen pulls a notebook with a torn cover from his locker and shoves it in his backpack. “She’s working on it. I’ll remind her when we talk later.”


    “Thanks. Apparently, I need to find a caterer soon. I’ll make some calls after I drop off the deposit for Mrs. Cleary.”


    Owen’s grin widens. “Another barn trip?”


    “Yeah. Mrs. Cleary keeps calling me about it. She even mentioned something about another school wanting to book the same date for their prom.” I glance down at my empty hand and realize what’s missing. “Oh no.” I let everything in my arms fall to the floor and drop to my knees, combing through files and bags, frantically tossing papers and shaking out notebooks. Owen’s baseball cleats edge into the corner of my vision as he stands there, hands on his hips, watching.


    “Everything okay?”


    “The deposit. It’s gone! How did I lose it? I only had it for ten minutes.” My hands start to shake. This can’t be happening. I glance up and down the hallway, searching for a manila envelope filled with cash.


    Owen crouches beside me. “Take a breath and chill for a second. If you can’t find the check, we’ll go ask Slater to replace it.”


    “It was cash. Bake sale cash. Not a check.” Tears sting my eyes. “I can’t march in Slater’s office and announce the money’s gone. He won’t help us, anyway. He said prom is our responsibility this year, remember?”


    Owen starts rubbing circles on my back, comforting me. Through a cloud of misery, I register the heat of his touch.


    “I’m sure we’ll find it,” Owen says. “How much was the deposit? Fifty bucks? Seventy-five?”


    An incredulous laugh hiccups out of me. “Try five hundred.”


    Owen unsuccessfully tries to hide his shock. “Can you call Mrs. Cleary and ask if she’ll wait another day for the deposit?”


    “And lose our only affordable venue to another school?”


    Owen must hear the panic in my voice, because the pressure of his touch increases. “I’ll help you retrace your steps back to Slater’s office.”


    Before I answer, the squeaky soles of a herd of cheer sneakers approaches. When I look up, I see Catherine with Jessa Chang, Hannah Smith, and Natalie Ruiz, wearing matching pom squad uniforms. Owen’s eyes flick from Catherine to me. His hand drops away from my back like he realized he was touching a flaming tower of bricks.


    “Owen?” Catherine asks. “What’s going on?”


    I shoot him a pleading look.


    “Uh, Riley just lost her Morp envelope, I mean prom file. Temporarily misplaced. But she found it, right?”


    Owen is not a good liar.


    “Yes, sorry, just a minute of panic, but I’m fine.” I sweep my folders, papers, and backpack into my arms and rise to my feet. A yellow highlighter falls from my bag and clunks on the floor, rolling toward Catherine. She bends down and picks it up, then hands it to me. With narrowed eyes, she stares me down until I suddenly get a clue. The cool people are here, and they’re waiting for me to leave so they can plan their next party together or talk about whatever popular people discuss in private.


    I spin around, walk halfway down the hallway, and break into a run.


    


    After spending an hour retracing my steps, searching for the cash, and picking up the same piece of scrap paper three times, I admit defeat. Desmond storms out of the band room, a frown on his face as he lugs his tenor sax case.


    “Rough practice?” I ask.


    He mutters something about a digital tuner misfiring, knocking the entire brass section out of sync.


    “Hey Des, did you find a DJ for the prom?” I don’t mean to brush off his problems, but I need good news right now.


    He breaks into a huge smile, the band disaster forgotten. “Oh, Riley. Forget the DJ. We have live music. My grandpa’s band offered to do a gig for us.”


    “Your grandpa’s in a band?”


    “Yeah. They’re called the Golden Eighties Guys.” He wiggles one eyebrow up and down. “Great idea, huh? We’ll go backwards in time. Fits with our Morp theme.”


    I gnaw on my bottom lip, unsure. “Better check with Hunter. She’s in charge of decorations. But, possibly backwards in time is taking the idea a bit too far?”


    Desmond huffs. “If Owen wanted a band, you’d say yes.”


    Though I’ve never allowed myself to admit my crush on Owen out loud, apparently, I’m more transparent than plastic wrap. “Let’s schedule an audition and make the final decision as a committee. Me, Jane, Catherine, Hunter, and Owen, too. Can you set something up?”


    He sets his saxophone case down and pulls his phone from his pocket. “Let me check my schedule, but we gotta do it right after school. Grandpa only stays awake past seven on the weekends.”


    


    At home, I push aside my worry over the missing deposit money long enough to ransack the internet for catering menus, only to be interrupted by an SOS message from Owen.


    HOL: I need you, ESG. Now.


    ESG: Some things are more important than video games.


    ESG: Deleting your last message and pretending I never saw it.


    I close my prom file and log in to Immortal Quest, where I set Evil Skater Girl loose on a city of zombies and flesh-eating monsters. Owen’s nowhere in sight. When I rack up enough points to go shopping, I direct Evil Skater Girl into the virtual store to pick up a new sword and a long, black cloak, because I’m tired of looking at my boobs hanging out of the basic body armor. An alien jumps out from behind a rack of weapons and challenges me to a fight. I raise my sword just as a message notification from House of Lock pops up on my screen. I type a command to open Q-Chat.


    HOL: What’s with the new coat? Does it have magical powers?


    ESG: Nope. Just liked it. Got a cool new sword too.


    I return to the action. With one swift hit, the alien-dude goes down. Another notification beeps on my screen.


    HOL: Killer move. Did you find the cash?


    ESG: Negative. Sad face.


    HOL: It’ll turn up.


    ESG: Did Catherine find any sponsors?


    HOL: I’ll call her. Right after this game.


    ESG: Game over. I’ll take care of the guy who just slipped around the corner while you rescue Project Morp.


    HOL: On it.


    Before he clicks off, House of Lock darts over to Evil Skater Girl and starts to do a funky chicken dance. I laugh, though Owen can’t hear me. HOL throws his arms out and somehow manages to pick ESG up in the air. They twirl around until Owen’s guy sets my girl back on her feet, before he disappears from the screen.


    What the heck was that?

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Catherine


    Still six-and-a-half weeks until prom


    The sultry tones of Ed Sheeran singing “Thinking Out Loud” come from inside my purse. Owen’s ringtone. I turn to Jessa, Hannah, and Natalie, who are talking excitedly about shopping for prom dresses. “I’ll be inside in a minute.”


    Jessa swings her long black hair over her shoulder as she pivots, yanking open the door to Starbucks. “Don’t be too long. I have to pick up my little brother from karate practice soon.”


    “If you need to leave without me, I’ll ask my dad to pick me up,” I call as I fumble around in my bag until my hand lands on my phone.


    “Whatever,” she says with a flip of her hand.


    “Hey,” I say to Owen, doing my best to use my happy voice.


    “Hey, Cat.” Owen’s words are flat, exhausted. Proving my concerns about him taking on too much were justified.


    “Tough game today?”


    “Yeah. We got our asses handed to us by West Valley. How was cheer practice?”


    “Same as always.”


    He chuckles. “That good, eh?”


    “I’m just so over the pettiness. Jessa is making it clear she doesn’t want any competition from the rest of us for Prom Queen, even though she knows it’s my legacy. What about you? Is the team still in the running for playoffs?”


    “Doubtful. It’s been an ugly season.”


    “Sorry. What are you up to now?”


    “Kicking back, playing some Immortal Quest. Anyway, the reason I called… Have you had any luck with the fund-raising?”


    “Oh crap, I totally forgot.”


    “Catherine…” He only calls me by my full first name when he’s annoyed with me.


    “Look, I’m sorry. I’m on it now, okay? We just finished practice and stopped by Starbucks for some coffee. As soon as I get home, I’ll start making phone calls.”


    “What about your mom?”


    “I’ll ask. She wants to make sure this prom happens almost more than I do.”


    “Okay. Well, do what you can. I’ll call you later.”


    He hangs up without another word, the distance between us growing wider by the day. I think we’re reaching the point where it’s harder to stay together than split up. But if prom is going to happen, I need to attend with Owen at my side. We can break up after the big night. With Jessa demanding that none of us challenge her for the crown, my relationship with Owen might be the only way I can win. He’s a lock for Prom King, and as his date, I could get enough votes to beat Jessa. She’s only been with Bryan for a few months, and no one beats Owen when it comes to school-wide likeability.


    After stuffing my phone back into my bag, I head inside. There’s no sign of my friends anywhere. I run back out to the parking lot and discover Jessa’s beige sedan is gone from its spot. They had to have walked right past me while I was on the phone with Owen. One of them could’ve at least said something, offered me the choice to go with them sans coffee. I blow out a breath and debate calling my dad or Owen for a ride, but the need for some time to myself wins out in the end.


    I order a coffee for the road and head across the parking lot before turning left onto the main thoroughfare in front of Starbucks.


    My thoughts turn to my ever-growing list of things to do, but after my call with Owen, finding potential prom sponsors gets knocked to the top. The scent of warm cinnamon wafts from the bakery across the street, giving me an idea. I grab my phone and snap a picture of the large gilded window stocked with tiered plates displaying this afternoon’s fresh baked goods. Then I turn to my right and capture the phone number screen printed across the blue-and-white striped awning above Hamilton Custom Tees. Farther down is Riley’s parents’ photography studio, and beyond that is the simple, yet elegant storefront of Posies & Petals.


    Wrapped up in capturing the names and phone numbers of local business I hope will be sympathetic to our cause, I don’t notice a car slowing beside me until a voice calls out, “Need a lift?”


    Startled, I turn to find Jordon Oswald in an ancient monstrosity of a car making so much noise, I can’t believe he snuck up on me. His lanky frame is hunched, wrists resting atop the steering wheel. He shakes his head to get his dark blond hair out of his eyes.


    “Um, sure?”


    Jordon is your basic nerd, but we’ve done several school plays and musicals together, and he’s a decent guy. He reaches a long arm across the front seat and opens the door for me. I climb in and search for a cup holder to put my drink in, but there doesn’t seem to be one.


    “Here,” Jordon says, reaching for my cup.


    I hand it to him and grab for a seat belt, coming up empty-handed.


    Jordon chuckles. “It’s just a lap belt. Down on your right.”


    Good Lord, what have I gotten myself into? This is a death trap. My fingers fumble with the buckle, which is similar to the ones on airplanes, and tighten it until I can barely breathe. Jordon hands me back my cup, and I grip it with my left hand while I grab onto the armrest on the door with my right. The car rumbles even louder when Jordon presses the gas pedal.


    “What is this thing?” I ask, inclining my head toward the dash so he knows I mean the car.


    “This thing is a pristine 1966 Pontiac GTO. And her name is Sarah.”


    “Ohh-kay.” Duly noted. His nerdiness has just hit a new level.


    “What are you doing walking home? I thought you and Owen go everywhere together.”


    I side-eye him. “First, hardly. I went to Starbucks with Jessa, Hannah, and Nat, but they left without me when I answered my phone. And second, I appreciate the ride, but that doesn’t mean you get to interrogate me.”


    “Whoa. I was just trying to make conversation.”


    Once it’s clear we’re not about to crash, I release the armrest so I can turn toward him. “Sorry, that was harsh. It’s just been a bad day. I really am grateful for the lift.”


    He pushes his hipster black-framed glasses up his nose and returns his attention to the road. “So, Morp, eh?”


    “What?”


    “Morp. Backwards prom. We’re both on the committee.”


    “Right.” Except I had no idea he was on the committee, too. “Yeah. I’m supposed to get some sponsors and I completely forgot.”


    “Want some help? I’m on barn cleanup duty, but that’s just a one-day thing.”


    I study him, looking for his angle, because yeah, we’re both in drama together, but outside of that, we run in completely different circles.


    He lifts his hands off the wheel in a gesture of surrender. “Sorry—”


    “Ahh,” I scream. “Don’t let go!”


    He glances over and rolls his eyes in my direction. “Are you always this intense?”


    I glare at him before staring out the front window, intent on riding the rest of the way in silence.


    No such luck.


    “So, are you going to tell me where you live?”


    “Oh, yeah, sorry. Turn left at that second light up there.”


    “Back to my previous question. Do you want some help getting sponsorships?”


    “You wouldn’t mind? I mean, that’s a lot of phone calling and visiting businesses to talk to managers and owners.”


    “It’s my senior prom, too.”


    Of course it is. I know this. Ugh, why can’t I ever say the right thing? “Well then yes, I’d love your help. Up here, take the first left, then right into the cul-de-sac. Ours is the yellow one. Do you have time to go over stuff now? I have a list. We can split it.”


    “Yeah, I’ve got time.”


    He pulls his beast of a car up in front of my house, and I pray it’s not leaking oil all over the street. Mrs. Abbacus, president of our homeowners’ association, stands on her front porch, mail in one hand, the front of her coat clasped together in the other, eyes narrowed in our direction. Her tiny shoulders are hunched forward as if we’re in the deepest, darkest part of winter instead of a week into spring.


    I open my car door, and the hinges creak with what I’m sure is a century of rust. I grab my stuff and hip check it closed with a slam.


    “Hey, take it easy.”


    “I didn’t mean to close it that hard, but it’s just so heavy. I wasn’t sure how much force was required to shut it.”


    I swear he rolls his eyes again.


    We stroll up the front walk to the wooden stairs that lead to our wraparound porch. The screen door is in place, and the front door is wide open. Mom is a big fan of air conditioning, but Dad says fresh air makes the house smell better.


    “Hey, Kitty Cat, is that you?” Dad’s voice bellows from the kitchen, where the scent of vanilla and chocolate wafts out to me.


    “Kitty Cat?” Jordon asks, the corners of his mouth quivering as if he’s fighting an inevitable smirk, although he does a good job of controlling his expression.


    “You ever repeat that and you’re dead,” I hiss. “Yeah, Dad. Um, I’m not alone, though.”


    “I just pulled some chocolate chip cookies out of the oven. Owen can have some, too.” He pokes his head around the corner, his mouth dropping open before he quickly recovers. “Or, whoever your friend is.”


    “Dad, this is Jordon. Jordon, my dad.”


    Jordon nods at my dad in that way guys do when they think they’re being cool. I head into the kitchen and dump my bag on the floor beside the breakfast bar. Dad holds a baking sheet with an oven-mitted hand and places it on the stove. I grab two glasses and pour some milk for me and Jordon while Dad transfers the cookies to a plate and sets it between the glasses on the counter.


    “Okay, well, I’ll leave you two kids be. I’ll be in my study if you need anything.”


    My dad is an even bigger dork than the guy next to me. He and my mom are so different, sometimes I wonder how they ended up together.


    Reaching into my bag, I grab my notebook and pen, then pull up the photos on my phone that I snapped earlier. One by one, I add the names and phone numbers from the pictures to my list. “Okay, here are local businesses that have been friendly to Hamilton High in the past or have strong potential. There are about twenty in total. You take half, and I’ll take the other?”


    “Sure.” He moves closer, so close that I can feel his body heat. He smells like clothes dried outside, like the air on a hot summer day just before it rains. It’s very different from the scented shampoo and spearmint chewing gum I’m used to with Owen.


    When we’re done dividing the list, he shoves his notes into his backpack and stands. I lead the way to the front door, where he pauses and turns to me, hand on the doorknob. “Hey, do you think I could get your number? So we can compare notes on our calls.”


    “Oh, yeah. Sure.”


    He hands me his phone, and I type in my details. My phone dings almost instantly with a text from him. “Now you have mine, too.”


    “Cool. Okay, so I’m going to get started. Let’s check in later tonight.”


    He gives me some sort of goofy salute before letting himself out. Moments later, the loud rumbling of his beast of a car rattles our windows as he drives off.


    


    Lea Michele’s sweet voice belting out “Being Good Isn’t Good Enough” comes from my iPod speakers as I do my psych homework. My phone dings with a text, and I pick it up to see a message from Jordon.


    Jordon: I called everyone on my list. Left messages for 5. 2 said maybe. 3 said no.


    Catherine: I didn’t do much better. 1 said to come see her tomorrow to talk.


    Jordon: Want me to come with u?


    Catherine: If you want.


    Jordon: Meet u in the parking lot after school.


    Catherine: K


    The little dots indicating he’s typing bounce up and down for a while, but no message comes in, making me think he just accidentally hit some keys. I lean back against my headboard and prop my book against my knees to finish the last of the questions due tomorrow. When I’m done, I repack my bag and set it by the door. Turning, I start to head into the bathroom to brush my teeth, when my phone dings again.


    I haven’t heard from Owen since our phone call, so he must finally be checking in. Instead, I find another message from Jordon.


    Jordon: Cincinnati Theater World is having auditions for Wicked in June


    Catherine: I know


    Jordon: U going?


    Catherine: I don’t know. I want to


    Jordon: U should. UR really good


    Catherine: Thanks, but it’s not that simple


    Jordon: U can explain why tomorrow


    Catherine: Night, Jordon


    Jordon: Bye


    


    “What happened last night?” I ask when I slip into Owen’s Jeep in the morning.


    His face screws up into an expression of confusion. “What do you mean?”


    “You said you’d call later, but I never heard from you.”


    He shifts his gaze to the road and starts the engine, pulling away from my house. “Oh. Yeah, sorry, I forgot. I just got so busy, and had so much—”


    I place my hand gently on his forearm. “It’s okay, I don’t need an explanation. I just wanted to make sure everything’s okay.”


    He gives me one of his famous grins. “Yeah. Yesterday just kinda sucked.”


    Back when we first started dating, we’d talk for hours on the phone. Especially after one of us had a really bad day. But we don’t do that anymore and haven’t for quite a while.


    “Any luck on the donations?”


    “Maybe. Jordon Oswald is helping me. Between the two of us we got five maybes, and we’re meeting the owner of Francine’s Frocks this afternoon.”


    “Good. A store that sells prom dresses probably wants to make sure said prom takes place.”


    “That’s what I was thinking.”


    The rest of the ride to school is quiet, the only sound coming from Ed Sheeran on the radio, a concession to me, since he much prefers something edgier like The Chainsmokers. When we arrive, I hop down before he has a chance to open my door. We walk into school in silence, my thoughts focused on how best to convince Francine Baxter to sponsor our prom and how much money I should ask for, before separating for our first period classes. Since I don’t really know the budget, I shoot a quick text to Owen between periods asking him to check with Riley on the amount.


    He doesn’t respond until I see him at lunch. He tells me to try for a thousand dollars. That seems like a lot, but if the dance is a go, she stands to make a lot more than that on the sale of prom dresses. By the time the final bell rings, I’m actually pumped to go talk to Ms. Baxter. I’ve practiced my presentation skills since I was old enough to understand what that meant, groomed from the beginning to be a litigator like my mom.


    After school, I find Jordon waiting for me on the low brick wall that parallels the sidewalk from the side entrance to the student parking lot. He sits, long legs crossed at the ankles, staring at his phone. When I approach, he lifts his head and shoots me a grin. “Ready to do this?”


    His smile is infectious, and I find myself returning it. “I was born ready.”


    He sweeps an arm toward the lot as he pushes off the wall. “Your chariot awaits.”


    That’s about the nerdiest thing any guy has ever said to me, but coming from Jordon, it almost seems sweet, so I let it go without teasing him as he guides me to his car in the farthest spot in the lot. On the other hand, I apparently can’t let this particular oddity go without comment. “Couldn’t you find a place any farther away to park?”


    He gives me a side-eye glance, his dark brown eyes easily visible behind his glasses today with his hair in some sort of organized messy style, like a member of The Vamps. “There are no trees or power lines above for birds to sit on, and no one parks next to me out here, so no door dings.”


    I snort. “Your car is older than my grandmother, and you’re worried about dings?”


    “Hey! I’ll have you know that Sarah is a classic. She’s in near mint condition. My dad and I restored her ourselves.”


    “Okay, okay.” I put up my hands in mock surrender, a giant grin splitting my face. He sure is touchy about his car.


    He opens the door, and a puff of hot air hits my face as I slide onto the scorching black vinyl seat. While I buckle myself in, he turns the hand crank to roll down my window before closing the door.


    After he opens his window and straps himself in, he starts the engine, and a blast of heat from the vents pummels my face.


    “Let me guess, no air conditioning?” I ask.


    “She has AC, but it takes a few minutes to cool off.”


    He backs out of the space and heads to the exit in advance of our fellow students who parked much closer to the school.


    “So, tell me why it’s so complicated to audition for a musical that’s less than an hour away by car. I can drive if that’s the problem.”


    “Trust me, the distance isn’t the issue.”


    “Then what is?”


    My annoyance with my mom is unleashed on Jordon, unfortunately. “I don’t recall saying I was ready to discuss my family drama with you.”


    After parking, we cover the short distance to Francine’s Frocks without speaking. Jordon politely opens and holds the door for me to enter, his face neutral. If he’s mad that I snapped at him, he hides it well.


    Inside, a single customer fingers a pale pink monstrosity that can only be considered for the worst wedding party in history. Sometimes I wonder how much brides hate their friends. The bells hanging above the door jingle as it swings shut behind us, and Ms. Baxter glances up from her computer. She removes her reading glasses and sets them on the counter before coming over to greet us. “Oh, Catherine, it’s so good to see you. You are as radiant as ever,” she gushes. It’s pretty over-the-top for a woman who owns the only formal dress shop in town. She pivots her attention to my left. “And who is this?”


    “Oh, sorry, this is Jordon Oswald. He’s on the prom planning committee with me.”


    She reaches out to shake his hand, placing her free hand on top of their joined ones in some sort of weird, almost flirtatious gesture. Even though she’s got to be over forty, her skirt only comes a couple of inches below her butt, and her three-inch wedge heels look like something she borrowed from her daughter’s closet.


    She leads us back over to her desk and steps behind it. “So, what can I help you with?”


    Jordon gives her a brief explanation of our prom dilemma and how we’re now doing something on our own. I explain about the barn and the booths, why we’re looking for sponsorship, and about our social media campaign. “If you sponsored us, we could tweet about it, Instagram our dresses from here, and use our hashtag.”


    Ms. Baxter nods and listens intently while we talk.


    “Can I see this dress in mint green again?” Bridezilla asks from across the store, raising her voice to be heard rather than walking closer.


    “Excuse me,” Ms. Baxter says and disappears to help the woman.


    While she’s busy, I glance around the store in a preliminary search for my prom dress.


    Jordon wanders to the front of the store, stopping at the mannequin in the window. “I like this one,” he says.


    I join him and take in the gold beaded formal with a halter top. It’s fitted to the waist and has a full high-low skirt that lands above the knees in the front but hits the floor in the back. The ombré beads cascade down the top, the spacing increasing the farther down the skirt they go, ending several inches above the hem. The entire back of the dress from shoulders to waist is delicate embroidered lace.


    It’s breathtaking. Fit for a Prom Queen.


    I reach out to check the tag. Out of my price range, but not my mom’s. She’d totally spring for this for her daughter, Prom Queen of Hamilton High. No doubt she’d frame the photo of me and hang it beside her own from thirty years ago.


    “I’m so sorry,” Ms. Baxter says, returning to the desk. “Where were we?”


    “Sponsoring the prom,” I say.


    “Right, right.” She puts on her reading glasses and studies her computer for a moment before glancing up and staring at us over the top of her specs. “How about a hundred dollars? Will that be enough?”


    “U-um,” I stammer, not sure how to tell her we were hoping for more. A lot more. Like ten times that much. At the same time, anything is better than nothing.


    Jordon glances around the now-empty shop. “Business slow these days?”


    Ms. Baxter nods. “Yes. Normally, we’d have a lot more bridal parties coming in this time of year, and…”


    “And girls shopping for prom dresses?” Jordon asks.


    “That, too.”


    “Be a shame if prom doesn’t happen this year.”


    I turn to stare at him. That almost sounded like extortion, but the playful expression on Jordon’s face and the blush creeping up Ms. Baxter’s cheeks make me think she doesn’t see it that way.


    “Yes, yes, of course. That would be…unfortunate.” She shoves her glasses up to her dark hair, which has gray nipping at the roots, and taps a few times on her keyboard. “Let me see what I can do. I need to run some numbers, but check back with me next week.”


    “Thank you, Ms. Baxter,” I say. “Really, anything you can do would go a long way toward allowing us to make this happen.”


    “Of course.” She turns her attention to me with a forced grin, orange lipstick on her teeth. “My senior prom was a night I still remember fondly. I understand how important this is to you kids.”


    Jordon leads the way outside, and once the door swings shut, I turn to him in awe. “I cannot believe you said that to her.”


    “It’s the truth. She knows it and now she’s fully aware that we know it, too.”


    Guy’s got a stiffer spine than I ever gave him credit for. And yet, he seems nervous on the walk back to his car, repeatedly running a hand through his hair, although it falls effortlessly back into messy place after each pass.


    “I’m sorry. About earlier. You’re right. We’re not friends, and I had no business prying into your personal life. I just thought…maybe you needed to be encouraged. You’re good and you only do one show a year, and you never try out for the lead.” He shrugs. “I didn’t know if you realize how good you are.”


    I pause mid-step and stare at his back as he walks a few more paces before noticing I’m no longer beside him. He stops and turns his head to look at me over his shoulder.


    “Do you really think so?” I ask.


    “Of course. I don’t lie.”


    I shake my head, not sure how to respond. Performing is my dream, but only a dream. With barely any support at home, doing just one show a year is a stretch as it is. While I get cast every time, I never really thought about whether or not I’m any good. I just love it. Everything about it. Which is why I do it. The fact that Jordon thinks I might be good enough to try out for Wicked means more than it should. Sure, although Ms. Perry already told me about the auditions, I just assumed she mentions it to all her drama kids.


    But Jordon’s good. Wicked good. He gets the male lead in every production. I hurry to catch up to him, and when we reach his car, I realize I need to say something. “I’m sorry. About before. About snapping at you. You’re wrong. We are friends.”


    He throws me a lazy grin before opening my door for me.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Riley


    Six weeks until prom


    The prom deposit money still hasn’t turned up. After retracing my steps at school about a thousand times yesterday, I drove home, dumped my backpack out onto my bed, and searched through every page of my binders and notebooks. No envelope was found. It’s really gone. How does five hundred dollars disappear into thin air?


    Until it turns up, I need to trust Catherine. If there’s one thing I’m sure of about my ex-best friend, it’s that she gets things done. Even if it means crushing her competition like an ant crawling under her high-heeled leather boot. She’ll come through with a sponsor and save our prom. She’s tough, when she cares enough to be tough, and resourceful. She sticks up for what she believes is right, which is one of the things I loved most about her.


    My alarm goes off, ending a sleepless night. I slide into ripped jeans and a fitted black shirt, then shrug an unbuttoned plaid shirt on top, rather than wear a jacket. Breakfast is a granola bar, rushed down before I hop in my car, knuckles tight on the wheel. With the windows open, my loose hair catches the warm, early spring breeze. I park in the back of the student lot, where the only other car is a huge blue boat that must belong to a teacher. Dreading what comes next, I follow the smell of garbage to the dumpsters.


    If the envelope was lost inside school, there’s a chance someone picked it up without bothering to open it and tossed it in a trash bin. Pressing up on my toes, I count the number of black garbage bags inside the metal container. Some have split open, with ripped papers, gum wrappers, and debris from biology experiments leaking out. Yeah, no way—I’d sell everything I own before diving in there and facing extreme lunch leftovers.


    I’ll try one more run through the hallways. Maybe check the recycling bins in a few of the classrooms.


    As I turn away from the dumpster, Owen’s Jeep chugs into the student lot and parks next to my Kia. He jumps out and calls my name, asking why I’m here so early.


    My eyes dart back to the huge trash bins. “I was—”


    “Still looking for the deposit?” He jogs over and scans the top layer of garbage. “We’re not tearing through trash for prom. I’ll tell Slater it was my fault. That you gave me the cash to hold and I lost it.”


    A wave of relief practically knocks me to my knees. I don’t want Owen to take the blame, but it’s nice to know he’s willing to stick by me. “Thanks, but I think we can solve this without telling Mr. Slater.”


    “If you’re sure.” He kicks the toe of his expensive Adidas against the asphalt. Owen likes fancy sneakers. He’s the best at casual dress, and I love this about him, although I still want to see him in a tux at prom. That thought alone strengthens my resolve not to let the lost deposit money defeat me.


    “We can’t risk losing prom over this,” I say.


    Owen lifts his chin, eyes brightening. “We won’t. We’ll figure it out.” He pulls his phone out and swipes across the screen. “Cat’s working on sponsors. And if we still need money, I’ll pick up a few extra shifts at Super Foods. I stock shelves on the weekends.” He says this like I don’t already know about his job. In fact, Owen is the most well-known food store employee in town. Packs of high school and college girls frequent the canned goods section just to watch him flex his muscles.


    “Thanks, but this is my fault. I lost the deposit. I can’t take your money.”


    He aims a sharp look my way. “Why not? Do you think you’re the only person around here who cares about prom?”


    “No, but I promised Mr. Slater I’d take care of setting everything up. He trusted me with the money from the fund-raisers.” And I totally screwed up the chance to do something great.


    Owen leans his shoulder against the brick wall, stopping me from entering the building. “It’s still gonna happen. One way or another, Project Morp is a go.”


    My eyes sting as I fight my rising disappointment. “But I want prom to be good. Fun. Memorable. Not a sucky Elk Lodge party with a balloon arch and plastic cups of fruit punch. If we don’t pay the deposit, we’ll have to cancel the barn cleanup day. We already had a big sign-up, and lots of people volunteered. How do I tell everyone I screwed up and lost our event site?”


    His arm slides around my shoulders, tugging me closer before he speaks in a low voice. “Stop worrying, Riley. We didn’t lose anything yet.”


    Breathing in his Owen-scent, I’m sucked into a time warp. He smells like a memory I don’t want to forget: the PB&J sandwiches we shared for lunch in elementary school, the grass in the field where we played tag for hours, and the crisp, sea-breeze shampoo he’s used for years.


    I draw in a long breath before shifting away and reaching for my backpack. “Thanks, Owen. Really, I’ll handle this myself.”


    “But you don’t have to. That’s why we formed a committee.” He pulls a remote key from his pocket. “I need to grab my baseball gear before we head inside.”


    After he hurries back to his Jeep, I set my shoulders and wipe the dampness from my eyes. So many people are invested in this prom, and I can’t handle the idea of disappointing them. I stare at Owen, the person I want to disappoint least of all, even if he’s going to the dance with someone else. From behind me, a shadow slides into view, extending over the asphalt.


    “What’s going on, Riley?” It’s Hunter. Sunlight catches her hazel eyes as they shift between me and Owen. “Are you two keeping secrets from the rest of us?”


    I swallow hard. “What are you talking about?”


    She jerks her chin toward Owen’s Jeep. “Why are you meeting Catherine’s boyfriend alone, before school?”


    “Because of Morp, I m-mean prom,” I stammer. “We’re on the committee together.”


    Hunter folds her arms over her chest. “So am I. And so’s Catherine.”


    All of a sudden, my cheeks feel intensely warm. “Owen’s my friend. We’ve known each other since kindergarten, and there’s nothing going on between us.”


    “Hmmm.” Hunter drags her eyes from my face to my worn canvas sneakers, then back. “I never said I thought anything was going on between you. Why would I think that?”


    “Because you’re Catherine’s friend and you found her boyfriend alone with another girl. But it’s not what you think. Not at all.” I throw my head back and fake a laugh. “Owen and me. Like that’d ever happen.”


    She dips her chin, nodding in agreement. “I’m sure it wouldn’t. You don’t seem like the type to go after other people’s boyfriends. But you’re right, Catherine’s my friend, so I had to ask.”


    When she ambles away, I duck behind the dumpster, doing my best to ignore the smell of garbage while I wait for my heart to stop pounding.


    


    After school, I strap on my headset and switch on my computer, ready for a quick round of virtual monster-eradication, my favorite way of avoiding my real-world problems. Before ESG pulls her sword from its sheath, a message notification scrolls over the top of the screen.


    HOL: Working two extra shifts this week. I’ll give you money for prom on Friday.


    ESG: I asked Mrs. Cleary for an extension, and she said yes. Barn cleaning to go on as scheduled.


    In the meantime, I need to press forward. Between Owen’s money and a few small contributions Catherine rounded up this week, we can give Mrs. Cleary what she wants by Friday. Food options are next up on the Project Morp agenda. During my study period, I’d scanned the collection of menus Jane stuffed in the prom committee mailbox. The only caterer in our price range is Ray’s Smokin’ BBQ. I return to Q-Chat and type a new message for Owen. Although Jessa won’t be happy, I need to make a decision about the menu soon, before Ray is booked. I doubt denim and plaid would fit in with Jessa’s suggested color scheme, but at least a barbecue goes with the barn theme.


    ESG: Morp menu to include hot dogs and hamburgers. Opinion? Yes/no/maybe?


    HOL: No one eats at a Morp.


    ESG: Jane says we need food. I suggest eating in reverse order. Dessert first, then barbecue. Sound good?


    HOL: Can we have ice cream?


    ESG: And party hats? We’re not ten.


    HOL: I like ice cream.


    ESG: What if it melts on your tux?


    HOL: U can lick it off.


    Heat blasts through my body, like a rocket took off inside my toes and shot up into my chest, sending my heartbeat into hyperdrive.


    ESG: Last time I checked, that wasn’t part of my job description.


    On the screen, HOL sticks his tongue out. I’m still laughing when I exit the game, email Barbecue Ray, and ask if he’s available.


    …


    “We’re good now, right?” Owen hands me a wad of bills on Friday afternoon before heading to baseball practice.


    I count the bills and stuff them in an envelope, then secure everything in my purse and zip it shut. “We’re a little short, but I’ll talk to Mrs. Cleary. Once we start selling tickets, we’ll give her the rest.”


    “I can go with you. Help explain the situation.”


    “Explain what? ‘I’m sorry about losing the deposit money, but you should still trust me to come up with everything we owe?’” I sigh. “Now I know why people turn to a life of crime.”


    Laughing, Owen throws his hands in the air like he’s about to be placed under arrest. “C’mon, Riley. It’s not like we’ll end up in jail over prom. But I could use some extra cash…” He lunges forward, playfully grabbing for my purse. I stumble back, screeching, and ram my shoulder into a doorway.


    “Hey, I was joking. Are you okay?” He wraps his fingers around my upper arm, pulling me away from a metal hinge.


    “I’m fine.” I glance up and down the hallway. Thankfully, it’s empty. “But I don’t think we should be seen together like this.”


    He lifts his baseball cap and runs a hand through his flattened hair, which pops right back into its usual spiky-messy position. “Why not? We’ve known each other forever.”


    “Not everyone understands our friendship. I don’t want someone to pass along the wrong message to Catherine.” Because I really need her to come through with another sponsor. Or two. Two more would be nice.


    “Why would she care?” Owen asks slowly. “I talk to girls all the time. She talks to boys all the time. She even kissed Gordon Robertson in the play last year. She said he tasted like apple cider donuts.”


    Owen doesn’t get it. Did he really forget what went down between me and Catherine? I don’t know if they ever specifically discussed what happened in middle school, but he was the one who found me after I ran from the cafeteria the day she gave away my seat at the lunch table. He saw the shock on my face and the tears I tried so hard to hide.


    Keeping my hands tucked in the back pockets of my jeans, I press up on my toes and speak in a low voice. “Hunter spotted us alone together in the parking lot before school. She wanted to know why we were meeting alone. Just the two of us—without the rest of the committee. I tried to set her straight before she misread the situation.”


    Owen freezes. I watch the fear drop into his eyes. “Oh. Shit.”


    “Please, just…deal with your girlfriend if she asks about it. And remind her, without the extra sponsorships, she’ll never be crowned Queen of the Prom.”


    


    I’m halfway through a season-long binge watch of a new Netflix show when Jane calls and invites me to a party at Jeremy Davis’s house. “You need to have fun, Riley. You’re too stressed about this prom stuff.”


    But Owen might be there, and if he’s with Catherine, the night will definitely not be fun. I hate watching them at parties, where they’re more likely to let loose and pack on the PDA, showing the world they’re totally into each other. Though if Owen’s occupied with his girlfriend, he’ll be too busy to pester me about Project Morp. Which means Hunter won’t be suspicious. “I guess I could go out. Pick me up in an hour?”


    Rather than wear the stretchy black pants and T-shirt I put on for school, I change into a nicer outfit. Nothing too dressy—a loose skirt and a sleeveless purple top. I’m in charge of the prom committee, a leader of something big. For once, I deserve to look the part of a semi-popular kid who’s not trying too hard to impress anyone.


    I check my weather app and decide to bring a sweater along. Standing in a cold, dark backyard, pretending to like beer just plain sucks, but I’m counting on Jane to make the night fun. I slide my feet into sandals and dab on plum-colored eyeshadow to dramatically contrast the green in my hazel eyes, which never seem to shimmer like Hunter’s. My eye color is closer to a muddy greenish-brown or drab olive. I run a brush through my hair, pulling out some of the knots, before texting my parents, who left an hour ago to shoot a wedding in downtown Cincinnati.


    Driving to the party, Jane is a fountain of advice about prom fund-raising possibilities—and centerpieces, of all things.


    “We need flowers,” she insists.


    “Be happy that we have tables and chairs,” I say with a snort.


    “How about candles? Flameless or regular?”


    “What’s cheaper?” I ask. “That’s my pick.”


    Jeremy’s house backs up to an open field, and his closest neighbors are a quarter mile away. In other words, Party Central. A keg sits in a tub of ice in the middle of the stone patio. According to Jane, who tends to get invited to more parties through her student council friends, the crowd is small for a Friday night. Most of the guys are stationed in the backyard, tossing a glow-in-the dark frisbee. The girls are huddled in lounge chairs, gathered around a crackling fire pit. When Jane and I join them, their chatter trails off. I run my hand over my hair and tug my skirt down another inch, second-guessing my decision to dress up. Everyone, even Jane, seems to be wearing jeans.


    “I brought Riley, your senior prom committee chairwoman,” Jane announces. “And she needs a beer.”


    She leads me over to the keg, where we run into the former committee chairperson. “How’s prom committee?” asks Tristan Fleming, stepping in front of a group of soccer guys. His lips curve into a false smile.


    I hesitate, unsure how to answer the question. “So far, we’re managing.”


    “Riley Hart, prom superstar,” he says, drawing out my name. “She swoops in and saves the day for all of us.”


    Why is he roasting me in front of everyone? Does he really think I wanted this? All the attention? “Nothing’s final—not yet,” I say in a low voice. Organizing prom is hard work, and he should know better than anyone else.


    Jane notices Tristan’s glaring and hooks her arm through mine, tugging me away while Jeremy smiles and hands me a filled plastic cup. “Thanks for stepping up, Riley. Our prom should be the best night ever.”


    I take a sip of beer and force myself to swallow. While Owen and I have been friends forever, Jeremy only moved to Hamilton last year. Other than Owen mentioning him once in a while when he’s talking about baseball, I don’t really know much about him.


    “It’ll be killer,” Jane chimes in, and even in the dark, I see her eyelashes batting behind her glasses.


    Jeremy throws her a quick grin before turning back to me. “Tell Owen to give me a shout if you need help with setup.”


    As if he heard his name, Owen materializes by my side, clapping Jeremy on the back, then fist-bumping his friend. “Riley? Why are you hanging out with this loser?”


    “I’m not. I’m here with Jane. But Jeremy offered to help us with the prom committee.” I look at Jeremy. “Sorry, I should’ve also said that you’re not a loser.”


    Jeremy laughs. “Thanks for sticking up for me, but Owen knows I’m the guy who carries the team. Right?”


    “Definitely,” Owen agrees. “We wouldn’t have won yesterday without your clutch hitting.” He slides closer to me, a curious expression on his face, like he can’t quite make out the scene in front of him. “Did you need help with something, Riley? Something I don’t know about?”


    I shift away from him while checking the crowd for Catherine. Or Hunter. Or any of the cheer girls. “I can’t think of anything in particular, except for the barn cleaning tomorrow.”


    “What’s the barn for?” Jeremy asks me.


    “It’s our new prom site. We decided not to go back to the stuffy country club this year.”


    There’s a long pause as Jeremy mulls over this change in plan.


    I cut my eyes over to Owen, and he shrugs. I never considered how people would react to learning that the most special night of their lives (thus far) would be held on a farm. Turning my attention back to Jeremy, I say, “A group of us are heading out there tomorrow to check out the scene and decide how we’re going to set everything up on prom night. You’re welcome to join us, if you want to help.”


    “A barn, huh?” Jeremy bunches up his lips and bobs his head. “That could work. A few cows in the background will set the moo-ood.”


    Jane and I crack up at the terrible joke. Beside me, Owen shakes his head, refusing to admit that Jeremy is actually pretty funny. One of the girls by the firepit calls to Jane, and she ditches me without a second glance.


    Jeremy steps around the keg, moving closer. Moonlight shines over his face, illuminating his long eyelashes and light brown eyes with a faint golden glow. His hair is a lighter brown than Owen’s, shaved on the sides but left longer on top. One side of Jeremy’s mouth tilts up into a smile. “I’m free tomorrow, so count me in. Need a ride?”


    “She’s riding with me,” Owen says before I can answer.


    “Realllllllly?” Jeremy asks. “What’s Queen Cat gonna say about that?”


    Owen flips his empty cup to Jeremy, who refills it as he says, “I’ll be there, Riley. If you need a ride, shoot me a text. Jane has my number.”


    After Jeremy saunters off to join the glow-in-the-dark frisbee game, I turn to Owen, throwing my arms into the air. “Why did you say that? You know I’m not riding with you. I’m picking up Desmond tomorrow morning at eight.”


    “I was helping you out,” Owen says, his eyes darting away from me. “You need to stay away from J.D. He’s cool and all, but not the right guy for you.”


    “Oh, and you’re an expert on the best guys for me? Good, because I must need some kind of help. Other than you, no guys ever talk to me long enough for me to make that decision on my own.”


    Owen eyes me with surprise. “Do you not want me to talk to you anymore? Because of something Hunter said?”


    A round of called-out hellos draws my attention to Jessa, Bryan, and Hannah snaking through the crowd, heading toward us. Just what I need, more of Catherine’s friends spotting me alone with Owen.


    I aim a sharp look at Owen. “You have a girlfriend. Why aren’t you talking to her?”


    He frowns. “She had something to do tonight.”


    So what am I, backup entertainment when Cat’s not available? That will get me exactly nowhere when it comes to finding a prom date. And if Hunter hears about me and Owen having private conversations in a dark corner at Jeremy’s party, she’ll definitely say something to Catherine. I turn so we’re no longer facing each other and talk out of the side of my mouth. “I want to go to prom this year, Owen. I missed it last year, and this is my last chance. Please…don’t ruin it for me.” My voice breaks. Super. Now Owen knows exactly how desperate I am to find a date. As someone who’s never had trouble finding a partner, he must think I’m a complete loser. Disgusted with myself, I leave him by the keg and head over to Jane. When I glance back, I’m shocked by the hurt flashing on Owen’s face before he lifts his shoulders, takes a deep breath, and sets off in the opposite direction.


    I don’t see him again for the rest of the night.


    


    “I hate cleaning,” Desmond says when he throws open his front door and finds me waiting for him.


    “I know. That’s why I’m picking you up before you call and tell me how sick you are.”


    His old work boots thunk against the driveway as he plods over to my car and jerks the door open, scowling. “I wanted to claim a family emergency.”


    “Nice try. Very unoriginal.”


    He continues to grumble for the entire twenty-minute drive.


    “Look at the big picture,” I say. “If we get through the next few hours, book your grandpa’s band, and find a caterer, we’ll be ready to announce that prom is happening. You can finally ask Carrie to go with you.”


    “But why are we cleaning? I thought you paid to use this place.”


    “At a significant discount. Mrs. Cleary said she won’t do anything to fix it up, other than provide tables and chairs. I need to clean and move the farm equipment out of the way before I can measure the space to make sure we have enough room for a dance floor. I don’t want to wait until the week before prom. You know I’m not a last-minute person, Des.”


    We arrive at the barn, and I push open the heavy wood doors.


    “Whoa. This place is a festering hellhole of my future prom nightmares,” Desmond says, eyeing the rusted assortment of farm equipment sprawled out on what I hope will eventually become a dance floor.


    I dig my elbow into his side. “Because you lack the proper vision. Picture the stage along the back wall and a dance floor here.” I twirl in the middle of the hay-covered floor.


    Desmond appears skeptical, tapping his fingers against the side of his jeans as he takes in the entire setup. “So, where do we start?”


    “We move all the non-prom stuff out of here and clean this place up a bit.” Coughing my way through the dust-filled air, I find the supply closet unlocked and shine my flashlight inside, searching for cleaning supplies.


    “Please tell me there’s electricity in this place.” Desmond flips a light switch, with zero results.


    “There will be. The owner said she has some sort of generator she can hook up for us.” I back out of the closet and pass him a broom. “Start sweeping the entryway.”


    He grumbles under his breath, letting me know how unhappy he is. Ignoring his griping, I fill a bucket with water from the sink, grab a rag, and attempt to scrub the layers of grime off the walls. Light creeps through scattered holes in the weathered barnwood, and the scent of long-gone animals lingers in the air. I add air freshener to my list of prom supplies.


    Before he starts sweeping, Desmond checks out the bathrooms and reports back to me. “They’re heinous. Who’s cleaning in there?”


    “We could bring in porta-potties.” I write it down on my list. “But girls won’t like using a porta-potty in a prom dress.”


    “If the alternative is braving the scummiest indoor plumbing on earth, they would,” Desmond shoots back.


    Outside, the familiar growl of Owen’s Jeep grows louder before coming to a sudden stop.


    “We’re here to work!” Owen announces, storming in like he’s leading a revolution. Behind him, Catherine pauses in the doorway, wincing. Owen reaches back and grabs her hand. Jeremy follows, along with a few other baseball guys and a group of cheerleaders.


    “Here. I wrote up a list of what needs to get done,” I say, handing it to Owen.


    He reads it over and hands it back to me. “You’re in charge. Tell us what to do.”


    Oh, great. Now everyone’s looking at me. I wheeze a breath through the coating of dust in my throat. Owen grabs a chair from a stack along the back wall and motions for me to stand on it. I step up and call everyone to attention. “Thanks for coming today. Jeremy and Owen, can you move the farm equipment to the storage area in the back?” I point to a metal cart filled with rakes and pitchforks. “Desmond, take a break from sweeping and work on wiping down the tables and chairs. The rest of us can dust and mop.”


    Ten minutes later, everyone’s busy working when Jordon Oswald strolls in. Before I can think of a job for him, Catherine waves him over, and they speak to each other in low voices. Meanwhile, Owen and the baseball guys finish storing the farm equipment much faster than I’d anticipated.


    “What’s next, boss?” Owen appears beside me.


    I hand him a measuring tape. “Can you write down the room specs so I can figure out how to place the tables? Also, we’ll need space for a dance floor.”


    “On it. Everything else okay so far?”


    “Yeah.” I run my hand through my hair and wiggle my shoulders. “Other than constantly feeling like I’m walking into cobwebs.”


    One corner of Owen’s mouth tips higher. “You know what happens next. Just like that time we got stuck in a slime storm in Immortal Quest. Shake it out.” Imitating his Immortal Quest character, he bobs his head back and forth, then follows it up with a horrendous dance move. A burst of laughter escapes me. Everyone stops working and turns to us. I practically feel Catherine’s eyes burning a hole in my head.


    I thrust my body backward, and in my rush to add distance between Owen and me, I bump into Jordon. “Oh, hey, are you finished?” I ask him, the words sounding harsher than I intended.


    He blinks several times and adjusts his glasses. “I haven’t started. What can I do?”


    I point to a mop. “Follow the girls with the brooms. And if you can think of some way to set up a stage, you’ll automatically be added to my list of favorite people.”


    “I could talk to the stage crew about bringing in lighting and a temporary stage,” Jordon offers.


    “Jordon! That would be so awesome. Just let me know if they have questions. I’d be happy to call the faculty director and beg for free stage crew services.” He relaxes into a shy smile, and I really look at him for the first time. Jordon is cute, with his big brown eyes and dark blond hair. He’s easily the tallest guy in the room, but he moves with such a quiet confidence that I’d never noticed his height before. Because we hang out with different crowds—Jordon: drama, Me: Desmond and Jane—Jordon is one of those people who usually fades into the woodwork of my brain. But he’s coming through for me now, so I throw my arms around him for a quick hug. “I’m so happy you volunteered to help with the prom committee.”


    His smile weakens, and he looks like he might pass out from the force of my over-enthusiastic embrace. “It’s all good. We’re having fun, right?”


    “Definitely. Tons of fun.” I leave him, mop in hand, ready to assign another job to Desmond, who’s currently napping after setting up a makeshift sleep spot on top of a line of folding chairs. Across the future dance floor, I notice Jeremy watching me with an amused expression. We exchange smiles, like we’re sharing private information, although I have no clue what we’re really saying to each other.


    And standing behind Jeremy, Owen looks on, as if he’s stunned by the realization that someone might actually consider me as something besides a gaming partner. Whatever. As far as I know, Jordon and Jeremy are both available. Maybe I’ll find a prom date sooner than I thought.


    I might even check out some prom dress ideas online, just in case.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Catherine


    Six weeks until prom


    Once the last of the cleaning supplies has been packed away, I’m ready to leave, but Owen’s still messing around with Jeremy. The odor of sweat and animal coats my skin, and I need a shower. Bad. I run my hands through my hair a few times, dislodging a few pieces of straw.


    “You need to watch out for that Riley chick,” Hunter says, coming up beside me.


    My blood turns to ice in my veins. This is what I’ve been terrified of all along. As much as Hunter knows me, she doesn’t know how awful I was to Riley in middle school. I’m not sure she’d be my friend if she knew. I swallow hard and turn to face her. “Um, why?”


    “’Cause she’s got eyes for your boy.”


    Okay, so Riley was getting pretty chummy with Jordon, but it’s not like I have any designs on him. Sure, we’ve been hanging out more lately, and I discovered that in addition to being cute, he’s funny and apparently honest, at least according to him.


    “What? We’re just friends. Okay, he’s mildly attractive in a nerd-hot kinda way, but still.”


    “Who?”


    “Jordon?”


    “The drama dork?” She starts laughing. “No, although…” She turns to glance at me, tapping her chin with her index finger as my cheeks burn. “We’re going to have to dissect that statement real soon. I’m talking about your boyfriend. I’m not saying Owen would ever cheat on you, but Riley looks at him like he’s lunch and she’s starving.”


    My attention is drawn to Riley across the barn as she sneaks peeks at Owen. She’s known him nearly as long as I have. Could she have an unrequited crush on him? It’s not the craziest thing ever. I mean, Owen’s a catch, but he’s with me, and, as far as she knows, we’re the perfect couple. I know they’re still friends, because Owen would never abandon someone due to peer pressure, but I doubt he sees her outside of school any more than I do.


    Hunter grabs my arm, dragging my attention away from Riley. “I’m telling you this because I think you need to be careful. She rocks that whole girl-next-door vibe, plus, she’s got this vulnerable thing that some guys are really drawn to. Some girls, too,” she says with a playful smirk.


    My gaze shifts to Owen. He and Jeremy are punching each other on the other side of the barn and laughing like they’re six years old instead of almost eighteen. Could he be into Riley? Again, not the craziest idea. She’s fun, smart, cute. And loyal, unlike me.


    Hunter glances at her phone. “I gotta go.” She gives my arm a gentle squeeze and pockets her phone. “Talk to you later.”


    I turn back toward Owen, ready to drag him out of here, when my phone buzzes with a text.


    Jordon: All set for tomorrow


    Catherine: What time?


    Jordon: Any time after 7:30. Can you get out of the house?


    Catherine: I’ll come up with something


    I slip my phone into my back pocket and return my attention to Riley, who’s talking to some dark-haired band guy, Duncan, I think. Riley and I were once inseparable, until my “friends” deemed her to be an anchor to our rising balloon of popularity in eighth grade. They said either she was out of the group or we both were. Jessa couldn’t even be bothered to come help out today. She said barn cleaning wasn’t for her. And here’s Riley organizing the whole messy operation.


    Not for the first time, I realize I made the wrong choice all those years ago.


    Riley lifts her head, as if she can feel me staring, and looks straight at me. I lift my chin a little higher, refusing to glance away first. She holds my gaze for a few seconds before turning back to Duncan, or is it Derrick? But within a few seconds, she’s stealing glances at Owen again.


    Maybe Hunter’s right. I’m going to have to keep a closer eye on her. The perfect revenge against a former BFF—steal her boyfriend before prom.


    


    “The barn was a bigger dump than I expected,” I say. “I was thinking rustic and charming, but it was just…old and smelly. I don’t see any way to make it charming.”


    Owen is quiet, focusing on the road.


    “Owen?”


    “Huh?” He shakes his head and gives me a lazy grin. “Sorry, just a lot on my mind.”


    “Like what? If it’s got you that wrapped up, maybe it’ll help to talk about it.”


    “I…think we should break up.”


    My throat suddenly feels as if I haven’t had any water in days. I struggle to make a sound travel through my dry throat. I mean, I knew this was coming. Heck, I’ve been thinking our days as the darlings of Hamilton High are numbered, but not until later. In the future. After prom.


    “Cat?” Owen’s voice is strained, like he’s worried he broke me.


    I put a hand on his arm. “Pull over. We shouldn’t have this conversation while you’re driving.”


    He eases his Jeep to the side of the road and cuts the engine before turning to face me.


    “Is this about Riley?”


    Color creeps up his neck, but he gives his head a hard shake. “What? No. No!” He swallows and glances at his knuckles wrapped around the steering wheel. “Of course not.”


    “Then what prompted this now?”


    “Come on, Cat. Just between us, let’s be honest. Let’s not pretend everything is perfect.”


    I cross my arms over my chest. “I never said things were perfect, but if you’re not into someone else, then why do you want to break up now? Can’t it wait until after prom?”


    “Don’t you want to go to prom with someone special?”


    While we may be more like really good friends than boyfriend and girlfriend these days, we’ve been planning our senior prom together since we became a couple. Like this has always been our big endgame. Tears prick my eyes, and I blink them back. “I guess I thought that would be you.”


    He shakes his head and sighs. “Remember we’re not pretending with each other.”


    “We’ve been planning prom night forever, Owen. Together. You and me.”


    “Feelings change. You know that as well as I do. And plans change, too. I want prom to be the night of your dreams, but with me, that’s not going to happen. You don’t feel that way about me anymore.”


    “But—”


    “Cat…” He reaches over and places his hand on mine. “I know you care about me. Hell, I’ll always care about you. We’ve known each other too long, been friends too long…” He raises an eyebrow. “You were my first, and I was yours. Nothing will ever change that, and I’ll always care about you because of it. But I also know you don’t laugh at my jokes the way you used to, your eyes don’t light up when you see me the way they once did. We’re not fourteen anymore.”


    I sigh and wipe away a few escaped tears. He’s right, and I adore him for making this about my lack of feelings for him instead of the other way around. I think I’m more sad about losing the idea of what once was rather than what we have now. “I know. It’s like we just…deflated.”


    His lips pull tight into a wry grin, and he sighs. “Yeah.”


    “Okay, but…if you’re not into someone else, why do we need to break up now?”


    “Umm…we both just admitted our relationship is over.”


    “I know, but…” I lean my head back against the window and close my eyes. “If we break up now…” I open my eyes and meet his gaze. “My odds of winning Prom Queen will take a big hit. Jessa is lobbying hard for the spot. Our breakup will fuel her campaign. My mom will be ‘so disappointed.’”


    “Is it important to you or to your mom?”


    “You know the answer to that. Nothing I ever do is good enough for her, but if I can accomplish this? Maybe I can break it to her that I auditioned for a part in Wicked.”


    He sighs and nods. Other than Hunter, he’s the only one who really gets the dynamic between me and my mom. I suspect Riley also knows more about my family drama than I’d like. Back when we were friends, she was too loyal to say anything to me about it. But now? Who knows?


    The truth is, I’m not really sure anymore. Yes, my mom wants this, at times more than I do, but I’ve been working toward it since middle school. It’s always been expected of me, but I’ve done the work. Made friends with the right people, let those people dictate my relationship with Riley, got involved with cheer instead of joining the Drama Club, earned the proper grades, took the right classes. If I don’t get Prom Queen, I’ve wasted years doing things I don’t necessarily enjoy, destroying friendships, hurting people I cared about, all for nothing.


    A car whizzes past, way too fast for a two-lane country road, rocking Owen’s Jeep.


    “Look, Owen, what if we just stay together publicly through prom? No one needs to know we broke up except us.”


    “If we go together now, we’d only be going as friends, regardless of what the rest of the Hamilton High student body believes. How magical is that? We work because we’re easy, but we’re not magical. It’s always been easy to be with you, but if you’re honest with yourself, is easy enough? Don’t you want more?”


    I blow a puff of air out between my lips, and my head falls back against the seat. Isn’t this the question I was asking myself just the other night? We’ve never had a spark, not really. We fell into a relationship with each other, and it’s been easier to stay together than not. “No, that’s not enough. Not forever, but it’s good enough for the next six weeks. At least for me.”


    Owen’s blue eyes bore into mine as his emotions play out through his changing expressions. He’s never had a poker face.


    “We can even break up at prom if you want. I can play the bitch so you get all the sympathy. I’ll let people think I was just using you to get the crown.”


    His grin tips up one corner of his mouth. “You kind of are, aren’t you?”


    I let out a sad laugh. “I guess I am. But do this for me, and I promise, I’ll make sure you come out of this looking like the great guy you are.”


    His eyes soften, and he reaches over to squeeze my hand. “You’re not a bitch, you know that, right?”


    My laugh is more genuine this time. “No. I just play one on TV.”


    He joins in my laughter this time, then turns and starts the engine, easing us back onto the road.


    


    “So, um, I’m going out tonight,” I say, munching on a jicama stick.


    “Good. It seems like you and Owen haven’t been spending much time together these days.” Mom doesn’t even bother tearing her eyes from her laptop screen.


    “Not Owen, another friend. Dad’s met him.”


    “Who’s that, Kitty Cat?” Dad asks, walking into the kitchen and kissing the top of my mom’s her head.


    “Jordon. The guy from the prom committee.”


    “Yeah. Nice kid.”


    “I’m so glad you decided to join the committee,” Mom says. “You can have more input into the theme and decorations.”


    “Well, it might be in a barn.”


    Mom’s head whips up, and I finally have her full attention. “A barn? Like on a farm?”


    I shove another stick in my mouth and swallow it with a sip of water. “Yeah. We don’t have much of a budget, so Jordon and I are working on fund-raising. Riley is heading the committee.”


    “Riley Hart? I haven’t heard her name in a long time.”


    “Yeah, well, we kinda drifted apart. Anyway, we’re all trying to make something happen.”


    “But a barn? What’s wrong with the Marriott downtown? They have a nice ballroom.”


    “That costs more money than we have.”


    Mom nods and shoves her pen behind her ear as she studies me. “How short is your budget?”


    “I don’t even know. Riley’s handling that. But I’m trying to get Francine’s Frocks to kick in some sponsorship funds.”


    “She owes a good chunk of her annual revenue to prom season,” my dad says, stealing a jicama stick off my plate.


    I take a deep breath. “So I was hoping maybe you could chip in something. We’ve got a social media campaign, hashtag save our prom. It’s not trending yet, but we only have a couple of sponsors so far. Maybe your firm could join them?”


    “Let me see what I can do. We have a couple of corporate sponsors that might like to get involved with a project like this,” Mom says.


    “That would be great. So…can I borrow the car?”


    Dad tosses me the key to his Nissan LEAF. “Curfew’s midnight.”


    “I know, Dad. Thanks.”


    I grab one more jicama stick for the road and give my dad a quick kiss on the cheek before heading to the garage. After programming Jordon’s address into my nav, I back out and enjoy the utterly quiet ride of my dad’s electric car compared to Jordon’s air- and noise-polluting nightmare.


    He doesn’t live far, and soon I’m cruising down a lush, tree-lined street, searching for Sarah along the curb. Although knowing Jordon, she’ll be in the garage or under a tarp or something. I still can’t believe he named his car and that I’m referring to it as a her. Much to my surprise, the blue beast is parked in the driveway in front of an enormous house. A large weeping willow takes up the yard beside the driveway next to a small man-made pond surrounded by large rocks.


    I ease to the curb and grab my bag before heading up the front walk. Jordon pulls open the door just as I lift my fist to knock and joins me outside. Inclining his head toward the side yard, he leads the way across the lawn, which feels more like emerald carpet beneath my feet than something organic, and stops at a wooden gate.


    He reaches a lanky arm over the top to lift the latch, his T-shirt sleeve riding up to reveal a well-defined biceps. Jordon Oswald is hiding some muscle on that lithe frame of his. He opens the gate and holds the door for me. I step onto a stone path and wait for him to take the lead. After pulling the gate shut, he follows the path beside the house where it spills into an enormous backyard with pool, spa, and in the corner, a giant oak, complete with the coolest tree fort I’ve ever seen. This isn’t some two-by-fours nailed to the trunk leading to a platform. Instead, a cylindrical structure that looks like a castle nestles in the branches, adorned with turrets and a wraparound balcony.


    My feet stop moving as I pause to take it all in. A suspended footbridge leads from the faux drawbridge across the back edge of the property to another oak with a spiral staircase twisting around the trunk. Fairy lights zigzag above in a magical, wonderous canopy of soft light. “Wow,” I whisper.


    Jordon’s cheeks take on a pinkish hue. “I started playing make believe at an early age. It’s kind of childish now, but when I was little…” He shrugs. “I tried to talk my parents into letting me update it to something more Game of Thrones, but this wasn’t cheap, and they weren’t about to invest more in it with me leaving for college soon. Although my little sister and her friends still hold tea parties up there sometimes.” His words tumble out as if he’s in a rush to release them.


    I, on the other hand, don’t have any words at all. What must it be like to live in a world where your parents embrace your love of theater instead of barely tolerating it? “Wow,” I say again when I finally find my breath, taking a step toward the stairs.


    “Come on,” Jordon says, “I’ll give you a tour before we get to work.”


    He strides across the yard on long legs and marches up the rusty metal stairs circling the tree, ending at the footbridge. I follow him, noting the unsteadiness of the wrought iron structure.


    “Are you sure this is safe?”


    He laughs. “Of course not, but it’s not that far down. Heck, I’ve fallen that distance a few times. Only broke my arm once.”


    “Only once…good to know.”


    The footbridge feels even less stable than the stairs, but Jordon crosses with confidence, like he’s not even a little worried about plunging to the ground and breaking another bone. When he gets to the other side, he beckons me across. “Come on, Catherine. We removed the moat monsters years ago.”


    Did I say I thought he was funny? I must have had a momentary lack of judgment. Placing a tentative foot on the wood slats, I start across. The ropes holding everything together sink a good four inches under my weight, and I pause.


    “Will you stop messing around?” He mocks me from the other side. “I swear, no one has died crossing the bridge in years.”


    My head pops up, and I stare at him, mouth gaping open. He laughs so hard, I’m worried he’s going to bring the tree fort down, but unlike the bridge, that appears stable.


    “Oh my God, Catherine, seriously, I’m just messing with you. It’s safe. Get over here already.”


    Shaking my head, I swallow a smile as I blow out a breath. “Fine. I’m coming.” I glance down. It’s really not that far to the ground. I mean, if I fall, I can just tuck and roll. Some of the cheer pyramids I’ve been on are nearly this high.


    Unlike the wobbly footbridge, the platform supporting the treehouse is solid beneath my feet, and the railing surrounding it doesn’t even give an inch when I grab onto it. Up close, the exterior of the structure is weathered. What was probably a varnish is peeling in more spots than not, but it still manages to retain its majestic properties. My boots clomp on the wooden platform as I follow Jordon around to a green door in the front. He pulls it open, and it hangs lopsided on loose hinges, but the walls don’t move at all.


    The inside isn’t nearly as impressive as the exterior, but it’s tall enough for Jordon to stand upright, which means it feels like a vaulted ceiling to me. Several round windows in the curved walls allow in a generous amount of fading sunlight. The floor and walls are unfinished plywood, and a small plastic pink table and chairs are pushed against the wall opposite the door beside a toy kitchen. The rest of the space is empty, with the exception of two bright, fuzzy beanbag chairs.


    “It isn’t much,” Jordon says, “but it was the source of a lot of fun when I was growing up.”


    “It’s everything,” I whisper so quietly I doubt he can hear. My eyes take in every inch while imagining the types of games boys play taking place in a make-believe castle.


    “So. We’ll have privacy out here. The windows in the house are nearly soundproof, and my sister is at a sleepover at a friend’s. You can belt out whatever you want without fear of being overheard.”


    “Except by your neighbors.” I peer through one of the windows that overlook the yard next door.


    “They have the same windows we do. The state installed them five years ago when they were planning on putting the freeway in the easement behind us. It was part of the deal. But the funding fell through, so we got windows without the freeway noise.”


    I nod as if that all makes sense. “Okay. Um…I’ll just start.” Standing in the center of the treehouse, I close my eyes and take a deep breath before singing “Defying Gravity” from Wicked. When I finish, I turn to Jordon. “Well?”


    His mouth is pulled in a tight line.


    “How bad was it?”


    His eyes widen. “Bad? No, it was good. Better than good, but everyone going out for Elphie is going to sing that song. You want to set yourself apart from the others.”


    “But that’s her signature song. Won’t they want to know that I can sing it?”


    “Yes. In fact, I’m sure they’ll ask you to sing it. After you sing something else. If you only sing that along with every other hopeful, you’ll be one of many. But if you sing something like ‘How Far I’ll Go’ from Moana first, you’ll be the girl with the ability to sing ‘Defying Gravity’, but also the range to pull off ‘No Good Deed’.”


    “Okay. Makes sense, I guess.”


    “Trust me, I’ve been doing this for years.”


    “How many musicals have you been in?”


    “Including school productions? About thirty.”


    Thirty? I lean against the wall and wonder what the heck I’m doing. “I’ve been in four, counting all four school productions.”


    His mouth goes slack. “Where did you learn to sing like that?”


    I shrug. “Watching tons of YouTube videos, practicing in my shower, and with this software program I read about in the Theater Dreamers forum.”


    “I don’t get it.” He shakes his head. “How have you not been chosen for more roles? Hell, for the lead?”


    “I didn’t audition for more.”


    “Now I really don’t get it. You’re good, and it’s clear you love it. Your face was glowing when you were singing. The only time I’ve ever seen you like that is when you’re performing.”


    “You really can’t figure it out?” I take a seat on the floor and cross my legs. “We’re meeting in your treehouse at night, and I had to make an excuse to get out tonight.”


    He sits beside me, leaning his head back against the wall. “No, I can’t figure it out. Unless…”


    “Unless? Keep going, you’re getting there.”


    “Your family doesn’t approve?”


    “My dad’s cool with it, but my mom, not so much. She expects me to go into corporate law like she did. She made partner in her law firm, but she’s always wanted to start her own firm and thinks the two of us would work well together.”


    “Other than watching you argue over current events in U.S. History better than anyone else in class, I don’t see it. You being a lawyer, I mean.”


    I sigh and glance up at him, really noticing his eyes for the first time, wondering if they’ve always been the color of the richest bittersweet chocolate and fringed by lashes that are a couple shades darker than his dirty blond hair. “It’s expected, whether or not anyone can see it, least of all me.”


    “I’m sure I’m not the first to say this to you, but it’s your life.”


    “No, you’re not, and I know it is, but you don’t understand.”


    “You’re right, I don’t.”


    I push myself up, but before I can leave, he stands and gently takes my arm, turning me to face him.


    “So make me understand.”


    “I doubt I can. I mean, look at this place.” I spin to indicate the inside of his treehouse. “You said you wanted to go into drama, and your parents built you a freaking playhouse. I mentioned I wanted to try out for the spring musical freshman year, and my mom told me it was a complete waste of time.”


    “Okay, but you did it anyway.”


    I nod. “I did. And I loved it. Did my mom come to even one of my performances?”


    “I’m gonna guess that’s a no.”


    “Nope. Not one. My dad came to all of them, though.”


    Jordon runs a hand through his styled hair, leaving it a delightful mess that looks even better somehow. “Look, I get your mom doesn’t support you, but I still don’t understand why you’re letting someone else choose how you live your life.”


    “Because…if I don’t do what she wants, I do it on my own. No college tuition, no living at home, I’m out in the world by myself. Untethered. I’m not sure I’m ready for that.”


    “Your dad doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who’d let that happen.”


    I snort. “You’d think. But she’s got him so whipped, whatever she says, goes.”


    “Well, you’re going for Wicked, right?”


    I nod. “I am. That’s why I’m here.”


    “Well, that’s something.”


    “Yeah, but my parents don’t know, and, as you so brutally reminded me, I have no idea what I’m doing. I’ll be the least experienced person there.”


    “Then we’ll just have to practice. A lot.”


    My chest flutters at the thought of spending more time with Jordon. “We?” Just because Owen and I secretly broke up doesn’t mean my central nervous system should be salivating over Jordon Oswald so soon after.


    “I have a vested interest in you getting the part.”


    I swallow my ridiculous response and lift a shoulder, taking on the role of the snarky princess I was born to play. “Oh really?”


    He grins, two tiny dimples popping in his cheeks. “Yup. I want someone else in the cast that I know, and I figure we can split gas money.”


    The butterflies that had been swarming in my belly are squashed beneath a heavy boot of reality. “Okay, we can practice. But my mom can’t get wind of this. Not until after. If she finds out, she’ll schedule college tours or something else on that day just so I won’t be able to go.”


    “No problem. We can totally do this on the sly.”


    I blow out a slow breath. If I end up getting the part, things are going to get a whole lot worse at home. More sneaking around, or worse, coming clean and accepting the consequences.


    After a few more run-throughs, we call it a night. Jordon leads the way back down and across the yard, walking me to the car. The wind has picked up considerably since I got here, and thunder rumbles in the distance.


    “Thanks for tonight,” I say.


    Jordon nods and glances up at the sky. “Better get going before it starts raining.”


    He opens my door for me and closes it after I strap in, then watches as I drive away. As the first fat drops of rain hit my windshield, I tell myself that whatever that weirdness was earlier, it was a fluke. I do not have a crush on Jordon.


    Before I get to the end of the block, the sky bursts with a crack of lightning. Gripping the steering wheel tighter, I navigate the short distance back home, pulling into the garage just seconds before hail pummels the earth.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Riley


    Still six weeks until prom


    “We’re the last ones standing,” Desmond says, wiping sweat off his brow. “What do you think of this place now?”


    I take one final look around the barn before we leave for the night. It’s clean, at least, but the floorboards are still worn, and the walls are a dingy white. Also, traces of animal smells still waft in the air. “It’s better.”


    With the farm equipment pushed into a storage area, the tables cleared of dust, and the chairs set properly, I can finally imagine holding prom here. Before leaving, Hunter scaled a ladder and shot photos from different angles to help her create decorations that fit the space. I can’t wait to see what she comes up with; she seemed excited about the possibilities.


    “Better is good,” Desmond says. “Let’s go home. Looks like rain out there.”


    The skies darken as we drive back toward town. Every muscle in my body aches, and my eyes feel heavy. Desmond plugs his phone into the car audio and plays classic rock as he scrolls through messages from Jane about meeting up at the movies.


    “How did Jane get out of today’s clean-fest?” he asks after swiping away her text stream.


    “She’s planning Spring Spirit Week activities with student council.”


    “She must not have worked as hard as us if she wants to catch a late show. Tonight, I want to scrub the bugs out of my hair and sleep.”


    After dropping Desmond off, I make it home in time to catch up with my parents before they head out to storm chase. Although they work as wedding photographers, they have more thrilling hobbies—sometimes too thrilling for my liking.


    “Lightning hit to the west of town, and the wind’s blowing our way,” Dad says, training his eyes on the horizon. “Mom and I might try to snap a few photos.”


    “Nothing dangerous, right?” I ask. This part of Ohio isn’t exactly tornado alley, but we’ve had some scary weather events in the past.


    “Just a few quick shots before the skies are too dark,” Mom promises, slinging her camera bag over her shoulder. “We’ll keep an eye on the weather app while we’re out.” She helps Dad load their truck with a tripod and a rolled-up tarp they use as a rain shield.


    Alone in the house, I fall asleep to the distant crackle of thunder, so exhausted from cleaning that I don’t even hear my parents return.


    Hours later, my phone spits out a long, high-pitched wail, shaking me awake. My bedroom door bangs open. Mom speeds in and rips off my blankets.


    “Riley, we need to get in the basement. There’s a tornado warning.”


    Groaning, I pull myself up and slide my feet into slippers, checking the backyard through my window. The smaller trees sway in the high winds. “There’s always a tornado warning this time of year. We never actually get hit with anything, though.”


    “That’s a watch, not a warning.” Dad passes by on his way downstairs. “If the emergency siren went off, we need to go into the basement.”


    Mom hands me a flashlight and grabs a battery-operated candle for herself, in case we lose power. In the basement, the three of us sit around an old patio table, still in storage from the winter months, as the ceiling lights flicker and wind pummels the brick exterior of the house.


    “So how’s school?” Dad asks, raising his voice over the vibration of the ceiling panels.


    “It’s almost over,” I say, though I’m not sure if I’m talking about the lightning or senior year. “Did you snap any good pictures of the storm?”


    “Not really,” Mom says. “The wind was too strong. We couldn’t keep the camera still long enough to focus.”


    Dad scans his phone, checking weather updates. “Twenty minutes until the worst of this passes, according to the real-time forecast.”


    Mom throws a blanket over my shoulders when I start to shiver, feeling like a little kid again, wanting this to be over. How will I go away to college and live on my own next year? In a few short months, I’ll be leaving my parents and the only life I’ve ever known. I curl myself into a ball on the chair, tucking my knees into my chest until pure exhaustion drags me down and I sink into a deep sleep.


    Hours later, I wake to a bird’s high-pitched chirps alternating with Dad’s snores. Bright sunlight peeks through leaves plastered to the basement window. I reach for my phone, which landed on the floor during the night, and begin to scroll through news updates.


    “Whoa. Did we really get hit with a tornado?”


    “Yes,” Mom answers, coming down the stairs, changed out of her pajamas into cleaning clothes. “The cable’s out, but we have cell service. A funnel cloud touched down north of town in a narrow streak. Only one building was leveled…an old barn.”


    My heart freezes. “Did you say a barn was leveled? It wasn’t the Cleary farm, was it?”


    A light clicks on in Mom’s eyes. “That’s not where you spent the day yesterday, was it? When you mentioned the barn, I thought you were talking about a banquet hall designed to look like a barn, not a real…barn.”


    “It was a very real barn. That’s all we could afford with our prom budget.” Tossing my blanket aside, I leap off the chair I’d used as a bed during the storm. “I need to talk to Mrs. Cleary.”


    “Can you call her? The news report said she’s on vacation in Florida, but—”


    Mom doesn’t finish her sentence before my slippered feet are pounding up the steps. I run to my room and change into sweats before bolting out of the house and hopping in my car.


    Half of the back streets are blocked by downed trees, but I trust my sense of direction and navigate a roundabout way out of town, occasionally crushing a fallen branch under my tires. Closer to the Cleary farm, more debris covers the roadway. I skirt around a horizontal pine and hop out of the Kia, looking out over the open field.


    The barn—it’s completely gone.


    Shredded redwood planks and gray shingles carpet the grassy field. Crouching down, I pick up the broom Desmond used to sweep away dust—was that just yesterday? Only a two-foot-high base of concrete marks what’s left of the barn’s foundation. I squeeze my eyes shut and reopen them, hoping this is just a bad dream.


    Nope. Still no barn.


    Defeated, I plop down in the overgrown grass, still gripping the cracked broom handle.


    The sun rises higher in the sky, its bright rays casting a golden tint over the wreckage. I inhale a deep breath and smell wildflowers and wet grass. At least the storm took care of the animal odor.


    My phone buzzes, but I don’t bother to check the message. I sit in the field until my stomach burns from hunger. Still, I can’t force myself to leave—maybe if I sit here long enough, a solution will pop out of thin air.


    In the distance, I hear the rumble of an engine. A vehicle pulls in behind me, and a door slams. Footsteps crunch over the gravel, into the field, pausing at my back.


    “This. Sucks,” Owen says, sinking down next to me. He tosses a blanket on the ground, followed by a brown paper bag and a thermos.


    “You want to have a picnic?” I ask, hearing my voice crack.


    He opens the bag, removes two PB&J sandwiches, and hands one to me. “Compliments of my mother. She thought you might need some comfort food.”


    “How did you know I was here?” I unwrap the sandwich and inhale the familiar scent. Owen’s mom prefers strawberry jelly. My mom uses grape.


    “My dad drove into town for news this morning. When he told me about a collapsed barn, I figured with our luck, it was this one.” He takes a huge bite of his sandwich. “And I guessed you’d be here, checking on the damage.”


    I choke out a laugh. “Your dad was wrong. The barn didn’t collapse. It was pulverized.”


    “We’ll rebuild,” Owen says, but he has to be joking. “Or start over.”


    “I can’t pay for a new prom site. We have no money. I just emptied out our account to give Barbecue Ray a deposit.” I hold my sandwich up, eyeing the blob of jelly overflowing on one side. “This is my fault. A better leader would’ve had a backup plan in place. That’s why I wanted someone else to be in charge. I’m not cut out for this. Catherine lifts a finger, and people follow her. Every time I talk to Jane, she tells me about something I need to do that I’ve never even thought of. I mean, who forgets to order food for a prom? Even Tristan managed to raise some money. What have I really done?”


    “You’ve done the actual work. The stuff nobody else wants to do. And nobody backs up prom,” Owen says. He stands, sandwich in hand, studying the open field. “We paid to have prom here, and we will. We can put up a tent over there.” He jerks his chin toward the back corner of the lot. “Build a dance floor, wire up some audio. We’ll find a way.”


    My heart lifts. Owen’s a positive thinker, and right now I need several megatons of optimism. “Do you think everyone will be upset if prom is held in a tent or a field of dead grass?”


    “Not if we make it fun. We have the chance to turn this whole thing around now.” He points to a fallen tree. “Right there. We’ll build a bonfire. Set up a stage under the stars. But we’ll put up a shelter in case it rains.” He reaches for my hand and tugs me to a standing position. His mouth is set in a determined line. “I’m not giving up on this, Riley. You can’t either. This is our thing.”


    I look at him, puzzled. “I thought our thing was Immortal Quest. But maybe this is what we need to bring closure to our twelve years of school together.”


    “Exactly. Because a long time from now, this is what we’ll remember, right? How we almost lost our senior prom, before we saved it, together.” I raise my eyes to his, then look away quickly. Something between us feels…too intense. We’re still holding hands and I don’t want to be the one to let go.


    “This isn’t a video game, Owen. We need real money and a real place to have a prom.” And you have a real girlfriend.


    “I know what’s real,” Owen says, dropping my hand.


    “You’re doing a lot just to make Catherine happy.” Because I’m still confused about why he cares so much. He doesn’t even want to wear a tux.


    He’s quiet for a minute, a frown tugging at the corners of his mouth. “You’re right,” he finally says. “I owe it to Catherine to make her happy. She deserves to have an awesome prom, and so does everyone else.” Another long pause while he chews on a bite of his sandwich. “But this isn’t all about Catherine. I’m not sure I’m the right person for her.”


    “What about next year? When you go away to college? Have you talked about it?”


    He half laughs. “Not even once.”


    I hold a breath of air in my chest, waiting for him to go on. When he doesn’t, I dare to ask, “Because it’s too upsetting to think about being apart?”


    “No, Cat and I never avoid conversations that need to happen. I guess…we’ve accepted that things between us are changing and neither of us can do anything to stop it.”


    I chance a sidelong glance at him. “Isn’t true love worth fighting for?”


    “True love? Sure. Me and Cat?” He picks up a loose branch and launches it toward the empty spot where there was once a barn. “I don’t know what we are anymore.”


    He seems genuinely sad, and I wish I knew how to help. But Owen’s relationship with Catherine is the one area of his life where I’ll never interfere.


    A blue jay appears and flits between the branches of a giant oak tree standing just outside the tornado’s path.


    “I hope you guys work it out,” I say. And I do. Because I want Owen to be happy.


    “We will. One way or another.” He brushes off the dead grass clinging to his jeans. “Until then, we need prom to happen. Don’t give up on this now.”


    The fire in his words is too much to ignore. And deep down, I realize how important prom is to me, to everyone. This is our final goodbye to high school. Like Owen said, prom has become our thing. It’s one thing I’ll follow through on and do my part to make happen, no matter how close we come to failing.


    I raise my fist and bump it against Owen’s. “If you’re still committed to this, I am, too.” Because I may never be with Owen the way I’d always dreamed of, but I want him to remember me as someone who stepped up, fought hard, and won.


    


    Later, I call Mrs. Cleary, hoping she has a plan to rebuild the barn before prom, only to discover her number has been disconnected. Apparently her vacation has turned into more of a long-term disappearance—with the money from Owen’s paycheck that I gave her for the deposit. Monday, after school, I schedule an emergency meeting of the prom committee. Owen, Desmond, Catherine, Jordon, Hunter, Jessa, Bryan, and Jane show up.


    “The barn is gone,” I tell everyone. “There’s no way it will be rebuilt in time for prom. We need to come up with an alternate location and find a way to pay for it.”


    Jessa rolls her eyes. “Is it too late to get Tristan back?”


    “Let’s start selling tickets,” Jane says, ignoring Jessa. “We’ll build suspense if we say ‘more information to come’ and announce the details later.”


    Desmond barks out a laugh. “We don’t need suspense. It’s prom, not a murder mystery.”


    Jane shoots him a glare. “Shut up, Des. We paid to have prom at the Cleary farm, and we can still use the field as a starting point. She should be happy with the deposit we gave her, given that we need to supply our own shelter now. The ticket money should cover the costs of the food and renting a tent.”


    “I’ve already talked to the stage crew. We can build a stage, and a dance floor, too,” Jordon offers. “Whatever you need, Riley.”


    I nod, showing my gratitude.


    “The decorations are already in process,” Hunter adds. “Ms. Torres said the project can be graded as part of my senior art portfolio.”


    “And I’ll round up the baseball guys for setup. We’ll borrow chairs and tables from school,” says Owen.


    “Thanks, everyone,” I say. “Desmond, will the band take a reduced rate?”


    “How reduced?” he asks.


    “Extremely. I ran the numbers last night. We need to cut the entertainment budget by at least half.”


    “If they won’t, I’ll plug my guitar into an amp and round up some juniors from the jazz ensemble.”


    “Jordon can sing,” Catherine offers.


    Jordon’s head whips around, and he stares at Catherine, his mouth hanging open. He looks like he’s about to say something, but Catherine’s ice-cold stare shuts him down before he utters a word.


    “I’ll create a Project Morp playlist on my phone for if the band doesn’t work out,” Owen adds with a smile. “Don’t sweat the music, Riley. Or any of the small stuff. We just want to get our class together for a celebration before we graduate.”


    “And crown our Prom King and Queen,” Hunter adds, her eyes sliding in Catherine’s direction.


    “In fact,” Owen says, looking like he just thought of the best idea ever, “we can even relax the dress code. No tuxes.”


    “If you’re going to prom, you’re getting dressed up,” I say, drawing the line. “I’m killing myself to pull this off. Every girl wants to wear a prom dress. How can you walk in with Catherine when she’s all dressed up and you’re wearing a hoodie and sweatpants?”


    My eyes flick to Catherine when I realize I might have overstepped my bounds. But she’s nodding in agreement.


    “Yep, Riley’s right. If I’m spending hundreds of dollars on my dress, nails, hair, and makeup, then you’re wearing a tux, Locklear.”


    Owen huffs out a breath. “Whatever. If it’s that important, I will.” He tosses his backpack over his shoulder. “Gotta go. Practice.” After he ducks out of the room, the rest of us brainstorm ideas. I jot down the bare-bones version of Project Morp 2.0 in my notebook.


    “We’ll have a meal. We’ll have shelter. And we’ll have some type of music and decorations,” I say. “Let’s write up a marketing plan this week and sell some tickets, people.”


    Nothing, not even a tornado, crappy food, or a missing deposit can derail our plans.


    I run through my to-do list one more time before stuffing my notebook into my backpack. Halfway across the parking lot, I catch Owen’s laugh floating up from the baseball field. Pausing mid-step, I consider apologizing for my dress code outburst. Without Owen’s help, I might still be sitting in the empty field at the Cleary farm, crying over the lost barn. I stow my backpack in the backseat of my car and head down the gravel path toward the sound of his laughter.


    Striding out of the dugout, Owen lifts his hat in the air and waves. At first I think he’s waving to me, though the angle is slightly off. I lift my hand but drop it again when Catherine calls his name. She cuts across the grass, striding toward him from the opposite direction, holding up his water bottle.


    They meet behind the dugout, and he squirts water in his mouth, nodding as she talks. The high pitch of her laughter stabs a wound in my heart that should have healed by now. Years later, it still hurts when I remember how quickly she forgot about me and moved on to a new crowd. And I still pine over Owen. Why can’t I move on as easily as they did?


    


    With help from Hunter and the Art Club, we throw together a pink-and-white ticket booth decorated with hearts and flowers and place it in the back of the cafeteria. Desmond and I sign up for the first ticket-selling shift.


    “Prom is happening, people! Buy your tickets here.” He attempts to wave over a couple of trombone players he knows from band class, but they pass him by with barely a glance.


    “When will you ask Carrie to be your date?” I whisper.


    “I’m not sure.” He fans out a stack of tickets and holds them in front of his face.


    I lift my hand and bat the ticket-fan away, catching the fear in his expression. “Desmond, I’m not busting my ass to make this prom happen so you can sit home alone on your couch. If you don’t ask her soon, someone else will.”


    “I know.” He blows out a shaky breath. “I’ll start thinking about how to ask her, I promise.”


    The morning bell rings, and a group of girls enters the cafeteria. Just Desmond’s luck, Carrie’s with them, carrying her viola case. I nudge him with my elbow. “You can do it. C’mon, be the first promposal of the year.”


    “I thought you said promposals were ridiculous.”


    “I changed my mind. They’re awesome, especially when you can watch them happen up close and personal.”


    A bead of sweat forms at his brow, and he wipes it away. “I’m not ready. I need to plan. Work up to it. Think of some words.”


    I grab a pen and notebook from my backpack. “Here are your words: Carrie, will you go to prom with me?” I tear off the sheet and present it to him.


    He takes the paper from me and balls it up in his hand. “Not now. Maybe later today. Or tomorrow.”


    “Please, Desmond. I’ve listened to you talk about Carrie for years. You need to do this, if only to thank me for taking over the prom committee. You’re one of the main reasons I agreed to be in charge.”


    When Carrie passes by, I smile at her. She barely hides her shock over my unusual friendliness, darting her big brown eyes to Desmond and flipping her long black hair over her shoulder. Her lips curve into a flirtatious smile. Oooh, she’s definitely interested.


    “If you don’t ask her, I will,” I say to him through gritted teeth. I place my hand on the small of his back and push him forward so his head sticks out of the opening of the booth.


    “Carrie, will you go to the prom with me?” He waits until she’s almost past us before blurting the question. She spins around, and the edge of her viola case bumps the side of the booth and falls out of her hand, skidding across the cafeteria floor.


    Her mouth drops open. “My viola!”


    Desmond tries to hop through the window of the booth to rescue the runaway instrument, but he doesn’t quite fit through the opening. Gasping, I back up as Desmond continues on a forward trajectory, taking the booth with him. He lands in a heap on the cafeteria floor, with Hunter’s painted sign crunched under him. Carrie dashes past him and picks up her viola case, which has popped open to reveal a cracked instrument with strings dangling. Rolling over, Desmond lays on his back, staring up at her, his mouth stuck open. They stare at each other for a long minute before Carrie holds up her viola to examine the damage. She sighs deeply and starts to laugh.


    “Don’t worry, Des. It’s a student model, not a Stradivarius. And it’s insured.” He starts to apologize, but she holds up a hand to stop him. “Also, yes, I’ll go with you to prom.”


    Desmond scrambles to his feet, takes the broken viola from Carrie, and sets it back in the case, carefully securing the locks. “I had this all planned out in my head. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way.” He drops down on one knee and says, “Carrie, you’re the most beautiful girl in the senior class. You’re also the most talented musician I’ve ever met. I love listening to you play. Would you do me the honor of allowing me to escort you to the prom?”


    Wow. I can’t believe he got all that out. By now, a crowd has formed around the remains of the ticket booth. People start clapping and cheering. Carrie’s face turns three shades of pink, but she nods and smiles. I pull out my phone and snap a picture to commemorate the occasion. After she packs up her instrument pieces and the two of them walk off toward homeroom together, I stand on a chair and hold up a handful of the tickets I’d printed last night. “Get your senior prom tickets. Don’t miss the social event of the year. Memories of a lifetime guaranteed!”

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Catherine


    Five weeks until prom


    The week passes quickly. Between trying to figure out what to do about our destroyed prom site and practicing for today’s audition, I’ve barely had five minutes of time to think. Now, as I stand on the front porch, waiting for Jordon, my stomach churns through my breakfast, which is threatening to make a grand reappearance. I still can’t believe I agreed to do this. Why do I think I can compete with kids who’ve been auditioning and performing regularly for years?


    The morning is warm, and I’m dressed in a short, flowy skirt, tights, boots, and a three-quarter-length-sleeve shirt. I grabbed a sweater, but I doubt I’ll need it, although it gives my hands something to do so I don’t fidget with my hair. The dogwood trees are in full bloom in front of Mrs. Abbacus’s house, both obscuring her view of the street from her porch and filling the air with a heavenly scent.


    When Sarah finally comes rumbling down the street, I get into my part by forcing myself to skip down the steps. The greatest role I’ve ever played is that of the confident, popular girl. Everyone is convinced, so maybe I have more talent than I give myself credit for.


    Jordon gets out of his car and meets me on the sidewalk. “Are you ready to do this?”


    I glance over my shoulder at the porch to make sure my parents aren’t watching. They think we’re going to some prom-planning thing. “Not really, but let’s go.” So much for my confident facade.


    He holds the door for me, and I only tighten the belt a little snugly, getting used to driving around in a car older than my parents. And it does seem solid, especially when the door closes. Once we’re heading south on I-75 from Hamilton Township to Cincinnati, I start to relax. I mean, what’s the worst that can happen? If I don’t get the part, my life will actually be less complicated, although a lot less fun.


    “So,” Jordon says with a grin, “Owen prompose yet?”


    “Is that an actual word?”


    “I just used it in a sentence, so I think that means it is.”


    “We’ve been talking about going together all year, so I don’t think there’s much more to say. Plus, we don’t do the whole big-romantic-gesture thing. That’s never been us.” The words flow from my mouth with ease, but that knot in my stomach tightens a bit more with the deception. Jordon’s been relatively upfront with me, and while Owen and I agreed to keep up pretenses in public, pretending to be together is different than outright lying about it.


    He nods as if he just now realizes he’s gone to school with us the past four years.


    “What about you? Who are you going to prompose to?” And while it’s the natural question to ask, it feels unnatural on my tongue, and I tense waiting for his response.


    He shrugs and begins tapping his thumbs on the steering wheel. “I don’t know. I’m thinking about going with a group of friends.”


    This confession fills me with relief, and once again I’m forced to remind myself that I don’t care who Jordon takes to prom. It’s none of my business.


    The drive to our destination is about forty-five minutes, but talking with Jordon takes my mind off my twisted guts. At least temporarily. He makes me laugh with both dorky and less-dorky humor. My nerves kick back into high gear, though, the moment we pull into the parking garage beside the theater.


    I blow a few breaths out and shake my hands, trying to calm myself. Jordon reaches over and takes my hand in his, and for the first time, I notice his long, slender fingers. The type of fingers that belong to an artist or musician. An unexpected warmth shoots through me at his touch, and for a few seconds, I forget how completely freaked out I am about audition and, instead, freak out over my reaction to Jordon Oswald.


    “You can do this, Catherine. Just pretend we’re in the treehouse.”


    “Except for the part with all the people sitting out in those chairs waiting to judge me.”


    “Well, pretend this is a school production, then, and they’re just an audience of adoring parents and classmates.”


    I nod to shut him up. Because this is most definitely not some school production being put on for fun. My entire future could rest on the outcome of this. If I can’t do this, then maybe Mom is right and my future lies with joining her in boring corporate law. But if I can make this happen? Maybe, just maybe, I have what it takes. Maybe my ambitions are more than just daydreams.


    But hey, no pressure, right?


    Jordon comes around to open my door for me. I can’t decide if it’s a polite gesture or if he’s protecting Sarah from my tendency to close the door with a bit more force than necessary. We cross the street to the marble-tiled building and pass through the arched doors to the lobby. Ornate pillars decked in gold curl down from the painted ceiling, acting as frames for the frescoed walls. I’ve seen countless musicals, plays, and concerts here, but always sitting in the orange crushed velvet seats, never standing in front of them.


    We pass through the doors into the theater, and my lungs trip over the air within them. It always makes me emotional the first time I come in after a long absence. Jordon tugs on my sleeve, ending the moment.


    “Come on. Let’s go sign in.”


    We wander down the center aisle to the director and let her assistant know we’re here, then sit with the other hopefuls in the theater seats. Time passes slowly while I wait for my name to be called. So many girls before me are outstanding. There’s even one guy going for the part, and he put such a great twist on it, I’m sure they’ll cast him and either recast Fiyero as female or change the romance up.


    By the time someone finally says, “Catherine Reed,” I’m so completely on edge my limbs are buzzing. Jordon leans over and whispers, “Treehouse.”


    Standing on shaky legs, I somehow manage to walk up the side steps without tripping and give my name to a woman wearing a headset standing beside the curtains.


    “You’re up,” she says with a nod, barely glancing at me. Then, she reaches out and places a hand on my arm, probably noting my twisted features and deathly complexion. “Hey, you’ve got this.”


    I give her a weak smile, pretty much convinced I don’t got this, and march to center stage, turning toward the dozens of faces staring at me.


    “Good morning, Miss…” The director glances down at her call sheet. “Reed. What are you going to sing for us today?”


    I glance to her right and find Jordon, who gives me a thumbs-up.


    “‘How Far I’ll Go’ from Moana.”


    Her only reaction to the fact that it’s not a song from Wicked is a brief pause before saying, “Okay. Let’s hear it.”


    My hands are fisted at my sides. Treehouse, treehouse, treehouse. I close my eyes and imagine the plain plywood walls of the make-believe castle and begin. After the first few lines, I open my eyes and sing to Jordon before finding my stride in the chorus and finally looking at the director. She gives nothing away. When I hit the final note, my nerves are ramped up to full capacity.


    “Thank you,” the director says before her assistant calls the next name on the list.


    I’m not sure what that means. Jordon said she’d ask me to sing something from the musical after that, but she didn’t. She gave me the same response she gave to everyone else who came before me.


    Shaking my hands as I exit the stage, I do some deep-breathing exercises until I’m no longer on the verge of hyperventilating and return to my seat. Dropping down beside Jordon with a sigh, I lean my head back and stare up at the ceiling. “Well, at least I tried.”


    “Dude, you blew that outta here.”


    I turn toward him, my face scrunched up. “Huh?”


    “You were really good. Awesome.”


    “But you said they’d ask me to sing something from Wicked after.”


    “Trust me, they didn’t need to.”


    I know he’s trying to be helpful, but it’s not working. My dark thoughts carry me through the next couple of auditions until Jordon is called. He hands the director his headshot before going up on stage. I still need to get mine done. I wonder if Riley’s mom will do them for me at a discount. After the way I treated her daughter, probably not.


    Jordon struts to the center of the stage as if he was born to be there. He doesn’t need to psych himself up. I watch with fascination as his body seems to unwind and then put itself back together as someone else. It’s only subtle body language, but it’s incredible to witness. Once he squares himself, he belts out the first notes of “Dancing Through Life,” and I’m in awe. Even though I’ve heard him sing before, chills race across my skin, and excitement builds in my chest with each note. Maybe it’s this song, or this environment, but it’s as if I’m seeing the real Jordon Oswald for the first time.


    When he finishes, the director thanks him and calls the next name. Me? I want to stand on my seat and applaud while screaming his name. How can she just move on to the next person without acknowledging what just happened before her?


    Jordon saunters back to me with a huge grin. My own smile grows until it matches his.


    “That was…inspiring.”


    He inclines his head toward the exit. “Wanna get out of here?”


    I’m emotionally drained, and that sounds like the perfect antidote. We turn left, away from the parking garage and toward the bustling energy of downtown Cincinnati, stopping at a quaint coffee shop in the heart of the village. The door opens to the familiar whooshing of steaming milk above the low hum of conversation and clanking ceramic mugs. Beneath it all is a thread of classical jazz, lifting up the rest of it like the foundation of a house. As I inhale the tantalizing scent of roasted coffee beans, my nerves begin to unbunch one at a time.


    We order and take our mugs to a threadbare red Victorian couch and set our drinks on the heavily gouged oak coffee table in front of us.


    “What did you think of your first major audition?” Jordon asks.


    “I thought I was gonna puke, Pitch Perfect-style.”


    “But you didn’t.”


    A small smile tugs at my lips. “No. I didn’t. So, what’s next? I mean, do we wait for roles to be posted, like at school?”


    “There will be callbacks first, where they ask those on the shortlist to come in a second time.”


    “Oh.” Somehow that thought is even more terrifying.


    “Don’t worry, you’ll be called back.”


    Yeah, that’s what I’m worried about. Lying to my parents to audition today was hard enough. I’m not big on deception. At least not overt deception. Deceiving them by playing the part my mom cast for me is a whole different form of dishonesty than fabricating a lie. My stomach knots at the thought.


    We sit quietly for a few minutes before I notice Jordon squirming in that way people do when they have something to say but aren’t sure if they should. After he’s spent so many days helping me practice and drove me down here today, I’m feeling charitable toward him and decide to let him off the hook. “Whatever it is, just say it.”


    He looks almost pained as his mouth opens and closes like a goldfish in a bowl.


    I roll my eyes. “Seriously, say it. Consider this a freebie. I won’t get mad, or whatever it is you’re so afraid of that’s making you look like you ate bad cheese or something.”


    “You aren’t easy to talk to, you know?”


    My pulse picks up. Other than my mom, I don’t have a lot of people criticizing me. Mostly because I focus all my energy on appearing so pulled together. “What do you mean?”


    He blows out a puff of air. “I mean, you have all these barriers up, like walls, keeping people out.”


    “I have people,” I say, and my tone is harsher than I intended.


    “Name three people outside of Hunter and Owen who you know more than superficial facts about.”


    Now it’s my mouth doing the fish thing as I grasp at names of the people who surround me. “My mom.”


    The corner of his mouth tips up. “Doesn’t count.”


    “Jessa Chang, Hannah Smith, and Natalie Ruiz.”


    He lifts his eyebrows above his black-framed glasses. “The girls who abandoned you at Starbucks?”


    With a sigh, I slump back against the couch. “Yeah. You didn’t say I had to like them.”


    His lips press into a tight line as he studies me, his dark chocolate eyes narrowing, making my heart skip a beat. “Name three people besides Owen and Hunter who know more than superficial things about you.”


    “Y-you changed the question.”


    He smirks. “No. I refined it.”


    Crossing my arms over my chest, I narrow my eyes in an attempt to stare him down. Amusement sparks in his dark eyes as he takes a sip of coffee and sets the mug back on the coffee table.


    “So, no one?”


    I huff, gritting my teeth, before shifting my gaze to my own mug. I reach forward and pick it up, taking a sip. He’s right, and I hate that he’s right. And how does he know this about me? How does anyone know this? My hand shakes as I set my mug down, and I gnaw on the inside of my lip as I attempt to regain my composure. I haven’t worked this hard to cultivate my persona to let some drama dork unravel it all just before prom.


    With a shrug, I turn back toward him, my smile in place. “Riley Hart.” Sure, it’s been a long time since we had a conversation about something besides prom, but she used to be my BFF. She knows lots of stuff about me. Stuff she could use to take me down. I’m shocked she hasn’t done it yet.


    He lifts an eyebrow. “Riley Hart? Had you ever said more than two words to her before joining the prom committee?”


    Uh-oh. “Well, there was a time when we were friends.”


    He lets out a laugh before snapping his mouth shut. “Sorry, it’s just…you two seem like oil and water. I have a hard time buying that.”


    I agree, to be honest, but that doesn’t mean I want to share how horrible I was to Riley. Somewhere between admitting I was a total bitch and flat-out lying is a truth I can share. “We were childhood friends.” I shrug. “We grew apart over the years.”


    “Okay.” He pauses as if he’s trying to make sense of that, then wiggles his middle and pointer fingers at me. That’s one. I need two more.”


    “Why do you even care?”


    He leans back into the corner of the couch, one long leg thrust over the other, his ankle resting on his knee. “You’ve got natural talent, but you’re so uptight, you don’t really project the character you’re portraying. You need to let your guard down if you want to be able to convincingly become someone else.”


    “Okay, first—” I almost say I’ve been playing a character for most of the last five years of my life but stop short of that admission. My cheeks heat from anger and embarrassment. “My personal relationships are my business, and I don’t need you psychoanalyzing me.” But then the fight goes out of me. His assessment hit closer to home than I care to admit. With a sigh, I lean forward and shake my head, letting my long hair fall forward to partially block my view of him. And his view of me. “Whatever. It doesn’t matter. I have Owen and Hunter and my parents. I’m good.”


    He’s quiet for so long that I lift my head to turn toward him. He’s studying me with both amusement and something else I can’t quite place.


    “What?”


    “Just now. You. This is the most real I think you’ve ever been with me. I like it. It looks good on you.”


    I turn my face to hide my blush.


    


    The days are getting longer as the school year gets shorter. The sun is up well before we leave for school in the morning, unlike in winter. Owen and I have managed to keep up the charade of being in a relationship, and in some ways, our friendship is even stronger now that we’re no longer pretending between the two of us that there’s something more.


    “Have you heard anything yet?” he asks on our way to school Wednesday morning, the same question he’s asked the past two days.


    “Not yet. But we just auditioned a few days ago.”


    “Still, seems like they’d have some idea by now.”


    I blow out a nervous breath. “I have no idea how this works. It’s not like our school productions.”


    “Makes sense. Guess it’s like the difference between high school ball and pro ball.”


    “Probably.”


    He eases his Jeep into his parking spot near the front of the lot, where tall trees provide shade, keeping his Jeep cool even on the warmest days. His spot is painted in our school colors with his baseball jersey number in the center. As a fund-raiser, the school auctioned off parking spots and lets the seniors paint their spaces. It raises a lot of money for sports, but none for prom.


    “So, hey, not to be a pest, but have you heard anything more from the dress shop or anyone else about sponsoring the dance?”


    “Reading my mind again?” I ask with a smile.


    He grins at me. “Brilliant minds and all that…” He hops out and opens the back door to grab our bags while I climb down.


    “I have another confirmed yes from Wilson’s Creamery. No money up front, but he’ll split the proceeds from prom sales with us fifty-fifty. The T-shirt shop offered up two shirts for the prize pack that say Hamilton High Prom King and Prom Queen. I’m playing telephone tag with Riley’s mom, and I haven’t heard anything from Francine Baxter, but I haven’t followed up with her, either. I’ve been so wrapped up in the audition. Tell you what, I’ll make it a priority and get you a response one way or another by Friday.”


    “Thanks, Cat.”


    I reach over and give his hand a quick squeeze before we separate inside, going to our respective lockers. Jordon is waiting at mine, leaning against the wall, ankles crossed, as he studies his phone. His head lifts when I approach, a broad grin stretching his face.


    He wiggles his phone at me. “Told ya.”


    “Told me what?”


    “You’d get a callback.”


    I rush the last couple of feet to my locker and rip the phone from his hands. He has an email from the theater company with a list of names and dates. Sure enough, my name is on it. “No way!”


    “You didn’t get an email?”


    “Not last time I checked.” I dig around in my bag until my hand lands on my phone, and I pull it out, bringing up my email app. At the top of my inbox is a message from one Belinda Kubritz, director of Wicked, time-stamped ten minutes ago. A little paperclip icon is beside the subject line, indicating an attachment. With shaky hands, I open it and read the information regarding the callbacks with the song they want me to perform, along with some lines I should be prepared to deliver.


    My thumb hovers over the attachment before I click on it. It pulls up a page with Elphaba’s information, the song “Defying Gravity,” and lines from scene eleven, a scene with Fiyero.


    “Wanna rehearse tonight?” Jordon asks as soon as I’ve had time to scan the attachment twice.


    “Sure.” Then I remember the promise I just made to Owen. “Oh, wait, I can’t. I’m sorry, I have to work on getting donations for the prom.”


    “Do we need to make another visit to Francine’s Frocks?”


    “Yeah, but this is something I need to do with some of the girls. I have an idea.”


    The bell rings and we scurry in opposite directions on our way to our first classes. I slide into my seat before the tardy bell rings and send off a quick text to Jessa, Natalie, and Hannah, asking them to meet me at Francine’s after school today.


    


    “Oh wow, this would look amazing on me,” Jessa says, holding up my dress, the gold one that I have my heart set on.


    “I don’t know,” I say, “red’s more your color.”


    “I know. But I always wear red. This…this is different, unique.”


    “I’m planning on getting that one,” I say, knowing she’d never be caught dead in the same dress as someone else at her senior prom.


    “I saw it first.” She glances at the tag.


    Unlike us, her family struggles to make ends meet. I know the dress is out of her range.


    Instead of groaning at the price, though, she asks, “What’s the current tax rate?”


    “Five something, I think,” Hannah says.


    After a few more seconds, Jessa swings around with the dress in her arms and walks to the checkout desk without even bothering to try it on.


    No way. She doesn’t have that kind of money. But she reaches into her purse and pulls out a wad of crumpled cash. Like, actual dollars. No one pays with cash anymore. Ms. Baxter takes the dress and hangs it on the rod before placing it inside a protective black bag. Then she folds it in half and hands it to Jessa, who holds it in her arms, wearing a satisfied smirk.


    Ms. Baxter hums around her shop, helping the rest of the cheerleaders select and try on dresses. My eyes scan the store for something else to wear to the dance, but they keep landing on the gold dress. There’s no way Jessa and I can wear the same dress to prom. Or can we? She’s taller, more statuesque than I am, but my coloring is better suited for gold than hers.


    It’ll signal the end of our friendship, though. A friendship only in the loosest of terms. Friendship is supposed to be a two-way street, but Jessa is all about Jessa. She’s the one who demanded I cut Riley from our social circle or face ostracism myself.


    A blue peacock dress draws my attention. It’s pretty, but not stunning.


    “That Riley chick is going to ruin prom. First a barn, now a tent in a field? Really?” Jessa says.


    Hannah responds with something I can’t hear.


    “Whatever. She’s still a loser. I can’t believe she thought she had the right to sit with us in middle school.”


    My shame at dumping Riley is replaced by a smoldering anger. Riley isn’t a loser. By any stretch. What the hell. I grab the gold dress, along with a few others to hide it, and head to the dressing room to try it on. It fits perfectly, except for the length. Something I’m used to. My skin nearly glows against the opulent color.


    I poke my head out of the dressing room, and I’m relieved, but not surprised, that Jessa’s gone now that her purchase has been made. Hannah and Natalie are still in the shop, looking at dresses. Burying the gold one beneath the others, I step out and wait for the girls to enter the stalls to try something on.


    Natalie glances at my armload, her eyes taking in the blue one on top. “Oh, that’s pretty. Are you going to get it?”


    “I don’t think so.”


    “If you don’t want it, can I try it?”


    “Of course.” My heart beats a little faster, wondering if I can hand it to her without revealing the other one, but she reaches over to grab it from me, the rest of the dresses tumbling to the floor.


    “Oh no. I’m so sorry. Here, let me help you.”


    I shoo her away. “No, I’ve got it. I can’t wait to see how that dress looks on you.”


    Once she and Hannah disappear into the dressing rooms, I take the gold dress and put it on layaway—step one in operation Francine’s Frocks.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Riley


    Four weeks until prom


    “Did you find a date? Or a dress? Or both?” Jane stops me in the hallway after class, and I can tell by her bright expression that she has news to share.


    “None of the above.” My eyes dart around the corridor, scoping out possibilities like I’m expecting a date to magically appear. “What about you?”


    Her smile is enough of an answer. “Jeremy asked me yesterday. You don’t mind, do you?”


    I hug my books tighter to my chest. One of my best possibilities just went up in smoke. But Jane’s my friend, and she’s much more interested in Jeremy than I ever was. “Why would I mind?”


    “Because he was flirting with you at the party and the barn cleanup day.” She chews on her bottom lip. “Jeremy flirts with everyone, but if you really want to go with him—”


    “I don’t. And yeah, I noticed his high-powered flirting.” I manage a short laugh. Sure, he talks to a lot of girls, but still, he did seem like a definite prom possibility.


    Jane bumps her shoulder into mine. “You’ll find a date. There’s always someone available. Try to decide soon, and we’ll start dress shopping. Hannah said the cheer girls already staked their claims on the hottest dresses at Francine’s.”


    I step around a cluster of wide-eyed freshmen exiting the auditorium. “Do you know of anyone looking for a date?”


    Jane eyes up the freshmen and shakes her head. “You could always ask an underclassman. I’m sure one of the junior guys would go with you. Or even a sophomore.”


    My heart sinks at the thought of asking a random sophomore to the prom. It’s just not what I pictured. “Right now, my goal is to find another senior to go with me. Especially if it won’t be a romantic date.”


    Catherine and Owen stroll out of a nearby classroom, heading our way. Owen’s head tilts toward Catherine as she talks to him out of the side of her mouth. I scan them from head to toe, looking for signs of unhappiness. They’re not smiling, but they aren’t fighting, either. Owen’s nodding along with whatever she’s saying, though the faraway look in his eyes shows he’s not really listening. As always, they seem to know they rule the school and everyone wants to be seen with them. Like, they’ve accepted their role, but they’re not necessarily excited about it anymore. High school eventually wears on everyone, I guess.


    Jane makes a quick move to step away from me. “Riley, careful—”


    I drag my eyes away from Catherine and Owen right before crashing into someone walking toward me from the opposite direction—Jordon, who’s also looking in Catherine and Owen’s direction. I go down hard, and Jordon throws out both arms, trying to stop me from falling. He loses his balance, tilting forward at a steep angle, and we both wind up on the floor in the middle of the hallway. Jordon’s heavy frames go flying. Before someone crunches his glasses beneath their feet, I stretch out my arm to grab them and hand them back to him.


    “My fault, Jordon. I was talking to Jane and not paying attention to where I was going.”


    He slides his glasses back on. “No, both of our faults. I wasn’t paying attention, either.” He extends a hand to help me to my feet. We stand facing each other, exchanging shy smiles as people dart around us like we’re part of a pop-up obstacle course. Suddenly, I get an idea. I decide to go for it.


    “Hey, Jordon. Are you taking anyone to the prom?”


    He shakes his head. “I’m planning on going with a group of friends from Drama Club.”


    I shift my weight back and forth. A bell rings, and the trickle of kids moving to class turns into a fast-running stream. Now or never.


    After sucking in a breath, I say, “Would you want to go together? Like a date, but a friendly date.”


    A slow grin spreads across his face. “Sure.”


    “Really?” I squeak. Apparently this will be the easiest part of my senior prom experience. “Okay, cool. I’ve, uh, gotta go. We’ll talk, right?” With a wave, I duck around Jordon and race down the hall, pausing in the doorway of the physics lab, my heart pounding. I have a prom date. And I may also have a detention slip coming my way. But Mrs. Peel waves me inside, brushing over my late entrance.


    I slide into my seat, trying to catch my breath. Jane leans over her desk. “What took you so long? Did you hurt Jordon badly enough that he needed medical attention?”


    I half laugh. “No, he’s fine. We were talking. We’re going to prom together.”


    Jane’s eyes widen. “Riley Hart, you’re like the senior class Wonder Woman these days.”


    I unzip my backpack and pull out my lab notes. “Yeah, after worrying so much about finding a date, it wasn’t so hard. I mean, neither of us had plans to go with anyone else, so it worked out.”


    “Jordon’s cute and a good match for you. Are you interested in him? As more than a friend?”


    Next to me, a book thumps to the floor. I jump in my seat.


    “Sorry,” Catherine says, lasering a gaze my way. “Did you just say you’re going to prom with Jordon Oswald?”


    “Uh, yeah. We’re going. Together.”


    Catherine stares at me for a long time, and it’s a little uncomfortable.


    The classroom door slams when Mrs. Peel yanks on the knob, prepared to launch into today’s lecture. Catherine flinches at the loud bang, then seems to shake out of her stupor. She lifts a shoulder and turns to face the front of the room. “He has a cool car,” she says. “It’s a classic, whatever that means. I’m sure you’ll love it.”


    “Actually, I like Owen’s Jeep,” I blurt out. Catherine shoots me a curious look before she flings open her laptop and begins to type like her perfectly manicured fingernails are on fire. Beside me, Jane clears her throat. There’s this awkward tension in the air, but to be honest, I’m not sure what it’s all about.


    


    Owen pauses when he passes by my locker after the final bell.


    I finish jotting an update on my calendar. A change to the student council meeting schedule, because Jane wants to go shopping before all the best dresses at Francine’s are snapped up by the rest of the senior girls. “Yes, Owen?”


    “Heard Jordon asked you to the prom,” he says in a dull voice.


    “Wrong,” I say, aiming a triumphant smile at him. “I asked Jordon. Like the independent woman I am.”


    At this, Owen appears somewhat amused. “Sure you are. Do you like him?”


    Why is everyone so concerned about the liking part? Don’t people go to prom as friends all the time? “He’s a nice guy. And he was…available.” I shove my books in my backpack. “Gotta go. I’m meeting Barbecue Ray at the Cleary farm to talk about the menu.”


    Owen straightens up. “You scheduled a meeting about food? Why am I not involved?”


    “No one seemed to care about the menu, so I figured I’d handle it myself. Ray just wants to check out the space and find a good spot to set up his equipment. It should take all of five minutes.”


    “I’m going,” he says. “Not for the food. You shouldn’t meet him alone in an empty field. Even if you are an independent woman.”


    “Desmond said he’d go with me, but he’d be more than happy to step aside.” I pull out my phone and send Des a quick message. He sends me back a thumbs-up emoji. “Ready to go? Ray’s waiting.”


    Owen follows me to the parking lot and offers to drive. When I notice the high clearance of his Jeep and remember the post-tornado mess at our prom site, I gladly hop in the passenger side. We head out to the Cleary farm and find Ray sitting in the cab of a black truck with his smoker equipment attached to the back. He’s dressed in overalls, with a red bandana tied around his neck.


    “Classy,” I say. “Maybe the bandana goes with Hunter’s decorations.”


    “I bet you won’t ask Ray to wear a tux to prom,” Owen complains. “But I still have to.”


    “Ray’s a vendor and an adult. He won’t be named Prom King. If you want to grill up some burgers, you can wear overalls. I’m sure Catherine wouldn’t mind.”


    “Why do you always bring her up?” Owen asks, ducking out of the Jeep and slamming the door.


    “Um, because she’s your girlfriend? And the only reason you signed up for the prom committee.”


    Owen mutters something under his breath. “I hope Ray brought samples. I’m starving.”


    Owen is always starving.


    “Hey there, kids,” Ray says, smiling brightly when he sees us. “So, what’d you want me to make for the party?”


    “Something uncomplicated,” I suggest. “Something you can eat in a prom dress without spilling barbecue sauce all over yourself. Something delicious, yet still nutritious.”


    “Huh,” Ray says, chewing on a toothpick as he thinks. “If you want healthy, I’ll throw some veggie burgers in the truck. And corn on the cob, maybe?”


    “Too stringy,” Owen says. “Not good if it’s caught in your teeth during post-prom activities, if you know what I mean.”


    “I sure do,” Ray says with a hearty laugh. “I was young once, too.”


    Owen looks at me and nods as if he’s telling me how important it was for me to bring him along.


    “What about dessert?” I ask. “Should we do a candy bar?”


    “Like two hundred people split a Kit Kat?” Ray asks, confused.


    “No, I mean a buffet table with all different kinds of candy. My aunt had something like that at her wedding.”


    “Yeah, we’ll all get pumped up on sugar before we dance,” Owen agrees.


    “And it’s cheaper than a real dessert bar,” I add.


    Ray shrugs. “Candy isn’t my specialty. But I can offer you four different types of meat, veggie burgers, and maybe my wife can throw together a cucumber salad. With ranch dressing.”


    “Sounds scrumptious,” Owen says, and I bite back laughter at his overenthusiasm.


    “Okay, well, now I just need the rest of the deposit,” Ray says.


    “Can I mail it to you?” I ask. “I’m still waiting for ticket sales to catch up with our expenses.”


    “Sure, whenever you have it. I’ll see y’all in about a month. You gonna have the barn rebuilt by then?”


    “We’re thinking of putting up a tent. Much better than a crappy-smelling old barn,” Owen says.


    Ray flashes a tooth-filled smile. “Works for me. I can set up in the far side of the field, away from the trees. Just send me a picture of the tent once it’s set up. I need a wide clearance for the flames.”


    I wince. “We’ll make sure to leave enough space for your smoker.” One more thing for me to research.


    After Owen and I say goodbye to Ray, we backtrack through the field to the Jeep.


    “So, are you more excited about prom now that you have a date?” Owen asks.


    “Sure, why not. Catherine said Jordon has an awesome car.”


    Owen’s eyebrows shoot up, and he halts mid pace. “She said that? Really?”


    I feel like I’ve said something very, very wrong. “Yeah, um, earlier, in physics. She overheard Jane asking me about Jordon. Maybe I misheard.”


    Hands in his pockets, Owen looks up to the sky. “No, you probably didn’t. Cat’s been hanging out with the drama crowd a lot lately. She probably saw Jordon’s car after play practice or something.”


    “Cat and Jordon do seem to be together a lot,” I muse. “Does that bother you?”


    “Not really. I want Cat to be happy, and she seems to love Drama Club.”


    “What about you? What makes you happy? Baseball?”


    He shoots me a wide grin. “I like baseball a lot. More than a lot if it gets me into a good college.”


    “College is expensive,” I agree. “My parents might have mentioned that once or twice.”


    Owen breathes out a laugh. “Once or twice a day in my house. But my parents are worried about my younger brother, too. We’re four years apart, which means when I graduate, they’ll start all over again with him.”


    We hop in the Jeep, and Owen backs all the way up to the road. But rather than shift into drive, he idles the car while we gaze at the empty field, in no apparent rush to leave. “So, what makes you happy? Wasting away an afternoon playing Immortal Quest?”


    “Only when I play with you,” I say, then feel myself blush. I turn to look out the window to hide the color of my face. “Getting into Bucknell made me happy. I worked hard for it.”


    “You did,” Owen agrees. “I’m surprised you picked a school in another state. Won’t you miss home?”


    “I didn’t think anyone would miss me. So why not leave?”


    “I’ll miss you,” he says.


    I laugh him off. “I’m pretty sure there’s wifi on campus. We can still play Immortal Quest, if that’s what you mean.”


    “That’s not what I meant,” he says quietly. “Is that all you’ll miss about me? Playing video games together?”


    We look at each other for what seems like a long time as he waits for my answer.


    “No, it’s not all I’ll miss,” I say. “We’ve been friends for so long, it’s hard for me to imagine starting over and going to a school where I won’t know anyone.”


    Owen sends me an encouraging smile as he squeezes my hand. The contact lasts only a second or two, but it’s enough to make my heart start pounding. “You’ll be fine. Anyone who can pull a prom out of nothing is destined for success.”


    I take a deep breath and shift away. “We did it. Together,” I remind him. “This is our thing, remember? And it’s not over yet.”


    A strange new sadness seems to cover the world around us with a blanket of gray. I need to hold on to these last few moments with Owen. I’ll miss knowing he’s always close by, even if he’s not really mine. I’ll miss his smile and the way he’s genuinely kind to everyone he meets. Knowing I can call him if I’m desperate and he’ll drop everything to help. And my heart aches because I’m not sure if I’ll ever find someone like him again.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Catherine


    Four weeks until prom


    “Are you disappointed?”


    I slam my locker and turn to find Jordon standing behind me. “Huh?”


    He rolls his eyes. “Don’t tell me you didn’t see the cast posting yet.”


    My heart begins to hammer. “No. When was it posted? And more importantly, am I not on it? Why am I supposed to be disappointed?” Just the thought of looking at the cast list and not seeing my name makes defeat drip through me like acid. I swallow back the sadness and paste a smile on my face. “No doubt you’re on the list, though. Let me see.”


    He eyes me carefully as he pulls up the email on his phone. I start at the top. Some girl named Lexi got the part of Elphaba. I didn’t see her callback performance, but there were several others who were very good, so she must have been fantastic. Below that is Jordon in the role of Fiyero. And then…my name next to Glinda.


    I squeal and grab Jordon’s wrist, shaking it so much he drops his phone but manages a fumbling catch before it smacks on the tile.


    “Oh my gosh! I got Glinda. I can’t believe it. Were you just messing with me? Why would you do that?”


    He scratches the back of his head. “No. But you didn’t get Elphie.”


    “I got a part, Jordon! A big part. I thought I might get ensemble at the most. I mean, I really set myself up for that. But when you asked if I was disappointed, I thought maybe I didn’t get anything at all. This is so…I don’t know what, but is there a word that’s better than fabulous?”


    He laughs and slings an arm over my shoulder. When he turns me toward my first class, Owen and Riley are standing together, staring at us open-mouthed. I shrug Jordon’s arm from my shoulder. “I got Glinda!” I tell Owen.


    His expression falters before he manages a genuine grin. “That’s great, Cat.” He pulls me in for a hug.


    I turn my head to tell Jordon I’ll text him later, but he’s leaning into Riley, smiling. Flirting. A dark shadow passes overhead, dissipating my glee over getting cast in Wicked.


    “Did you hear Riley and Jordon are going to prom together?” Owen asks.


    The dark cloud threatens a storm as I turn to Owen. “Yeah. She and Jane were talking about it in physics yesterday.”


    “Does that bother you?” The careful tone of his words is the only indication it’s a loaded question. We may be pretending for everyone else these days, but Owen still knows me better than almost anyone.


    I shake my head. “Of course not. They’re both like the quintessential boy and girl next door. They’ll make a cute couple.” This is so not true, and I’m not sure why I’m lying to Owen. Am I protecting him or me?


    Definitely me.


    Once we get settled in class, I grab my phone and type a quick text to Jordon.


    Catherine: Wanna run lines 2nite?


    I have to wait until lunch for his response.


    Jordon: Sure. 8?


    Catherine: See u then


    Instead of being excited, though, my stomach is twisted into more knots than it was before either of my audition performances.


    


    My hands clench in my lap as I sit across from my mom. I barely touched my dinner, my guts as constricted as my hands.


    “Are you feeling alright, Kitty Cat? You’re not eating, and you look a little pale.” My dad returns from the kitchen with another bottle of wine and tops off my mom’s glass.


    “I’m fine, just…”


    He sets the bottle down and walks around the table, placing the back of his hand to my forehead. “You’re not running a fever.”


    “I’m not sick. It’s just…”


    “Just what, Catherine?” Mom sets her fork down and picks up her wine to take a sip before studying me from across the table.


    I take in a shaky breath and let it back out. “So, I, um—”


    “Are you pregnant?” my mom screeches.


    “Oh my God, no! What is wrong with you?” I say before I can stop myself. But really, this is the first conclusion she jumps to?


    Dad narrows his eyes at me. “Please don’t talk to your mother that way.”


    “Sorry,” I mumble.


    “Then what has you so out of sorts?” Dad asks.


    “Okay, I’ll just spit it out. I got a part in Wicked. It’s not the one I tried out for, but it’s a big role. It’s down in Cincinnati. Rehearsals start soon. It’s a big deal.” The words rush from my mouth so fast, I’m not sure all of them are understandable.


    “I don’t understand,” Mom says. “When did you have time to audition?”


    My hands stop twisting, and I clench my fists, my nails digging into my palms. “Last week.”


    She shakes her head, not understanding.


    “Last Saturday. With Jordon.”


    Her left eyebrow shoots up, and I know I’m toast. “The day you said you were working on prom stuff? You lied to us?”


    “Not exactly. I just omitted some of it. We did work on prom stuff that day, too. It just wasn’t all we did.”


    Mom folds her hands on the table, a sign we’re in for a long talk. “Why?”


    “I didn’t even know if I was going to get a part.”


    “What about school?”


    “I’m almost done. I have a four-point-oh heading into finals next month.”


    “And what about OSU? You can’t commute from Columbus to Cincinnati all summer.”


    “That has never been my choice. You know that. That’s your alma mater. I want to go to UC.”


    “We’ve talked about this.”


    “No, you’ve talked to me about this. I listened, but I never agreed.”


    “Are you just acting out? Is this some sort of teenage rebellion?”


    I take in a deep breath and count to five before blowing it back out. “I am not rebelling. This is something I really want to do. It’s a part of me, the same way corporate law is a part of you and research is a part of Dad.” I glance at my watch. “I need to go. I’m rehearsing with Jordon tonight.”


    “We’re not done talking about this,” Mom says.


    “I know,” I say with a sigh. “We never are.”


    


    I consciously dressed down for tonight’s rehearsal, wearing a pair of mom jeans and a T-shirt that says, “Straight Outta Rehearsal.” I told myself it’s because I’m running lines in a treehouse, but part of me thinks I’m going out of my way to convince Jordon, or more likely myself, that I don’t care if he goes to the dance with Riley. Why should I? Owen will be Prom King. I’m going with the hottest guy in school. After I convinced him to fake things a little while longer.


    I park my dad’s LEAF in front of the Oswalds’ house and walk around to the side gate, letting myself in. Dusk has painted the horizon a deep plum with streaks of gold and coral. Crickets and frogs belt out their nightly opera as my shoes sink into the soft grass.


    “Up here,” Jordon calls when I make my way to the patio.


    He’s standing on the platform, arms resting on the railing. A dark gray beanie perches on the back of his head, making him look like a total hipster. So not something I’m into. Which means the fact that my heart skips a beat as I climb the rickety staircase to the suspect swinging bridge is completely unrelated.


    When I reach the platform, Jordon pulls the door to the treehouse open. Inside, flickering LED candles provide a soft glow, allowing us to see in the dying light. When I get close, I notice the dark stubble sprouting along his jaw. Nope, not even a little sexy. I like the clean-shaven look.


    I pull my script out and set my bag on the floor beside the wall. Jordon drags the beanbag chairs closer, and I take the orange one, flipping to my first scene.


    Jordon remains standing as we run lines. First, we just read them, then we repeat them, adding inflection and emotion, until we both have the scene down.


    After an hour, he sets his script down and drops into the lime green beanbag opposite me. “How are the donations for Morp coming along?”


    “Don’t call it that.”


    “What? Morp?” The left side of his mouth tips up in an adorable grin.


    “That sounds so stupid.”


    “I thought that was the name your boy came up with.”


    At the mention of Owen, I drop my gaze to my hands and shift in my chair. “Whatever. It’s still stupid.”


    “Do I detect trouble in paradise? Is Hamilton High’s power couple on the skids?”


    I shoot him a dark look and pick up my script, reading my first line. He takes the hint, but there is an underlying tension in our performance this time, something that’s part anger on my part, and part something unfamiliar on his, something I can’t identify, but it feels a little like amusement.


    “You thirsty?” he asks after we’ve run through our scene another half-dozen times.


    “A little.” We haven’t done any singing yet, and my throat could use a little moisture before I try.


    I follow him out of the treehouse, back across the bridge, and down the spiral staircase. Being outside shakes me out of my sour mood. The evening air is warm and dry, like a fluffy towel straight from the dryer.


    Jordon struts across the patio and pulls open the French doors leading into the kitchen. He flicks on the overhead light, flooding the space with brightness and illuminating a huge pristine work area that rivals any professional kitchen I’ve ever seen. Dark granite countertops appear as if they’re straight off the showroom floor, as if they’ve never been used. Top-of-the-line stainless steel appliances are lined up against a tile backsplash.


    Jordon yanks open the Sub-Zero refrigerator and pulls out a pitcher. “Arnold Palmer?”


    “Thanks.”


    He pours two glasses of the iced tea lemonade mix and sits at the huge center island. I take the stool next to him, staring out the window, completely forgetting about the earlier weirdness. Then words flow from my mouth like verbal diarrhea. “So, you and Riley?”


    “Yeah. She asked me.”


    My eyebrows shoot up. “She asked you?” That goes against everything I know about my former best friend. I guess we’ve both changed.


    “Yeah. Is that so strange? A girl being interested in me?”


    “Of course not.” I tear my eyes away from the backyard to look up at him. His deep brown eyes are focused on me, launching a flurry of unexpected ripples through my veins. “You’re talented, funny, and smart, but I guess I just don’t see Riley as your type.”


    He stares at me with intensity, and our gazes lock, my mouth goes dry, and heat pulses along my veins. A long minute passes before he clears his throat and turns back to his drink. “Who is my type?” he asks, his voice huskier than usual.


    What the hell is wrong with me? I’ve become one of those girls, the ones who turn into stupid babbling idiots in front of a boy they like. This is not who I am. And what possessed me to even wade into this topic, much less mention that Riley’s not his type? “I don’t know.” I shrug, aiming for nonchalance. “Someone who shares your interests.”


    He glances back over at me with an unreadable expression, his long musician’s fingers following the drops of condensation down the side of his glass. “Know anyone like that? Maybe you could introduce us.”


    My own glass is cool against my palms, and I set it on the counter before rubbing my hands on my jeans. “I-I um…” His eyes bore into mine until my throat feels as if it’s closing in on itself, and yet I can’t look away. At least until he licks a drop of tea off his bottom lip. Then I can’t tear my eyes away from his mouth, my body growing warmer with each passing second.


    The air between us is electrified, as if lightning is about to strike. He moves toward me, his shoulders angling in. My gaze lifts to meet his again, but now he’s staring at my mouth. I lean closer, the heat of his body drawing me in like steel to a magnet, as if I have no control. My hand comes to a rest on his jean-clad knee to keep me from tipping over, and warmth zings through me.


    My limbs turn to mush as we lean toward each other at the same time until we’re breathing the same air. His breath is fresh, like mint, and I close my eyes, anticipating the moment when his perfect lips will meet mine. Did I just say perfect? Has he always had perfect lips? How did I never notice this?


    The inevitable meeting of soft skin never happens. Instead, he pulls back abruptly, tipping over his stool. It topples to the floor, crashing against the tile, his beanie falling off. The inferno I’d felt building between us is doused by an icy bath of confusion.


    Jordon’s hands are in his hair, pulling it at wild angles. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I shouldn’t have…I don’t know what I was thinking.”


    “Oh my God.” What the hell was that? Was I really about to kiss Jordon Oswald?


    “You and Owen.” He turns away, then spins back. “This was a mistake. I just thought…oh shit…I don’t know what I thought.”


    “A mistake, yeah. I should go.”


    “Good idea.”


    He walks me to the front door and barely waits for me to step outside before he closes and locks it behind me.


    Tears pool in my eyes as my cheeks flush with embarrassment. What is wrong with me? Owen and I are still pretending to be the couple of the year. At least Jordon had the integrity to get away from me as fast as humanly possible.


    Once I’m strapped into my seat, the tears begin to fall. I wipe my cheeks and start the car, blowing out a deep breath as I pull away from the curb. Whatever budding friendship Jordon and I may have been developing was probably just destroyed because of a stupid, impulsive act on my part.


    And Owen. Shit. I talked him into staying with me so we could be prom royalty. And this is how I thank him? A strangled laugh escapes. God, I’m a complete mess.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Riley


    Three weeks until prom


    When I get home from school, I pull up Q-Chat, checking for new messages. After running into Catherine and Jordon, every time I saw Owen in the hallways, he was the definition of miserable. What’s Catherine doing to him? Trying to make him jealous by acting like she’s interested in Jordon? Or was the scene for my benefit? Maybe Hunter told Catherine about finding me with Owen before school. Is this Catherine’s way of reminding me that she can have any guy she wants, even my prom date?


    The shock on Owen’s face reminded me of the way he looked when his grip slipped from the monkey bars in fifth grade. He fell to the ground with a huge thud and broke his leg. Back then, I ran away, into the nurse’s office to find help, unable to stand the sight of him crying out in pain. But now, I want to be here for him. At least check in and make sure he’s okay.


    When Q-Chat pops up on my screen, House of Lock is listed as currently online. I type a short message to Owen. It’s so much easier to talk to the boy you think you might love when he’s in the form of a digitized character wearing a helmet and body armor.


    ESG: How are you? Anything you want to talk about?


    He doesn’t respond immediately, so I minimize the chat screen and spar with an alien trolling through a supermarket. When Owen gets around to replying, he ignores my question.


    HOL: Check out my last takedown. Green blood leaking from the zombie dude.


    ESG: Blech. Gross.


    HOL: Scary guys in sector four. When you’re free, meet me there.


    We play in separate areas for a half hour, both of us destroying monsters and villains to rack up points. Eventually, we cross paths. I follow Owen up a dark staircase, and we end up cornered in a vacant warehouse. The screen goes dark. House of Lock switches on his headlamp, and a circle of white light reveals a trio of blood-thirsty trolls.


    ESG: Game over? We’re trapped.


    Digital-Owen reaches into his knapsack and produces a mini rocket launcher. He aims and shoots a flaming rocket at the wall of evil creatures. They immediately disappear.


    HOL: We live to fight another day.


    ESG: Thanks for the save, friend.


    HOL: I’ll always have your back.


    The cursor blinks, waiting for one of us to type. I’m about to sign off when another message appears.


    HOL: Can I tell you something? You can’t tell anyone else, though.


    ESG: Yes, you can tell me anything.


    HOL: Cat and I broke up. We’re keeping it quiet until after the prom. For prom queen purposes.


    A zombie walks through the wall in front of Evil Skater Girl, but she remains motionless on the screen because I temporarily forget how to work the keyboard. House of Lock tackles the zombie and somehow vaporizes him while I stare at the screen, my mind temporarily frozen around the message in front of me. I reread it about twenty times, while ESG stands by, still waiting for my next command.


    HOL: Riley? Are you okay?


    I rub my hands together, warming my numb fingers before typing a response.


    ESG: Clarification needed, HOL. You’re NOT her boyfriend?


    HOL: Not anyone’s boyfriend.


    ESG: But you’re pretending to stay together? For prom purposes?


    HOL: Affirmative.


    ESG: And after prom, you’re leaving for college.


    HOL: Not the day after, but soon. We’re all leaving.


    He’s right. We’re all leaving. Life is changing. Maybe he and Catherine really are over for good. Given their rock-solid, long-term relationship, I doubt they’ll be able to stay apart for long. And even if they are finished, so is most of senior year. It’s too late for me and Owen to be more than friends, if only because I could never let him go so easily at the end of the summer. The minor despair of loving someone from afar is nothing compared to the full-on pain of a shattered heart I’d experience, sitting alone in my dorm room next fall.


    I slide my fingers over the keys and type a short command. On the screen, Evil Skater Girl flickers before vanishing into her cyberspace home, where she’ll wait for our next round of fun and games.


    What a waste of a perfectly good ten-year crush when the end of the story is you leave for college and never see each other again.


    HOL: Are you still there?


    ESG: Sorry. I have a lot going on right now. Can we talk later?


    HOL: You won’t tell anyone about me and Cat, right?


    ESG: Definitely not. I’m sorry to hear about the breakup.


    HOL: It was going to happen sooner or later. We decided sooner was better.


    I switch off the monitor and shut down my computer. My breaths are coming too fast, like I’m the one running from monsters. I sit in my silent room for a long time, wondering if I could have done anything differently. I never told Owen about my true feelings because I assumed he and Catherine would be together forever. If I’d said something—anything—would I be the one going to prom with him?


    


    After school the next day, Hunter darts out of the art room, calling my name. I’ve managed to avoid being alone with her since the morning she caught me and Owen together in the parking lot. I know I’m shirking my duties as prom committee coordinator, but decorations are the least of my worries lately.


    I pretend to ignore her until she steps in front of me, blocking my path. She’s wearing a long smock that looks like an old graduation gown splattered with paint.


    “Hey, I’m working on prom decorations. Want to see?”


    “No, I trust you.”


    She reaches up and rubs a hand across the top of her short curls, marking the front of her black hair with a smear of pink paint. “You’re the boss, but I really think you should at least look at my samples.”


    Waving her off, I say, “I’m sure the decorations are perfect. You won first prize at the district art show the last three years.”


    “Yeah, but I’m not a party planner. I paint pictures of trees and the ocean. All this Project Morp stuff is confusing. I mean, I’ve never worked on backwards art before. Last year’s prom was normal.”


    “At least you were at last year’s prom!”


    “But senior prom is different,” she insists. “This year is our last in high school, and everything feels more important, you know?”


    “Totally,” I say, and we share a look of understanding.


    “If you really want my opinion, I can take a look at what you’ve got.”


    Her eyes brighten. “Do you also have time to help me load the samples into my truck and drive to the Cleary field? Mr. Slater told us we can’t keep the prom stuff at school, and I don’t have any room for more artwork at my house. Owen and Jeremy already set up one of the smaller tents to store our prom supplies in one place.”


    In reality, I have a history quiz to study for, a Language Arts theme paper to write, and a Community Service Club activity to organize. But I haven’t done anything for Project Morp this week. “Sure. I’d love to help.”


    I follow Hunter inside the art room, which has been transformed into a sea of sparkly prom paraphernalia. White organza and streamers cascade from long work tables down to a confetti-covered floor. The overall effect is like waking up in Times Square on New Year’s morning.


    “I need to get this stuff out of here before Ms. Torres asks the custodian to clean my workspace.” Hunter lifts the smock over her head and tosses it in a bin before going over to the sink to wash the paint off her hands. “I’ve spent the last two weeks working on samples. If they look okay, I’ll have the decorating committee finish everything the week before prom.”


    We recruit a bunch of guys standing around in the hallway and load them up with boxes, bags, and glitter-covered poster boards. Hunter promises when everything’s set up the way she’s planned, I’ll see the big picture, which will be ah-mazing. Between my Kia and the giant white truck she drives, a hand-me-down from her father, we squeeze everything in and head out to Cleary field. When we arrive, Ray’s setting up his smoker next to the tent.


    “Hey, Riley. I had some free time today, so I decided to take a ride out here and test this thing out with a few hot dogs. Want a snack?” he asks.


    Hunter’s nose wrinkles. “That’s our prom food?”


    I wave to Ray on the way inside the tent. “Jane said no one eats at a prom.” Seriously. I’m tired of talking about the menu.


    “She’s right. I don’t even remember what was served last year.” Hunter drops a heavy box of decorations on the nearest table, and white feathers fly out. “Anyway, I’m vegan. I’ll bring my own.”


    “You don’t have to do that. I asked for veggie burgers.” Outside, Ray fires up the smoker. I pick up the bags of decorations and move them farther away from the entrance to the tent. “Hey, Hunter? Did you ask anyone to prom?”


    She rips open a bag, and streamers go flying. “No, but soon. What do you think of the colors? I stayed neutral with silver and white.”


    She pulls out yards of sheer material, which she explains will be draped along the walls of the tent. I hold up individual sections while Hunter snaps photos to get a sense of what she needs to add to complete the look.


    “Gorgeous,” I say, turning in a slow circle to take in the full effect. “I picture white tablecloths, flickering lights, and streamers draped above a dance floor that looks like it’s floating on top of the world, surrounded by the night sky.”


    She smiles. “Good, because that’s what I was going for. A night under the stars…in a tent. I originally planned it all to go in the barn, hanging from the rafters, but I think this will work.”


    The aroma of grilled hot dogs wafts inside the tent. “The night sky with a little meat-scented fog thrown in,” I say. “Maybe I’ll ask Ray to shut down his barbecue before the dancing starts.”


    We spend an hour winding streamers together, testing different color combinations until Hunter approves of the final design.


    “If there’s money left from ticket sales, I can buy paper lanterns to hang from the ceiling,” I say.


    Hunter flashes a wide smile. “Perfect. I’ll dig through the art supply closet for extra material to drape along the stage after Jordon and his crew build it.”


    “Everything is finally coming together,” I say, feeling a slight easing of the perpetual prom-related tightness in my chest.


    Hunter gives me a wry smile. “Did you doubt it?”


    “Only every day! I’m not exactly prom committee-leader material,” I admit.


    For a minute, Hunter looks confused. “Why not? Prom is for everyone. It doesn’t matter who organizes it, just that it gets done. That’s what’s happening, right?”


    I realize she is, in fact, correct. Maybe Catherine or Jane would have done a better job organizing the effort. If Tristan tried harder, he could have rounded up his friends as volunteers to do all the work. But none of them stepped up, so I should at least get credit for something. “It’s getting done, yes.”


    Hunter snorts. “Then who cares? You’re a doer, Riley. We all know that. How many other clubs are you running this year?”


    I rearrange one of the bouquets of tissue paper flowers she spread out on a long table. “I’m not in charge of anything except for prom.”


    Hunter glances at me, then back at her decorations. “If you had to pick something to run, at least it’s the one night we’ll never forget.” After a slight pause, she adds, “Hopefully in a good way.”


    


    Desmond leans over the lunch table, picks up my berry yogurt, sniffs, and sets it back down.


    I shove my spoon into the cup, marking my territory. “Why are you smelling my lunch?”


    “Because I like the nectarine flavor you brought in last week. Mixed berry is gross. The raspberry seeds stick between your teeth.” He settles for a handful of my veggie chips. “I talked to my grandpa. The Golden Eighties Guys should be home from their road trip tomorrow. We can have that audition you wanted.”


    “I’ll round up the committee. Is the band available Friday, right after school?”


    “I can ask them to meet us at the tent. Jordon said his crew’s almost finished building the stage.”


    Right. Jordon. It strikes me that I haven’t spoken to my date since asking him to prom. Maybe I should stop by his lunch table and check in about…something. At least thank him for the stage. I pass the rest of my chips to Desmond and hurry off in the general vicinity of the Drama Club lunch tables. Jordon usually sits next to Brielle Parker, his costar in most of our school productions. I spot Brielle’s dark curls, and my eyes slide to the empty seat next to her. As I turn to leave, I notice Jordon sitting at a table in the back corner with sheet music spread out in front of him. His eyes are trained on Catherine and Hannah, who are engrossed in a private conversation at a nearby table. I slip past the girls and call to Jordon.


    “Thanks for taking care of the stage. Desmond just told me you’re almost finished.” I slide into the empty seat next to him.


    “Oh, hey, Riley. It was nothing,” he says, dragging his attention away from Catherine. “I just want prom to be nice.”


    “It’s not nothing, Jordon. It’s super-awesome. So, um, do we need to talk about anything else?”


    His eyes narrow and then grow wide. “Oh, you mean about us going together? Yeah, we should probably talk, but I’m really busy with a show now—”


    I hold up my hand. “No worries. I was only checking to make sure you hadn’t forgotten our date. Catherine told me all about your car, by the way.”


    One corner of his mouth lifts. “Really? I thought she hated Sarah.”


    My brow creases. “Who’s Sarah?”


    He presses one hand to his temple. “My car,” he says, slowly. “My car has a name.”


    “Oh,” I say, wondering if that’s a thing. Does Owen have a name for his Jeep? Should I name my Kia? Wait, Kia is a name. But Jordon’s car is named after a girl, so do I need to name mine after a boy?


    “Are you okay? Still with me?” Jordon asks, waving his hand in front of my face.


    “Slightly confused, but I’ll power through. So, me, you, and Sarah, huh?”


    “She’ll be ready for our big night. Will you?”


    “Definitely ready. We’ll talk more later.” I pop up from my seat. “Also, Friday we’re auditioning the band. I’d love to hear your input, as a singer.”


    “Just tell me when and where.” His warm brown eyes light up, but still, I don’t feel the same excitement that practically knocks me over when Owen smiles at me. Life would be so much easier if I felt something for Jordon. But, then again, given the way he was looking at Catherine, if I did have a crush on him, I’d probably still feel like an intruder in someone else’s love life.


    


    Friday afternoon, Desmond hops in my Kia. “Follow that big blue car,” he says.


    A motor thunders to life as a boat-sized blue sedan rolls out of the school lot, following Hunter’s massive white pickup truck.


    “Is that…Sarah?” I ask.


    “Oswald named his car?” Desmond laughs. “I could’ve come up with something way cooler than that.”


    Owen and Catherine roar past Sarah, leading our caravan of vehicles. I follow at a safe distance, resisting the urge to press harder on the gas pedal.


    Desmond plays with my radio, frowning at my choice of station presets. “Top 40, Top 40, soft rock, country, and pop. If this is what you like, no way are you voting on the band. Wait until you see the old guys rock out, Riley. We’re gonna light this prom on fire.”


    “You don’t need to sell me, Des. You just need to convince Owen they’re better than the playlist on his phone. And Jordon will tell me if he likes their sound.”


    As we turn onto the long, winding road leading to what was once the Cleary farm, I hear a boom, followed by the clanging of metal.


    “What’s going on?” Desmond leans forward until his forehead is nearly touching the windshield. “I thought the tent and stage were already set up.”


    My stomach tightens as I roll through a stop sign, cutting around Sarah and the Jeep. Owen honks his horn, long and loud.


    “Who are you, Vin Diesel? Slow down,” Desmond says, jerking his seat belt across his chest.


    When I pull to a stop at the edge of the Cleary field, our tent has disappeared, replaced by a huge yellow excavator and a giant bulldozer.


    Owen jumps out and runs over to me. “Riley? What’s going on?”


    “I’m not sure.” I leap from my car. “I need to check it out. Stay here.”


    Leaving everyone behind, I race over the upturned grass and dirt, toward the trucks.


    “Please tell me prom isn’t destroyed. Again,” I whisper to myself, surveying what is obviously a construction site.


    “They tore down the tent.” Desmond appears next to me, eyes focused straight ahead. “What the hell?”


    This can’t be happening.


    But it is.


    I grab the arm of a guy wearing an orange vest and construction helmet. “Why are you here?”


    “We’re cleaning the site and hauling away debris. Why are you here?” he asks, signaling for the work to stop.


    “Because we’re having prom here. We were working on setting up a tent and a stage, and our caterer left some of his extra barbecue equipment. And now it’s all gone.”


    He flips through the paperwork on his clipboard. “You pitched a tent on the land previously owned by Mrs. Brenda Cleary?”


    Previously? I swallow hard and give him a short nod. “Yes, but—”


    “This ten-acre field is now owned by Gorman Enterprises. The future location of fifty-two spacious carriage homes.” He holds the clipboard in front of me, and I see the word “permit” stamped in big red letters.


    “Riley? What happened?” I hear Owen’s breathless voice behind me.


    My mouth opens, but before I answer, a skinny guy with leather pants and two tufts of gray hair on the sides of his otherwise bald head steps out of a blue van.


    “Grandpa’s here,” Desmond says.


    “Hey, Des. Where should we set up?” Grandpa holds up his electric guitar.


    Another guy with white hair, wearing jeans and cowboy boots, emerges from the van, clutching drum sticks, looking dazed and confused. “Where’s the stage? Desmond said there would be a generator. We need a hookup for the amps.”


    Desmond’s grandpa coughs to clear dust from his throat. “My voice isn’t what it used to be. I need power for the mic.”


    Jordon turns to the construction foreman. “What happened to the tent? And there was a portable shed my dad gave me to keep our tools and extra supplies. We were almost finished building the stage. It was sitting right there.” He points to an empty spot next to the excavator.


    The foreman clears his throat. “The previous owner gave us permission to demo whatever was left on the land. We hauled everything away earlier this week.”


    Hunter stands with her hands on top of her head, elbows out to the side. “My art project. Those samples took weeks to design,” she whines.


    “Please no,” I whisper. “This can’t be happening. I’m cursed. I’m the Albus Severus Potter of the Muggle world.”


    Owen grips my arm. “Don’t panic, Riley. This isn’t over.”


    Is he not seeing what I’m seeing? “We have no prom site, Owen. Mrs. Cleary sold the land, and her name is on the contract. Hunter’s decorations are gone—we locked them in the storage shed. The stage was demolished. And Ray’s smoker equipment is probably in a junk heap somewhere, destroyed. We’ll need to find a way to repay him for the loss. Because we have no prom insurance. We have nothing.” I pull away from Owen and turn back toward my car. “As of now, prom is officially canceled. We’re…we’re done here.”


    I leave everyone standing in front of the rubble as I throw my Kia into reverse, kick up mud in my tires, shift back into drive, and zoom away. Vin Diesel ain’t got nothing on a despondent Riley Hart.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Catherine


    Three weeks until prom


    I watch Riley’s little silver car speed away as Owen slumps against his Jeep beside me. The air carries a heavy, acrid odor of dirt and debris mixed with something that smells like melted plastic. The commotion around us continues as the construction crew carries on with demolishing what was turning into a pretty magical venue for our prom. The damage is so complete, there will be no recovery this time.


    Beside me, Owen studies his shoes like he can’t believe they’re attached to his body.


    “Owen?”


    He lifts his head and turns toward me, his blue eyes vacant.


    “Are you okay?”


    “I can’t believe this. How many things can go wrong? It’s like the universe doesn’t want us to have prom or Morp…or anything.”


    “The universe doesn’t care about some stupid high school dance.”


    The vacancy dissipates from his features, replaced by clarity and determination. “Okay, then it must be someone. Who is sabotaging our dance?”


    “Come on, Owen, who would sabotage prom?”


    “I don’t know, but there’ve been too many coincidences for it to be just chance.”


    “Sometimes the only kind of luck is bad luck.”


    He shakes his head emphatically. “Sure, but come on, Cat, think about it. First it was canceled, then the cash disappeared, then a tornado—okay, that was bad luck—but this…” His hands sweep across the construction site in front of us. “This could have been orchestrated. Maybe if there hadn’t been a tornado, the construction workers would have bulldozed the barn.”


    “But why, Owen? What’s to be gained by us not having a dance?”


    “I don’t know, but if we can figure out a motive, we’ll have our suspect.”


    I roll my eyes at the amateur detective beside me. “Okay, well, you work on that. I’m exhausted.” I glance around the lot, hoping to catch a ride with Hunter, but the only one still here is Jordon. “Do you mind if I catch a ride with Jordon?”


    “Sure,” he mumbles, only half paying attention to me, his mind still focused on solving the mysterious identity of Hamilton High’s prom-wrecking culprit.


    Jordon glances up as I approach, his expression unreadable.


    “Hey,” I say. “Can I get a ride with you? Owen’s got something to do.”


    He looks past me, then stares at my shoulder, his eyes refusing to meet mine. “I, um, I’m not going home. I have…somewhere to be.”


    “Yeah, sure.” I swallow back the lump in my throat over the awkwardness hanging between us like a physical force, keeping us apart. I massively screwed up what was becoming a good friendship, and now he can’t even stand to look at me. It’s so bad, he’s making up excuses to avoid us being alone together. And who can blame him? I mean, I practically jumped him in his kitchen.


    I pivot and head back to Owen, intent on asking him if he can drop me at my house before he goes off in search of a suspect, when Jordon calls my name. Pausing mid step, I turn back toward him.


    “I can drop you at your place before I go to my, um, thing.”


    Knowing he’d rather pretend to have something to do than give me a ride, I prepare a thanks-but-no-thanks response when I notice Owen pulling out of the lot, leaving me no choice. “If it’s not too much of an inconvenience.”


    “It’s not.” He opens Sarah’s door for me. Once he buckles in, he rumbles out of the lot, pebbles pinging against the underside of his car.


    I stare out the window as we ride in silence that grows louder and more oppressive by the minute. More than once, I open my mouth to apologize for the other night, but the words get caught in my throat. Apologies have never been my strong suit, not that I don’t have plenty to apologize for. But admitting I made a mistake aloud is the exact opposite of what I want to do. Pretending it didn’t happen is more my style. Because I have my mom constantly harping on me about all my flaws, I don’t feel like piling on myself.


    Jordon finally clears his throat, making me jump. “So…what’s Owen doing?”


    I tear my gaze away from the trees zipping past and focus on the dashboard. “He has a theory about prom, or lack of prom, or whatever you want to call it. He thinks someone’s deliberately sabotaging it, like a conspiracy or something.”


    “Technically, I think it has to be more than one person to be a conspiracy.”


    I lift my gaze and find humor dancing in his dark eyes, and I relax a bit, appreciating his attempt to lighten the mood. “Maybe it is more than one,” I say with a shrug.


    “Who would want to ruin a high school prom?”


    “Thank you! That’s what I said. I don’t know if he actually believes it so much as he has to prove to himself no one is trying to make our lives miserable. It gives him something to do. Owen needs to feel in control when things like this happen. Maybe he can’t control the weather or keep a wrecking crew from tearing down our tent, but he’s going to do everything he can to track down a prom-slaughtering fiend.”


    Jordon lets out a laugh, further easing tensions, and for the rest of the ride, we toss out potential perpetrators, everyone from our principal, to the janitor, Tristan Fleming, and even Desmond’s grandpa.


    An apology for the other night is on the tip of my tongue, but when he pulls up in front of my house, I quickly unbuckle and open the door. “Thanks for the ride.” I exit the car and ever so carefully close Sarah’s door.


    I take small steps at first, fighting with myself, trying and failing to find the courage to turn around and tell him I’m sorry for almost kissing him. Instead, I walk up to the porch like the total chicken I am. Only after I’ve opened the front door do I find the courage to look back toward Sarah. Jordon sticks his long arm out the driver’s window and waves at me before rumbling down the street and making the turn out of our cul-de-sac.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Riley


    Three weeks until prom


    At home, I shed my school clothes, now covered with construction dust, toss them in the washer, and change into sweats. My phone buzzes and chirps, but I’m not ready to check my messages. First, I need junk food.


    I dig through the pantry for Mom’s secret candy stash, the bags of fun-size bars she saves for the end of long days spent dealing with cranky bridal parties. According to her records, wedding disasters occur on a semi-regular basis. Family secrets revealed. Illicit affairs uncovered. Long-held grudges between friends reignited. When I find a bag of Milky Ways, I tear it open and sink my teeth into the chocolate, chewing until my stress level starts to regulate. After devouring two more of the mini candies, I’m calm enough to scroll through my messages. Six from Desmond. Fourteen one-word messages from Jane, followed by ten emojis, also sent separately. She knows how much I hate her text streams and guesses I’ll do anything, even type a reply, to make it stop. The last message is from Owen, promising to help me figure this out.


    I’m about to shut my phone down when Desmond calls.


    “How upset are you?” he asks. “Scale of one to ten.”


    “Fifty-seven.” I sigh hugely. “I blame myself because I should’ve expected this. When Mrs. Cleary disappeared, I didn’t bother looking for another location.”


    “Because we paid to have the prom there,” Desmond insists. “It’s not your fault that she backed out of a promise. And she also stole our prom money. Who steals from a bunch of kids trying to throw together a last-minute dance?”


    I unwrap another Milky Way. “I don’t have an answer, so please don’t ask me what we’re going to do next. For one night, I don’t want to think about prom, talk about it, or try to find a way to pay for it.”


    After a few beats of silence where I polish off the candy bar, he moves on. “So, there’s this party tonight—”


    “You want me to go out?” The screech in my voice might crack glass. “Hang out with people who think I ruined their senior prom?”


    He snaps a laugh. “Yeah, right, you canceled prom. To be honest, no one really believes you. We know you’ll find a way, because you always do.”


    “Not this time,” I say in a small voice. “We have three weeks to go. Three. I can’t start over, Des.”


    “Maybe not tonight, but I guarantee by tomorrow you’ll have a new plan. Until then, let’s go out and have fun.” He hesitates before adding, “And if you want to get smashed, I’ll drive you home.”


    


    An hour later, Desmond pulls up in a car almost as old as Sarah and a lot less attractive.


    “My grandpa offered us his ride. He feels terrible about what happened.”


    I tug the door closed and shake out my hair, which is still damp from the shower. “Just drive, Desmond. We’re not talking about prom, remember?”


    Jeremy’s party is rockin’, per usual. Tonight’s get-together is so large that he left the doors to his house open, with the excess crowd spilling into both the front and back yards. As I glance around, it strikes me that this is probably everything we need for prom. Why didn’t I think about setting up a tent in the Davis backyard? Because I wanted more. Candles, nice music, decorations, and enough light to appreciate everyone’s attempt at formal wear. Owen definitely wouldn’t wear a tux if prom was here. And if we relax the dress code, I’d lose the money I spent on my dress.


    “Did you talk to Hunter?” I ask Desmond after he nabs me a beer. “All of her samples were in the shed, and now they’re gone. She must be upset.”


    Desmond indicates that I should drink before he answers. I take a small sip.


    “I’ve never talked to Hunter, and today probably wasn’t the best time to kick off our new friendship. But, yeah, I’m sure she’s fired up over finding out her decorations are part of the Hamilton city trash pile.” He stabs his finger in my direction. “I thought we weren’t talking about the p-word. Or is it the m-word?”


    “We’re not talking about either of those words, but I want to be prepared in case she shows up tonight. I can’t be her favorite person right now.”


    We camp out on the raised deck, watching everyone in the backyard play a drinking game involving a small soccer ball that isn’t allowed to touch the ground. Needless to say, the ball spends 90 percent of the game rolling around in the grass. In the center of the crowd, Simone Miller seems to be challenging anyone and everyone. With her amazing hand-eye coordination, she’s beat most of the baseball team in one-on-one competition, an impressive achievement. As I watch her take on Jeremy, who lunges for the ball and misses it by several inches, someone taps my shoulder, and I startle, nearly spilling my drink.


    “You didn’t answer my message,” Owen says.


    Desmond disappears like vanishing into thin air is his superpower.


    “Sorry, I wasn’t in the mood to talk.” I take a cautious sip of beer, which is already warm.


    Owen arches an eyebrow. “But you are in the mood to get wasted.”


    “I’m not getting wasted tonight.” I lower my cup to my side. “But Desmond thought it might be a good idea…to help me chill out a bit. My first option was downing a giant bag of chocolate.”


    “Desmond, huh?” Owen turns to glance over the party crowd, only half listening to what I’m saying.


    “He’s my friend. You know that. He asked Carrie to the prom.”


    “And you asked Jordon.”


    “And you asked Catherine.” I crane my neck, checking out the growing group of girls near the firepit. “Is she here? How mad is she about the collapse of her Prom Queen dream?”


    “She didn’t freak out—much. Not in front of me, anyway. I told her if prom really is canceled, we’ll stick a crown on her and have your mom take her picture for the newspaper.”


    Between heartbeats, I feel a quick squeeze in my chest. Tonight, even Owen seems ready to admit the possibility of not pulling off our Project Morp. I hide my disappointment by taking another swig of beer. “If all she wants is a picture, I can arrange that.”


    Owen takes a long sip of his drink. “I spent the afternoon investigating the most recent incidents. I wasn’t convinced all of this bad stuff is totally random.”


    “What, like some evil mastermind is trying to wreck our prom? Probably a waste of your time, but thanks for looking into it.”


    He settles into one of two empty chairs on the deck, and I take the seat next to him, straightening my spine so we can more easily make eye contact. Between him and Jordon, I feel like a shrimp these days. I’m used to hanging out with Desmond, who’s one of the shorter guys in our class. Instinctively, I lean over the arm of my chair, closer to Owen, breathing in his familiar scent mixed with the bitter tang of beer and smoke from the firepit, which is still crackling away on the stone patio below us, though the weather has turned warm. Jeremy likes to create what my mother calls ambiance for his parties.


    The small amount of beer in my system starts to have its way with me, and my eyes sting with tears. “You’re so—” I stop before saying something I’ll regret. I’m not even sure what word would’ve come out if I hadn’t hit pause. Loyal? Good? Beautiful? Super-hot?


    Smiling, Owen leans over the arm of his chair and tugs on a loose lock of my hair. “So are you.”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Catherin


    Three weeks until prom


    With Owen off playing Law & Order: High School, Hunter still distraught over her lost artwork, and Jordon barely tolerating being in the same space with me, much less rehearsing, I decided the best way to spend my Friday night was alone. Doing homework. But my thoughts keep drifting to Hunter and all her hard work in a tangled mess of dirt, rock, and plastic. I set my book aside and reach for my phone to call her but end up sending a text instead. Hunter isn’t big on talking on the phone.


    Catherine: Hey. How are u?


    Hunter: Trying not to curl up into a ball and die. That was my senior art project


    Catherine: I know. What r u going to do?


    Hunter: Haven’t had time to process yet


    Catherine: Want to do something tonight to take your mind off it?


    Hunter: Jeremy is having a party. I heard Simone telling Camille that she’s going.


    Catherine: Does that mean you want to go?


    Hunter: Girl? I know you know the answer to that.


    Catherine: Okay. Pick me up


    Hunter: Bossy much?


    Catherine: Do you want me to drive instead?


    Hunter: No your car won’t go over 40. See you soon


    Hunter and I have been there for each other through everything over the past nearly four years. She helped me through my mama drama and then leaned on me when she first came out to her parents, even though they were totally accepting. Our classmates, on the other hand, not so much. Jessa tried to get me to do to Hunter what we did to Riley in middle school, but for the first, and last, time in my life, I stood up for something I believed in.


    Hunter is a better person than I am. She still loves me but refuses to hang out with Jessa and the other cheerleaders. Other than Riley, she’s the best friend I’ve ever had. I want to be there for her tonight. Maybe I can help her recreate her masterpiece. I may not be artistic, but I can follow directions and hand her the glue and scissors.


    Jeremy’s parties are notorious for getting rowdy, including copious amounts of vomit, so I throw on a dark T-shirt to go with my jeans and run a brush through my hair just in time to meet Hunter out front.


    Using the running board as a step, I haul myself into the passenger side of her gigantic truck and start messing with the radio.


    “Hey, I was listening to that.”


    “Country music is so depressing. We need something more upbeat.”


    “My truck, my music.”


    “Just trying to cheer you up,” I mumble and tune the radio back to some sappy, twangy song about heartbreak or death or something else morose.


    “Do you think prom is really canceled for good this time? I mean, Riley’ll come around, right? You’ve known her the longest. What do you think?”


    “I don’t know. I think she meant it. This might have been one thing too many. And I can’t say I blame her.”


    “I’m asking Simone tonight, so there better be one. I don’t care if we dance in an empty field under the stars.”


    The two blocks leading up to the Davis house are cluttered with cars by the time we arrive. Hunter manages to parallel her mammoth truck between a tiny Honda and Hannah’s pink VW Bug.


    I open my door and leap down the cavernous distance from her truck seat to the ground without breaking an ankle. Hunter’s head is on a swivel as we walk the block and a half to Jeremy’s.


    “What does Simone drive?” I ask.


    “Red Sentra.”


    I keep my eyes peeled to the left as she scans the right, but we arrive at the house without seeing the target car. The front door is open, and kids already tumble out of it into the front yard. A girl and boy are tangled up together on the porch swing while a couple of baseball players hoot their approval from the grass.


    “Hey, where’s Owen?” someone yells.


    A red cup is thrust into my hand by a junior I recognize from my Spanish class two years ago.


    “Thanks,” I say, sniffing it before taking a sip of warm, flat beer.


    Hunter and I head inside, where the bass thumps against my ribs and the music is so distorted I can’t even tell what it is.


    “Over here,” Hunter yells in my ear and grabs my sleeve to tug me along.


    Sure enough, Simone is at the kitchen island, an impressive lineup of shots in front of her.


    Hunter leans in. “I’m going to wait until she does those, then I’m gonna make my move.”


    Simone’s best friend, Janell, stands behind her, Simone’s thick blond curls clamped tightly in Janell’s fist.


    Simone crosses her arms behind her back. “To hell with heteronormative standards,” she yells before bending forward and wrapping her lips around the first glass. She stands, tilting her head back as the crowd around her whoops and applauds.


    “Damn, that’s hot,” Hunter says beside me.


    Simone places the glass back on the counter with her mouth, then wipes her lips with the back of her hand. Something tells me that’s not her first shot. Her eyes take on a glassiness, and she sways on her feet. A tear slips out of the corner of her eye, and her lip wobbles before she leans over and barfs on the floor in front of her.


    “So much for making your big move tonight,” I say.


    Hunter lets out a long sigh before turning and heading toward the sliding glass doors. “Let’s get another drink.”


    While Hunter gets in line for the keg, my eyes roam the backyard, landing on Owen sitting on the deck with a dejected Riley.


    Hunter materializes beside me, beer spilling over the side of her cup. “There’s your boy. Let’s join him.” She tugs me over to them. “Hey, Riles,” she says with way too much enthusiasm. Who gets drunk off of one beer? I guess I’m designated driver tonight. The thought of driving Hunter’s truck terrifies me in the daylight—driving it after dark is the stuff nightmares are made of. I’m beginning to think that Owen is our best option for a ride home. Even so, I turn my drink over and dump my beer onto the grass but hang onto my red plastic cup to give my hands something to do.


    Riley glances up at Hunter with suspicion, and yeah, I can understand that. Riley and Hunter have never hung out together, as far as I know, and I’ve never heard anyone call her “Riles,” not even Desmond.


    “Hi,” she says, her tone flat.


    “So, prom-morp is still happening, right? You weren’t serious about it being canceled. Were you?”


    Riley starts to say something, then lets out a loud, hiccupy sob. “I’m so sorry about your decorations, Hunter.”


    “I’ll be upset about that tomorrow, but tonight, I need to know it wasn’t all in vain. Tell me it’s still a go.”


    “We only have three weeks left before prom and nothing to show for it. No venue, no decorations, no band, no food, no money. So, unless we want to start back at the beginning, it’s not happening.” She pushes up from the deck. “I’m sorry about your art project. It was…really great.” Her voice breaks, and she turns abruptly, marching inside.


    “Did I say something wrong?” Hunter asks, dropping down beside me.


    I shake my head, but I’m less worried about Hunter at the moment. My heart is beating fast, and I’m confused over the reason why. I mean, I should be upset because prom is canceled and now I won’t be crowned Prom Queen, but instead, I’m upset for Riley. Even though we were all in this together, she has been carrying nearly the entire load, with only bits of help here and there from everyone else.


    I’ve been so worried Riley was setting me up for some revenge-fueled payback. But as I think over the years since we parted ways, she’s never been anything but nice to me. Riley couldn’t fake being genuine if her life depended on it. One of the things I’ve always admired about her is her transparency. Jessa and Natalie said it made her weak, but being comfortable with who you truly are is a strength I’ve never possessed, a strength I admire.


    I’ve tried to make Riley the villain in all this to ease my guilt or justify my actions, but it’s always been me. It’s not even Jessa. I made the decision, I’m the bad guy. And it’s long past time to undo the damage I caused.


    “We need to do something,” I say.


    Owen glances over at me, his face twisted with something more than just disappointment over prom, his gaze locked on the door Riley just powered through. Could he actually like, like, Riley? The way she likes him? It’s not as crazy as some people in my social circle might think. They probably have more in common than anyone knows. They’re both thoughtful, genuine, honest, and hardworking. In fact, the things I admire the most about Owen are what I also admire about Riley. How did I never make this connection before?


    “Owen, we need to fix this. Riley worked so hard, and now it all fell apart. Again.”


    “What do you think I’ve been doing the past month? I’ve been trying to make this happen, too.”


    He’s right. He put way more effort into this than I’ve given him credit for. I blow out a breath. “I know. But…I haven’t. At least not as much as I should’ve. This prom needs to happen for Riley. More than for anyone else. We only have three sponsors to show for my effort, and one is Riley’s parents. But…I have an idea on how to get money out of Ms. Baxter. I don’t think that’s going to be enough, though, and we need a place to hold it.”


    “Do you have a secret venue I don’t know about?”


    I sigh and shake my head, but then something comes to me. Something I’m not sure I want to do, but maybe it’ll be worth it in the end. “No, but I might know someone who knows someone who does.”


    


    Saturday morning, I meet Owen, Hunter, and Jordon at Starbucks to discuss Plan D, or is it Plan E? I don’t even know what iteration of our prom plans we’re on these days.


    “What’s up?” Jordon asks, plopping down on the bench across from me and Owen, an iced tea in his hand.


    “Yeah,” Hunter says behind dark glasses. “What was so important I had to get up at the asscrack of dawn?”


    “First, it’s ten thirty, second, how much did you drink last night? I lost count after the third beer.”


    She pulls her shades down and glares at me over the tops of the frames before pushing them back up and taking a sip of her Trenta iced coffee.


    “Okay, so I have an idea on how we still might be able to make prom happen.”


    “Let’s hear it,” Jordon says.


    Under the table, Owen gives my hand a little squeeze of encouragement as my heart beats out a staccato rhythm against my ribs. “Well, I think my mom may be able to help us. I’m going to ask her, and she’s more likely to agree with an audience. So…I was hoping you’d come with me and Owen to my house right now and see if we can make this thing happen.”


    Jordon and Hunter stare at me without responding for several long moments. Then Hunter pivots and gets up off the bench. “Fine. I’ve got an appointment with my bed at noon, so let’s get a move on.”


    


    Owen pulls to the curb in front of my house. Old Mrs. Abbacus is on her front porch, watching, waiting for the delinquent teenagers to start a ruckus. Owen hops out and waves with his signature grin. “Hello, Mrs. A.”


    Her face scrunches as she lifts a hand in a half wave, as if she’s just now realized that teenagers are actually human beings and capable of polite behavior. Owen flips the seat forward so Jordon and Hunter can climb out of the back.


    With a deep breath, I stand up straight, lift my chin, and lead the way toward my front door. My hand only hesitates for a second before I twist the doorknob and shove my way inside with a smile plastered across my face. “Mom, Dad, I’m home.”


    “In here,” my mom calls from the kitchen.


    She glances up, taking in my friends behind me as we enter, then closes her laptop and folds her hands across the top. We’ve barely been civil to one another since I told her I got a part in Wicked, and I guess she’s not about to pretend things are great, even in front of my friends.


    She does give Owen and Hunter a courteous nod, though, before narrowing her eyes at Jordon. She’s not a fan and blames him for my “sudden” interest in theater. Little does she know this obsession goes back to the CDs her mother-in-law gave me a decade ago.


    Dad wanders into the kitchen, an empty bowl in one hand. “Well hello there, Catherine’s friends.”


    My friends mutter hellos but don’t seem to know what else to say to him.


    “What brings you around here this fine morning?”


    “Um, well, we have a problem and have a few ideas, but were hoping for some help,” I say.


    Mom shoves her laptop out of the way, giving us her undivided attention. Dad kisses her head and takes the empty stool beside her. “What kind of problem?”


    “Our prom has turned into a disaster,” Owen says, then spends a good half hour explaining every horrible event that has befallen our sad little Morp since the beginning.


    My dad’s eyes widen with each incident, and Mom bites her lip as she listens. When Owen gets to yesterday’s demolition, her hand covers her mouth.


    “I can’t believe this. Are you sure someone’s not behind all of this?” Mom asks.


    “It does seem that way,” Dad says.


    “Owen said the same thing,” I say.


    Mom glances at Owen.


    He shakes his head. “I did think that. But after spending a good part of yesterday afternoon and this morning looking into it, I have to admit it’s just a huge, long series of unfortunate events. Even if someone stole the deposit money from Riley, no one can control the weather, and the field’s owner took our deposit and skipped town. This morning I found out she sold the property before Riley ever talked to her about using it for prom. I don’t see any of these being related to one another, other than being a string of bad luck.”


    I give Owen a small smile, glad he came to that conclusion on his own.


    “How can we help?” Mom asks.


    “Well…I was hoping you could ask one of your clients if we could rent a venue at a discount,” I say. “We have the social media campaign, which is kind of a bust so far, but I can contact the newspaper and local TV stations about doing a human-interest story. Maybe get some positive press for any businesses willing to help us.”


    “How much of a discount?”


    “I don’t know. We don’t have any money left and nothing to show for what’s already been spent. Jane started a GoFundMe, but we’ve only raised a whopping one hundred dollars with that so far. I’m still hoping Francine’s Frocks will come through with something, though.”


    Mom sighs and glances at my friends. “Could you please give us a moment alone with our daughter?”


    “Sure,” Owen says and grabs Hunter’s sleeve, tugging her from the kitchen. Jordon follows, closing the door behind him.


    Mom leans against the back of her stool and sighs. “What’s going on, Catherine? First you tell me you’re not going to college and now you want me to convince one of my biggest clients to basically provide the equivalent of a pro bono night?”


    “I never said I wasn’t going to college. I just don’t want to go to OSU. And I don’t want to go into law.”


    Dad reaches over and places a hand on my mom’s arm. She shrugs it off and stares me down. “I don’t even know who you are anymore.”


    “Neither do I.” I’ve been so busy trying to be the daughter she wants, I lost sight of the real me. The problem is, I don’t even like this character I’ve created for myself. I let my mom tell me what I should do with my life and Jessa tell me who I can be friends with. I need to stand up for myself, my real self. “I want to go to UC and study drama.”


    “Where is this coming from?”


    “Mom…you never listen to me. I’ve always wanted this. You never came to any of my ballet recitals or any of my performances. If you did, you’d know that not only do I love it, but I’m good at it. Really good. But…” I drop my head and twist my fingers together, gaining the courage to go on. “I can’t do it on my own. I need you to support me in this. But if you can’t, I guess I’ll go to OSU for you. But I won’t go to law school.”


    She lifts an eyebrow. “For me? This is about your future, not mine.”


    “Is it, though?”


    Mom rubs her eyes before glancing up at me again. “Yes, it is. Just because I don’t want you to throw your life away doesn’t mean you don’t have any choice in the matter. Do you know how many people make it in Hollywood or on Broadway? It’s a long shot.”


    “I know that. I don’t have unreal expectations. But I have to find out for myself. I’d hate to be on the verge of forty and wish I’d have done something different with my life. At least if I try and fail, I’ll know.”


    She closes her eyes and sighs before getting up and leaving the kitchen without another word.


    My shoulders deflate as the breath I’ve been holding leaves my lungs. I turn to Dad. “That went well.”


    He tears his eyes away from the door and pats the seat my mom just vacated. “Sit.”


    With a glance over my shoulder, wondering what my friends are up to out there, I cross the kitchen and plop my butt down on the stool.


    “Before you were born, I was a researcher. It was the best job I could have ever imagined.”


    I stop tracing the lines in the stone countertop to look at my dad. Really look at him. To me, he’s always been a middle school science teacher. Sure, I knew he had a job before, but he never talks about it. I thought that was because he hated it.


    “The day you came into our lives, I knew my role was to stay home and take care of you. So I turned in my resignation, packed up my desk, and carried my sad cardboard box of crap out to my car.”


    “Dad…”


    He puts up a hand. “Life is fluid, constantly changing, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t pursue your dreams. I don’t regret a single moment of staying home with you, of being able to be here for you after school and during the summers.”


    “I thought you just did it because Mom didn’t want to.”


    He lets out a soft laugh. “No. She was jealous of me. She hated leaving you every day. But her job paid more than mine, and she was on track to make partner. Leaving her job would have put all that in jeopardy.”


    “So you gave up your dreams for me?”


    He shakes his head. “No. My dreams changed. I’m doing exactly what I want to do. But you’re growing up, Kitty Cat, and you don’t need me as much anymore. So I’m going to go back to the lab.”


    “I’ll always need you, Dad,” I whisper. “But I’m glad you’re going back to doing what you love.”


    “Your mom doesn’t know you the way I do. Her job requires long hours. She saw this as my time with you and figured she’d get her chance when you were grown. I think she’s worried she made the wrong choice.”


    Tears prick my eyes, and I glance down so he won’t see them. “Oh.”


    Not only does she not know me, apparently I don’t know her, either.


    


    Mom sits at the counter with her iPad and laptop, phone clutched in her hand when I enter the kitchen Sunday morning. She glances up, eyes puffy as if she barely got any sleep last night.


    “Good morning, Mom.”


    “Good morning.” She returns to her laptop and types for a minute before closing it and turning toward me. “I think I have an idea for your prom.”


    “Really? Oh, Mom, that’s great. What is it?”


    “Miami Valley Vineyards had a wedding cancel the weekend of your prom. They called me to help resolve a dispute with the couple over the deposit. The wedding is definitely off, but the venue, flowers, and food are already paid for.”


    “Oh my gosh, Mom, that’s…amazing. The best!”


    “Well, it’s not a done deal yet, there’s a chance the couple will insist on using the venue for some other event since they paid for it, but give me some time to work it all out. You’ll need to be flexible, because it might not come together at all, or fall into place at the last minute.”


    “Of course. I mean, we’ve been nothing if not flexible so far. We’ll make sure we have a backup plan in place.”


    “It would be nice if you could still contribute something toward the costs, but they understand what happened. However, because this is currently being negotiated, they don’t want any press at this point. If it falls into place, though, they’d love for you to call the newspaper and television stations to do a feel-good piece about it. The couple has been bad-mouthing them all over social media, and they could use some good publicity.”


    “Yes, of course. I’m going to Francine’s today to see what I can do. And Hunter did all the decorations before. They were completely ruined, but since it was her senior art project, I can see if she’s willing to recreate them with help from the rest of us.”


    “Good.” She gets back to work, but when I turn to leave, she calls out, “Catherine?”


    “Yeah?”


    “In second grade, you wrote a story about what you thought your life would be like when you were thirty. Do you remember that?”


    I shake my head, but I think I know where this is going.


    “You said you were going to be a lawyer just like your mom. You didn’t want to stay home and burn things like your dad did.”


    My hands fly up to cover my mouth. “Oh no. How awful. Did he used to burn a lot of food?”


    She laughs. “He’s gotten a lot better at cooking, but baking has always been his thing.”


    Just the thought of his soft and gooey chocolate chip cookies makes my mouth water.


    “I guess I took that seven-year-old’s essay to heart, because I wanted it to be true. So much so that I never entertained the idea that you’d change your mind.”


    “I tried to tell you, but you didn’t want to hear it.”


    She shakes her head. “No, I guess I didn’t. I’m sorry I missed all of your performances. I…had no idea. I thought those were activities your father thought you should do. He was sort of clueless when it came to raising a daughter. I always thought he just looked on a website for ‘things girls like’ and enrolled you in all of them.”


    “I really do love it, Mom. Maybe you can come to see a performance of Wicked?”


    “We’ll see.”


    That’s more than I expected from her, and I’ll take it.


    


    The LEAF silently pulls up in front of Hunter’s house when I pick her up on my way downtown. She runs out the front door to meet me, breathless as she climbs into the passenger seat, looking about a thousand times better than she did yesterday morning.


    “How’d things go after we left yesterday?”


    “Yesterday? About the same. But this morning was a total one-eighty.” I proceed to fill her in on my conversation with Mom.


    “No way! Wow.”


    “Yep. There’s a chance that it could all work out. But, no matter what, I say prom’s back on. We can’t give up. I’ll keep looking for other options for a site and food and stuff. Do you think you can work your magic again for the decorations? I can help, and I can probably drag Owen and a few others along.”


    “I don’t know. I was kinda thinking of going in a different direction for my final. But…if you’re serious about helping me, I can probably do something.”


    “I am serious. This is important to you so it’s important to me. But even with everything else, we really need to get Francine to donate some funds toward this.”


    She pulls her sunglasses down from the top of her head and pushes them up her nose. “No prob. I’ve got this.”


    I crank some Taylor Swift, a compromise between her love of country and my love of anything that’s not country, and we both sing at the top of our lungs until I pull up to the curb in front of the shop shortly after it opens.


    Ms. Baxter looks up when we enter and smiles broadly. “Good morning, girls. Ready to pick up your dresses?”


    “Oh no. I thought you’d heard. Prom’s been canceled,” Hunter says.


    “What happened?”


    “Everything,” Hunter says. “Anything that could go wrong, did. We lost our venue, food vendor, decorations, everything.”


    “Well, wow, how awful. I’m so sorry.”


    Hunter rubs a hand across the top of her nearly shaved head, bristling against what remains of her hair. “So, is there any way we can get a refund for our deposits?”


    “Oh, honey, I’d like to, but honestly, it’s against policy. You signed a document—”


    “I’m a minor. It’s not legally binding.”


    Ms. Baxter’s eyes narrow, and she stands straighter.


    I cross my arms. “You know my mom’s a lawyer, right?”


    She presses her lips together and pulls out a spiral-bound book, flipping through it until she finds the receipts for our deposits.


    “There are a lot of other girls in the same situation we are,” Hunter says.


    Mrs. Baxter’s face pales, and she clutches at the glasses hanging from a beaded chain around her neck. “What?”


    “All the girls we convinced to come in here and put a deposit on a dress from our school are also promless. If we find a way to make prom happen, I’m sure the online stores would be happy to take their orders.”


    “I can’t…but that’s not…”


    “You know what you could do?” I say.


    She glances up at me, wide-eyed.


    “You could sponsor our prom and help us pay for an alternate location. Let’s say, 10 percent of what you stand to make in profits from our dresses.”


    “That’s blackmail.”


    I laugh. “Hardly. It’s a business proposition. The local news is going to cover our little mishap of a prom disaster. Imagine if Francine’s Frocks steps up at the last minute as our savior. That’s some pretty good PR. The kind you can’t really buy. Or in this case, you can.”


    “Other businesses are also offering to help out. You don’t want them to get all the publicity, do you?” Hunter asks.


    Ms. Baxter stares at us for a long time, her mouth twisted in anger, before nodding and pulling out her checkbook. She writes a check, rips it out, and hands it to me. “Will this be enough?”


    My eyes widen for a second at the sum, but I nod and back out of the store before she changes her mind.


    Hunter lets out a laugh as the door closes behind us. “Oh my God, that was epic.”


    “It wasn’t illegal, was it?”


    “I don’t think so. At least I hope not.”


    Holding the check from Francine gives me an idea. “Hey, do you need to be anywhere?”


    “Nope. Why? What are you up to?”


    My eyes travel up and down the block. “Let’s see if any more of Hamilton’s small businesses want some positive press.”


    


    I can barely stand still as I knock on Owen’s front door. His mom pulls it open, a grin spreading across her youthful face. Her sleek blond hair is pulled up into a messy bun.


    “Well, Catherine, what a nice surprise. We haven’t seen you around here much lately.”


    “I know, Mrs. Locklear. You know how it is at the end of senior year. So much going on.”


    “Yes, of course. Come on in.” She closes the door behind me and calls up the stairs, “Owen, dear, Catherine’s here.”


    “Just a minute,” he says, followed by a bunch of scrambling and something hitting the floor.


    “What the heck?” I ask.


    Mrs. Locklear laughs, her blue eyes, the same color her son inherited from her, crinkling at the corners. “He’s just playing that crazy Quest of the Undead game or whatever it’s called.”


    “Oh, Immortal Quest. Yeah, I don’t get the appeal.”


    Owen stumbles down the stairs a few moments later in a rumpled T-shirt and pair of sweats. “Hey, Cat. What’s up?”


    “Can we talk?”


    “Yeah, c’mon.” He leads the way up to his room.


    “Leave the door open,” his mom calls.


    Owen groans but leaves it ajar just to humor her. His bed is an unmade mess, his headset thrown on his desk, his flat screen monitor displaying a countdown to the beginning of the next Immortal Quest challenge. “How are things with your mom?”


    “Good. I mean really good. That’s what I came to tell you.”


    “Yeah, that’s…that’s great, Cat. I’m happy for you.”


    “No, you giant dork.” I shove him in the shoulder. “I mean she’s on our side. She’s working with Miami Valley Vineyards, and they may have an opening. We won’t know for sure for a week or maybe more, but it’s a possibility.”


    “What?” He runs a hand through his unkempt hair. “Really?”


    “Yeah. They’re a client and happen to have had a last-minute wedding cancelation. And Hunter and I stopped by Francine’s today and picked up this.” I float the check in front of his face.


    He looks at it, his eyes widening, and he laughs, picking me up and swinging me around. “That’s awesome!”


    “I know! I also got the bakery to donate cupcakes, the craft store to donate supplies for Hunter’s decorations, and a bunch of stuff for the prize pack. You should tell Riley.”


    He grabs his phone but pauses before setting it back down. “Naw. Let’s make sure everything is a go… I don’t want to disappoint her again.”


    I shake my head emphatically. “But she likes to plan. Riley makes lists and does things according to those lists. She needs to get her dress and shoes. Right now she’s thinking she doesn’t need any of that.”


    “Riley’s not like that.”


    “Yeah, she is.” A small breath puffs out between my lips. “Riley and I used to be really close.”


    He nods. “Yeah, like when we were in diapers.”


    “No. Well, yeah, but longer than that. Don’t you remember the three of us hanging out together?”


    He nods. “Well, sure, but…” He tilts his head to one side, then the other as he studies me, his chiseled features scrunching with the gymnastics his face is going through. “Did something happen between you two?”


    “You could say that.” I glance down at my fingers and chew on the inside of my bottom lip, unable to meet his gaze. Being true to myself means that step one in reclaiming the old Catherine is coming clean on what I did. The last person I want to tell is Owen, but he’s also the natural choice to start with. “My mom had so many expectations for me that included hanging out with the right kids, being part of the in crowd… I let Jessa come between me and Riley. I was awful to her.”


    “Define awful.”


    “Jessa wanted me to kick her out of our group. She said Riley wasn’t cool enough to hang with us. I-I…” I sigh and close my eyes. “I told her Riley was cool and we’d been best friends since kindergarten, but she told me that if I didn’t dump Riley, I was out of the group, too, and the repercussions would be worse for me.”


    I open my eyes and find Owen’s blue gaze steady on me, but his expression is otherwise unreadable.


    “I wasn’t strong enough to handle full-on bullying. And I thought if I stayed with Jessa’s group, I could protect Riley from it as well. It made sense to me at the time, but saying it out loud all these years later, I realize I was the worst friend. I tried to make up for what I did by sticking with Hunter, but I’ve never made it up to Riley. I’ve never even apologized to her,” I whisper. “I should have stood up to Jessa. I didn’t. I let her tell me what to do.”


    He nods. “Like I’m always telling you, it’s your life.”


    “I know. I don’t know why it’s so hard for me to stand up for what I want.”


    “Because you’re a pleaser. You go with the flow, so you don’t rock the boat.”


    I let out a short laugh. “Care to add any more clichés?”


    His flowing laughter joins mine. “You know what I mean. You don’t like conflict. Just look at us. We’ve never fought over anything. Maybe that’s why we stayed together long past when we should’ve ended things. We’re easy together.”


    I lean back against his desk and cross my arms over my chest as I stare at the boy who has been such a big part of my life over my high school years. He’s right. It’s always been easy with us, but that’s all it’s really ever been. We’re two lifelong friends who tried to create something magical but fell short. We both deserve something more.


    “You should ask Riley to prom.”


    His lips part, and his eyes widen. “What?”


    “I’m not blind, Owen. You like her, and she clearly has it bad for you.”


    “What? No. We’re just friends. She doesn’t think of me that way.”


    I snort. “She does. The way you look at her, the way you’re always laughing together. You can lie to me, but don’t lie to yourself.”


    His face turns dark red, and he shakes his head. “How’d you know?”


    I shrug. “I’m an actress. Or at least I want to be. Part of that is studying body language and the small gestures that give away thoughts and feelings. Does she know you like her?”


    His head falls forward. “I don’t know.”


    “You should ask her to prom. Then you’ll be sure she knows.”


    “What if she turns me down?”


    A laugh escapes before I can stop it. “Right.”


    “She’s already going with Jordon.”


    At the mention of Jordon and Riley going to prom together, my heart twists a little in my chest. My gaze drops to my shoes, and I curl my lips inward.


    “Now your body language is giving you away. What’s up with you and Jordon?”


    “I don’t know. My life is so complicated right now, and Jordon is just another complication. You’re right about us. We’ve never been complicated. At least not when we aren’t trying to play the roles that other people cast for us.”


    He nods and moves next to me, slinging an arm across my shoulders. “Best friends forever, Cat.”


    That’s all it takes for me to spill my guts. After I told him about how awful I was to Riley, the girl he secretly likes, he still considers me one of his best friends. I tell him about almost kissing Jordon after rehearsing. “And now it’s like he can’t stand to be around me. I screwed this up.”


    “J’s a good guy. At least what I know about him. I don’t know what’s going on inside his head, but I think he likes you, too. Based on what you told me about that night, it sounds like he’s not into cheating. He thinks we’re still together.”


    “Yeah, I guess, but then that means he thinks I was okay with being a cheater.”


    The corner of his mouth tips up. “So, tell him the truth.”


    Could it really be that easy? I mean, telling Owen everything and getting these thoughts out in the open has made me feel lighter. Lighter than I have in weeks. As if I could be launched into the air and complete a triple before landing.


    “Okay. But then you need to ask Riley to prom.”


    He shakes his head. “I said I’d go with you, and I stick by my word.”


    “Even if I release you?”


    He nods. “Yup. Riley’s going with Jordon.”


    “Only because she thinks you’re taken. If I come clean with Jordon, you need to do the same with Riley.”


    He steps away from me and shifts his feet, his gaze going to the window. “Well, um, I kinda told her we broke up.”


    “What?”


    When he turns back toward me, his eyes are still downcast. “Yeah. Last week.”


    I shake my head, not sure I heard him right.


    His eyes finally meet mine. “I know we agreed to keep it between the two of us, but…”


    “But you like her. It’s okay, Owen, really. What did she say?”


    With a deep sigh, he shakes his head. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”


    “Well, I still think you should ask her, and you should do it when you tell her about the donations and potential new site.”


    “Okay. Maybe. I don’t know. I should probably wait until we know for sure if all this is going to work out.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Riley


    Two weeks until prom


    In the middle of our game session, a message pops up in Q-Chat.


    HOL: Any news about prom?


    ESL: Nothing. I’ll stop by Slater’s office tomorrow and ask if he’ll consider helping.


    HOL: Let me know how it goes.


    ESL: Will do.


    He clicks off, leaving me alone to fight aliens.


    I swallow a lump that seems permanently lodged in my throat. I have no plan for saving prom. The money from our ticket sales paid for Hunter’s art materials, the tent rental, some random stage materials Jordon needed to buy, and Ray’s deposit, before the equipment he left at the Cleary field was hauled away and demolished. Thank goodness he has insurance to cover the replacement costs.


    A nervous tremor shakes my chest. What if I can’t find a new prom location? Will the entire senior class hunt me down for refunds? I have no money to return, and I’m tired of pestering everyone on the committee for ideas. Other than a basic sponsorship, I still haven’t asked my parents for help, so I wander into the kitchen, wondering about the balance of my college savings account.


    Mom glances up from her laptop. “Francine from Francine’s Frocks called, Riley. Your dress is hemmed, steamed, and ready for pickup.”


    My eyes fill with tears.


    Mom clicks her mouse and closes her laptop. “Not exactly the reaction I was expecting. What’s going on? Did Jordon back out on you?”


    I run my sleeve over my face. “No, this isn’t about Jordon. Project Morp exploded. Everything’s destroyed.”


    “What’s a morp?” Mom asks. “Am I missing something?”


    I tell her about the prom committee failures, one by one. She manages to keep a straight face through it all, but I know it sounds ridiculous.


    “So now, I have about five hundred people expecting a prom, and unless we invite them to party in our backyard, I’m screwed.”


    Mom gives me a sympathetic smile. “Why not just have it in the school gym? I’m sure after everything that’s happened, Mr. Slater will allow you to use the school.”


    “Because I wanted it to be different. I didn’t want prom night to smell like dirty socks and old tennis balls.” But somehow I was okay with the smell of burning meat from Ray’s barbecue. My shoulders drop as I concede defeat. “You’re right. I’ll ask Mr. Slater about moving everything to the school. Maybe Desmond’s grandpa’s band is still available. And I can make some snacks. It won’t even be as nice as the homecoming dance, but at least it’s something.”


    “Dad and I will help. Catherine emailed us a sponsorship form, and I still need to fill it out and send in a check. We can also set up a do-it-yourself photo booth with some fun props. And maybe donate cases of water bottles and soda, if that’s okay?”


    I sniff. “Thanks, Mom.”


    She offers me a small smile. “I just bought some new digital equipment, and I want to test it out. At the end of the night, we’ll upload the shots to our website, and everyone can order what they want. No pressure, but maybe it’ll be enough to help cover some of your expenses.”


    “I’m sure everyone will love it.” I wrap my arms around her for a hug.


    “Why don’t you use the white string lights we stored in the basement after the holidays? You can always hang them up for decoration.”


    Everyone will be sitting on the bleachers in prom dresses and tuxes, but at least it’s something, right?


    


    When Mr. Slater finds out we lost our prom location and the ticket sale money, he offers to help by calling the mayor to confirm the sale of the Cleary property.


    “Apparently, the sale was approved by the township months ago,” he tells me. “I know you weren’t informed of this, Riley.” He loosens the knot of his tie, tugging forcefully. “Hiring a lawyer would probably cost more than the lost deposit. And it could take months…or years. In the meantime, what are your suggestions for new locations?”


    “The gym,” I say in a flat voice. “I know you didn’t want prom to be a school-sponsored event, but it’s the only place large enough to hold everyone.”


    Mr. Slater flips through the daily planner on his desk. “Looks like the gym is available, if you want it.” He offers me a supportive smile. “You’ve shown me how important this prom is to all of you in the senior class, and I want to help you see it through. At your next committee meeting, plan on rallying up a crew to decorate the gym. After this weekend’s robotics competition, we’re wrapping up end-of-the-year activities, so you should have free access the week before your prom.”


    I straighten in my chair. “If it’s all right with you, my parents agreed to donate snacks and drinks. And do you mind if I put a sign up saying the gym’s closed while I work on the decorations?”


    Eyeing me from across the desk, he nods. “I’ll make an announcement today that due to unforeseen circumstances, the location of the prom has been changed. We’ll provide additional information once you finalize the details with the rest of the committee.”


    I scoot out of his office, already making a mental list of all the work I need to do, but no way am I bringing the rest of them into this disaster again.


    


    When I return to my locker, my phone buzzes with a text.


    Jane: Any news on prom?


    Riley: Prom is on. Working on a new location. Spread the word if you can.


    Jane: Will do. Where?


    Riley: TBD.


    I’m not ready to admit that the new location is Gymnasium A.


    As promised, Mr. Slater makes the announcement during last period, and I duck out of school before anyone can corner me and ask for more details. For the rest of the week, I avoid Jane, Owen, Desmond, and everyone else on the committee. Though I catch whispers between classes from seniors wondering where prom will be held, no one on the committee goes out of their way to pester me for an update. They must be fed up with prom planning. Personally, I never want to hear the word prom again after I leave high school. But I haven’t given up yet, although I so badly want to.


    Since I don’t have the heart to ask Owen, Catherine, and the gang to start over with me, I plan on working alone. Once the robotics competition is finished, I should be able to pull something together in a week.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Riley


    The week before prom


    I leave for school early on Monday morning, weighed down with some new decorations, ready to start clearing out the gym. I spend an hour scraping chewing gum from the bleachers and sweeping away candy wrappers and leaky pens. Notebook in hand, I size up the space and sketch a quick floor plan before filling it with tables and chairs. I try out different arrangements, lifting chairs from the stacks piled high behind the basketball hoop until my arms ache.


    For the rest of the week, I spend every free minute working on the secret prom location. At night, my mother and I untangle our supply of white string lights. We’re one of those families with an excessive inventory of holiday decorations.


    “Your new theme should be winter wonderland,” Mom suggests when I show her pictures of prom-in-progress on my phone. “I might have a snow-making machine in the basement. I think I used it for a photoshoot last year.”


    We drag the snow machine upstairs, and Dad spends an hour relearning how to work it. When he finally gets it going, it spits out snow fast enough to create a mini ski mountain in our backyard, but five minutes later, we’re left with a melted mess.


    “Probably not. But thanks for trying, Dad.” The last thing I need is for prom to end with a gym floor covered in wet slush.


    


    In school the next day, Owen stops by my locker for the first time in over a week, shifting on his feet. “How are you holding up with the prom changes? Sounds like Slater has the new location covered.”


    I lift my chin, ready to take the responsibility for my failure to come up with a perfect location. At this point, any form of prom counts as a success in my book. “The prom committee is still my responsibility. I’m working with Mr. Slater on this.”


    “Wait. What?” Owen’s eyebrows shoot up. “Exactly what are you and Slater working on?”


    “Don’t worry about it. Everything is set, plus my parents are helping behind the scenes with the photo booth and music.” After saying just enough to keep Owen satisfied, I hurry off, ignoring him when he tries to call me back.


    Two hours later, when my arms give out and I can’t look at the half-decorated gym for one more minute, I lock the door behind me and head for my car. But Owen appears out of nowhere, chasing me down the empty corridor. “Hey, Riley. Hold up. I need to talk to you about something Catherine’s been working on for prom.”


    “We’ll still have the Prom Queen vote, I promise,” I say, unable to look him in the eye and tell him the new location is the gym. His disappointment may be one too many knives to my weak heart. Maybe I’ll be brave enough to send him a text later today.


    “It’s not about Prom Queen, it’s about prom. Morp. I, uh, need to get an update from her. Or maybe you should talk to her directly? I’m not sure what’s going on.” He follows me out to the parking lot, rambling on, and to be honest I’m so wrapped up in my mental to-do list that I’m only half listening. Thankfully, he drops the whole conversation without pushing too hard, but I sense he wants to talk to me about something. Probably another Immortal Quest update. I haven’t even looked at the game once this week.


    The late afternoon sun hits the top of my head, and I push my sweaty hair off my face, feeling my cheeks burn from overexertion. My body wasn’t made for powerlifting furniture, but I finally set up enough tables and chairs to cover ticket sales.


    He steps between me and my car. “You look worn out. Tell me what’s going on.”


    My hands move to my hips, and I bite back a groan of pain at the slight shift. “Everything’s fine. Totally fine.”


    He studies me for a long time before dropping back and kicking his sneaker over a loose patch of gravel. “Maybe I haven’t been completely honest with you. About prom and…other things, too.”


    Oh no. This is not the time for true confessions from Owen.


    I pause, bracing myself for what’s coming next, hoping against hope that he’s not about to dump another prom-related disaster on me.


    “I waited for you because I want to talk about us.” He gestures to indicate him…and me.


    My eyes narrow. “What do you mean us?”


    He hesitates before drawing in a deep breath and saying, “I mean us as more than friends.”


    I glance toward the sky, wondering if it’s about to fall on my head. My entire body warms at least ten degrees, and my hands start to shake. “No way. We’re not going there. Aren’t you and Catherine still pretending to be together? I can’t be in the middle of whatever it is you two have going on.”


    “We’re not pretending anymore. We decided to do the right thing for everyone and be honest about how we feel.” Owen closes the distance between us. “Riley, I like you. A lot. And Catherine thinks you might like me.”


    Surely he’s joking. Is Catherine trying to ignite some sort of pre-prom drama between them? I meet his steady gaze and realize he’s completely serious. “Why does she think that?”


    Looking away, Owen shoves one hand into his pocket. “You know her. She’s much more observant than me. And she noticed how I talk about you all the time. And when I do, it’s, like…different from the way I talk about other girls. So, I thought, maybe I should ask you if there’s any, um, possibility that you feel the same way?”


    I can’t miss the hope in his eyes. But I need to focus on college. Owen and I are moving on, whether we want to or not. “Of course I like you. I’ve always liked you. But isn’t it too late for us? High school is just about over.”


    The silence of the deserted parking lot presses in around us, squeezing a ragged breath from my chest. I want him to argue, to tell me we can find a way to at least try to be together. But he nods, staring past me like he’s having a silent conversation with himself before sliding to the left, clearing a path to my car.


    Darting around him I yank the door handle up with all my might and duck into the Kia. I’m so busy fumbling with my bags that I almost miss what he says next.


    “You’re still going to Bucknell, aren’t you?”


    I latch on to the steering wheel like it’s a lifesaving flotation device, momentarily forgetting how to start the engine. “Of course. It was my first choice.”


    He makes a quick move and grips the top of the door, holding it open. “Right before athletic declaration day, I talked to their baseball coach and asked about the possibility of playing for them. He called me back a month later, after I’d accepted at UC. I never got back to him.” Owen leans forward, close enough that his forehead nearly touches mine. “Last week, he called again. One of his incoming freshmen withdrew because he decided to skip college and go right to the minors. So the team’s looking for a third baseman. The Bucknell coach…he offered me scholarship money.”


    My heart seems to ball up in my chest. “How much scholarship money? More than UC?”


    The corner of his mouth tilts up. “A lot more than UC.” He backs away and taps my car door closed, watching me through the open window. My mouth opens, but no words come out. This can’t be happening. The words that just came out of Owen’s mouth…I must have imagined them.


    “What did you tell him?”


    “Nothing yet. I wanted to talk to you about it first. Would you be okay with us going to the same school next year?”


    This is not what I planned. Never in a billion years did I imagine a scenario where Owen and I went to college together.


    I feel anxious and happy at the same time. I can’t decide which emotion is setting off the circus now taking place in my stomach. “I want you to do what’s best for you. That’s all I’ve ever wanted, Owen.” But my smile betrays the amount of joy welling inside of me. “So, um, let me know what you decide.” Before I lose control and shamelessly plead with him to make a decision based on what I want, I slam my foot on the gas, back away, turn the wheel, and zoom out of the parking lot.


    I catch him in my rearview mirror watching me drive away, smiling to himself.


    


    I pace circles around my bedroom, hands clenched at my sides, resisting the impulse to fire up Immortal Quest. My favorite form of stress relief is now my greatest source of anxiety. The thought of logging in and discovering a new message from Owen is terrifying. How do I respond? Half of me thinks he might ask about college again. The other half thinks he’ll laugh off the idea of switching schools and admit he was playing some kind of practical joke. But he didn’t sound like he was joking in the parking lot an hour ago.


    Rather than give in to the temptation to check Q-chat, I dive into homework. Unable to concentrate on my calc problems, I head to the kitchen and cram a banana, strawberries, and pineapple chunks into my smoothie maker. Once I’ve pulverized the fruit, I add ice and dump the concoction in my travel mug before driving back to school to finish decorating. I work past midnight, creating a prom out of nothing, trying to copy Hunter’s initial design. In the end, my version looks like a bunch of bleachers with white bedsheets twisted on top. The string lights flicker when I plug them in, and half of them go out. Wonderful.


    Behind one of the basketball hoops, I set up Mom’s photo booth using masquerade masks with feathers and a printed sign with #HamiltonMorp. When the booth is ready, I check for messages from Owen. Nothing from him, but Mr. Slater sent an email, telling me he plans to reveal the prom’s new location tomorrow, which means everyone will be stopping by the gym to check out what I’ve done. The thought of revealing this last secret to Owen and the rest of the senior class makes my stomach churn.


    Did I fail to make everyone’s prom dreams come true? Looking around the gym, I realize that just like there are varying degrees of success, there’s also a wide range of failure. To Owen, prom means a time to get our class together and celebrate, no matter when or where. He doesn’t even want to dress up. Desmond wanted prom to happen so he could finally have his chance to ask Carrie on a date. And Catherine wants to be Prom Queen. If I pull off this version of prom, their wishes will be granted.


    But what did I want? After missing out last year, I wanted to go to at least one prom before graduation. I wanted to help my friends. I wanted to stop using my friendship breakup with Catherine as the reason why I never tried to do something bigger and better in high school. Most of all, I wanted Owen to notice me as more than his gaming buddy. But I could never let myself want more—not with Owen. Not until he went and changed everything.


    


    When my alarm buzzes, I race to get dressed, pull my hair into a ponytail, and drive back to school to finish the decorations before afternoon announcements. Based on some last-minute ticket sales, I need to add one more table. I’m setting up chairs when the gym doors burst open.


    “Gym’s closed,” I call, not bothering to turn around. “Did you miss the Keep Out sign?”


    “I tried to catch you before homeroom, but you walked right by me,” Owen says. “Why are you skipping class?”


    The folding chair I’m holding slides through my hands and clunks against the wood floor. “Owen, please, you can’t tell anyone I’m in here.”


    He crosses the basketball court and stands in front of me. “You drove away from me yesterday, and I wasn’t finished. Can we talk now? I need to tell you something.”


    “About college? I’m sort of busy.”


    “Not about college.”


    “Can it wait?” I press my fingertips into my temples, hoping to ease the pounding in my head. “Look, this is already going down as the worst prom in history. I’m trying to salvage what’s left and not be laughed off the stage at graduation.”


    “Riley, no one blames you for the whole Project Morp disaster. Who can predict a tornado?”


    “I lost the deposit. Maybe if I’d come clean and stepped down then, someone else would have taken over. Made better decisions.” My eyes start to mist. “What was I thinking, having a prom on a farm?”


    Owen’s arms slide around my waist, pulling me close. My forehead rests against his chest, and I feel his heart beating through his shirt in a soothing rhythm. He breathes in deeply, and I let him hold me in a way I never could before. Owen’s always been there for me as a friend, but having him here for me now, in this way, is so new and different that I forget about prom until he whispers into my hair, “You were thinking you wanted to do something nice for everyone.”


    A shaky laugh pushes out of my chest. “Not everyone. For myself, because I didn’t go to junior prom. All my friends were paired up, and I didn’t want to be the only one without a date. Do you know what it’s like to scroll through pictures of everyone having a blast while you’re home alone? To spend hours looking for a dress in case someone asks you at the last minute, but no one ever does?” I force a small smile. “Probably not, right?”


    His hand runs over my hair. “Would you believe me if I said junior prom wasn’t as much fun as people made it look in the pictures?”


    I fake-scoff. “Of course you’d say that.”


    Owen backs away with a sigh. He sinks into a folding chair and rests back, elbows wide, cradling his head in his hands. “You’ll see for yourself, I guess. So, did you think about what I said yesterday?”


    “About the possibility of you switching colleges?” I fall into the seat next to him. “You changed the game on me, Owen. I thought this was the end for us. I spent the last few months preparing to say goodbye to you.” I lift my eyes to his. “Is it true?”


    He reaches for my hand. “I’d like it to be true. I haven’t withdrawn from UC yet. I won’t go to Bucknell if you don’t want me there. It’d be awkward, right?”


    “We’d still be friends. We’ll always be friends. Do you even like Bucknell? Have you toured the campus?”


    “Not yet, but my dad offered to take a road trip and check it out. You picked it, so it must be cool, right?”


    For the first time, I allow myself to consider the possibility of not leaving Owen behind. “Why now? You loved Catherine for so long.”


    His face turns into a mask of concentration, like he wants to give me his most honest, perfect answer. “Maybe I loved the idea of her and me. Everyone else did. But there was this other girl I could never get out of my head. She was the one I could tell anything. She’s the one who knows me best, and she’s the one I want to be with.”


    A tear slides from my eye. “I wanted to ask for more, but I never did. I waited, and I wouldn’t have ever said anything if you hadn’t brought it up first.”


    Owen’s smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “You would have let me go? Even though Cat and I broke up?”


    “I never felt like you were truly mine,” I admit.


    “Why not? We like the same things. Secret video games, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. You’re the only person who’d listen to my backwards prom ideas and not only agree with me, but actually try to make them a reality.” All of a sudden, Owen glances around the gym like he’s seeing it for the first time. “About that. What the hell are you doing in here?”


    “I’m trying to get ready for prom. Mr. Slater’s going to announce the new location today.”


    Owen’s eyes widen, and his mouth falls open. “Today? He’s announcing the gym as the new location?”


    “Yeah, I talked to him about it last week. He said we could have prom in the gym, but I asked him not to announce it right away. I didn’t want to deal with all the questions and everyone telling me I made a total mess of things. So I asked him to keep quiet about it until I was finished with the decorations and setup.”


    After casting another wild look around him, Owen springs to his feet and races toward the exit. “I need to find Catherine.”


    Of course he’s worried about damage control. Everyone knows he’s on the prom committee, and Catherine, too. But I’m past the point of caring anymore. Catherine can blame the gym-prom on me if it makes her feel better. I gather up the last of the decorations, my heart soaring. In a few days, prom will be over. But Owen and I are just starting.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Catherin


    The week before prom


    “I can’t wait for Bryan to see me in my dress,” Jessa says, tossing her long dark hair over her shoulder.


    “I can’t wait to see you out of it,” Bryan says, wrapping his arms around her waist.


    Jessa slaps his shoulder and stares up at him from beneath her fake lashes. She had extensions done the other day and tried to get me to go with her, but that’s money I don’t have to spend right now, and I didn’t think she did, either. When I asked her if she finally got a job, she just made a weird face and said her parents wanted to make sure her senior prom experience was the best.


    “Cat,” someone calls from down the hall.


    I spin, searching for whoever it is, and spot Owen rushing toward me, his expression frantic.


    My stomach drops as I wonder what could possibly have gone wrong now. “See you later,” I call to my friends, who aren’t paying any attention to me anyway, and rush to meet Owen.


    “Hey. What’s up? You look freaked.”


    He nods and swallows hard. “So, remember when you told me to tell Riley about how we’re working on getting a new venue?”


    “Yeah…”


    “I didn’t.”


    “What? Why not?”


    He grabs my arm and pulls me into the nearest classroom. Two freshmen are in the back row, collecting their books. One look at me and Owen, and they scramble to get out of the room, their backpacks banging against the desks as they scurry past.


    Owen runs a hand across the top of his head, mussing up his hair. “You got me all messed up by telling me to ask her to prom. I was so distracted with trying to figure out how to tell her about…you know…”


    I lift an eyebrow. “Your feelings for her?”


    “Whatever. I was going to tell her about the stuff your mom’s been working on after that, but she was avoiding me.” He scratches above his ear. “At least I thought she was, but turns out she’s been working in secret, getting another backup prom venue ready without us.”


    “What?” I screech.


    “I know. She’s been decorating the gym by herself, and it looks…awful.”


    My hand flies up to cover my mouth as a mixture of horror and the urge to laugh at the absurdity of this situation fight for dominance. But the dejection playing across Owen’s face and the thought of Riley working her butt off in secret keeps my laughter in check. “Look, I’m not going to say I told you so, but I did. And now you need to go fix this. Fast. Before Slater makes that announcement.”


    “I know. But first I wanted to find out the latest. Have you heard anything final?”


    I pull my phone out of my bag. “Let me call my mom. She was trying to wrap up the vineyard dispute last night. If not, she was going to call the Hamilton Art Museum and see if they would host us. She was there for cocktails last month and said the place is huge.”


    My mom’s phone goes right to voicemail. I leave her a message and send her a text.


    “Anything?” Owen asks.


    “Not yet.”


    “I can’t believe I didn’t tell Riley.”


    “Wait…you still haven’t told her?”


    His head drops.


    “You were just in the gym with her. Why didn’t you tell her then?”


    “I don’t know. I’m…we talked about a lot of stuff. I was trying to find the right place to slide it in.”


    “And the moment she told you the gym was the new prom location wasn’t the right one?”


    “Well no, I mean, yeah, but we need to stop Slater first. I was worried he was gonna announce it while I was standing there with her. We need to go talk to him now.”


    “I’ll go with you, but you’re doing all the talking. This is on you for keeping the information from Riley. I’m not owning that.”


    “That’s fair.” He yanks open the door, and we weave our way through the students in the hallway to the office, where Mrs. Whyte is clicking away on her keyboard with overly long fingernails. Each one is painted pure white with a tiny little jewel near the tip.


    She glances up and pushes her glasses into her mess of dark curls. “Can I help you?”


    “Yes, we’re here to see Principal Slater.”


    She glances over her shoulder. “He’s just wrapping up with someone. Have a seat, and I’ll let him know you’re waiting.”


    Owen drops into one of the hideous burnt orange chairs and rests his elbows on the skinny black armrests, his knee bouncing up and down. I remain standing, convinced some freshman has peed on those chairs at one time or another.


    Slater’s office door opens, and a girl walks out, head bent, clutching a folder to her chest. Principal Slater waves two fingers at us, an indication that we’re next. Owen hoists himself up and follows me across the stained linoleum floor to the office.


    Slater gestures toward the chairs across from his desk, and Owen and I take a seat.


    “What can I help you two with?” he asks, chin resting on steepled fingers.


    I glance at Owen, who looks like he’s about to puke, his knees bouncing up and down. Even though I said he had to do the talking, I’m not sure he’s capable of it. “Um, we just found out Riley’s been decorating the gym as our new prom location.”


    His bushy eyebrows meet in the center of his forehead. “Yes, and aren’t you helping her?”


    “She didn’t tell us anything,” Owen says, throwing his hands in the air.


    I take over before he has a complete meltdown. “After the farm was bulldozed, Riley was so upset. She decided prom was off, and with everything that happened, we just…”


    He eyes me with a healthy dose of disdain. “You just what?”


    “We didn’t tell her we were working on something without her,” I whisper.


    “And why not? She is in charge of the prom committee. I don’t understand what you two are up to, but I don’t like it.”


    “No, no,” Owen says, his face redder than I’ve ever seen it. “It’s not like that at all. Riley worked so hard on this…but the last disaster was like the final straw. She just kinda gave up, and I can’t blame her. So we didn’t want to disappoint her again, and we thought—”


    My phone pings loudly. I pull it from my bag, nearly dropping it in the process.


    “It’s from my mom!” The widest of smiles splits my face. I turn the phone around so Owen can read the message.


    Mom: Miami Valley Vineyards is available. Looks like you’ll have your prom after all.


    I let out a squeal, and Owen jumps up and down before high-fiving me. He even tries to fist-bump our perplexed principal.


    Mr. Slater leans forward, resting his elbows on the desk. “Good news?”


    “Very,” I say and show him the message.


    He closes his eyes and tilts his head back, pinching the bridge of his nose, no doubt considering early retirement. Finally he leans forward and levels his gaze at Owen. “Would you like me to take care of informing Miss Hart?”


    Owen clears his throat. “No. I, um, can do that.”


    Slater rubs his upper lip, and I think I see a hint of a smile. “Okay, then. You two better get going so you don’t miss lunch period completely. I’ll hold off on making the announcement until after lunch to give you time to notify Miss Hart.”


    “Thank you, sir,” I say, standing.


    Head down, Owen follows me out. “I’m going to go find Riley.”


    I pat his shoulder. “Good luck.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Riley


    The week before prom


    “What’s going on, fearless committee leader?” Desmond asks when we meet in front of our lockers. “Was there another promtastrophe I don’t know about?”


    I manage a weak smile. “Not this week.”


    “Then why haven’t you said anything about prom? Carrie’s worried. She can’t afford to lose money on a dress that’s not returnable.” When I don’t immediately answer, he taps my shoulder. “Riley? Tell me you’re handling this.”


    “It’s still on, in some form.” I focus on spinning my combination lock like it’s the first day of middle school and I can’t quite remember how the code works. I’m about to reveal the gym location news when I hear Owen yelling my name. Glancing over my shoulder, I see him running toward me, arms circling like propellers. “You’ll find out soon enough, Des. Mr. Slater’s making an announcement later today.”


    The bell rings, and I slam my locker closed. “I’ve gotta go.”


    Desmond jerks his chin in Owen’s direction. “Don’t you want to talk to him?”


    “I’m late, and Madame Jones still gives out detentions. She doesn’t care if you’re a senior and about to graduate.” I wave to Owen. “Tell him to send me a text.”


    Desmond huffs. “Now I’m your messenger?”


    “No, you’re my friend.” After squeezing his shoulder, I take off, flying down the hallway and into AP French just as the bell rings. At exactly two o’clock, Principal Slater buzzes over the school-wide intercom.


    “Attention, seniors, I have some important information to share.” Everyone in class pauses to listen. “Due to the recent sale of the Cleary farm, we needed to relocate this year’s prom. I’m happy to announce that we’ve secured an alternate site.”


    “The gym,” I whisper. “Just say it.”


    “The Miami Valley Vineyards.”


    The entire class gasps. Me included.


    “We’ll see you on Saturday at eight o’clock for a wonderful night.” The intercom clicks off.


    Everyone turns to me and starts to clap. I scrape back my chair, jump to my feet, and point at the intercom. “He’s wrong. It’s in the gym.”


    “No way, Riley,” Jane says. “Slater would never let us destroy his precious gym.” She jumps out of her seat and gives me a hug. “This is awesome. Thanks for working so hard to make our prom the best ever.”


    “It’s not the best,” I insist, stepping back. “It’s the worst.”


    “Mademoiselle Hart, are you okay?” Madame Jones calls to me from the front of the class. “Do you need a minute?”


    “Yes. Oui.” I squeeze a breath out of my tight chest. “Several.”


    Madame Jones writes me a hall pass, and I head for the administration wing. As I turn the corner, Owen barrels through the door of his science class, calling my name.


    I walk faster. “I need to talk to Slater.”


    He groans and starts to run. “Riley. Wait up.”


    Realization hits me. I freeze. “Did you know?”


    Owen throws his arm around my shoulders, hugging me tight. “About the change? I knew it might be possible, but Catherine’s mom just texted her an hour ago. Mrs. Reed was working on a potential new location. I didn’t want you to be disappointed if it didn’t work out, so I wanted to wait until we were sure to tell you about it.” Pausing for a breath, he turns me to face him. “I didn’t know about your plan to use the gym. You never said anything to the rest of the committee about it.”


    I open and close my mouth a few times before I manage to say something. “No, it’s great. You and Cat found the perfect location. Together.”


    Owen looks confused. “Why are you saying that? C’mon, Riley, you know that’s not what I meant. And our Project Morp wouldn’t even exist if you hadn’t done most of the organizing and planning.”


    I fling my shoulders back and pull away from him. “But you and Cat saved the day, not me.”


    Thanks to her mother’s connections, Catherine Reed will be remembered as the girl who saved prom. When did she decide she cared enough to get involved? When she realized Owen liked me? And really, does it matter at this point? The winery is even nicer than the stuffy old country club where past proms have been held.


    But she’s still Catherine, my ex-best friend. Owen’s ex-girlfriend. In some ways, she’s always been better than me, and no matter what I do I’ll never measure up to her perfection.


    I leave Owen standing in the middle of the hallway, ignoring his attempts to call me back.


    


    I try to escape school without notice, but people are chanting my name as I pass by, cheering like I’m some miracle worker. They’re patting my back, squeezing my shoulder. Even Catherine’s friend Hannah hugs me.


    I’m such a fraud, taking the credit for this. And I can’t help but wonder why Catherine isn’t telling everyone that she was really the person who saved prom—she and Owen. If everyone knew the truth, she’d easily lock up the Prom Queen vote.


    My phone vibrates against my hip, but I don’t bother looking at it, just chuck it in the cup holder as I drive home.


    “How’s the decorating?” Mom asks when she wraps up her daily photo-editing session and stops by my room. I’m sitting in front of a blank screen, wondering if I should just retire Evil Skater Girl for good. A few clicks and she’d be history.


    “Turns out, all those new decorations I made are worthless. Catherine Reed’s mother found us a new location. Better than anything I came up with.”


    Standing in the doorway, Mom eyes me sympathetically. “This is good news, right? Not something that should have us sulking in a dark bedroom alone?”


    “Yes, but…it’s just the way everything went down. Like she and Owen didn’t trust me to find a solution, so they swept in and took care of it themselves.” Which is what I expected when I started down this whole path of saving prom. It just took longer than I thought to arrive at the endgame. “They let me work on the gym-prom and never told me about their plans.”


    “They knew you were setting up a gym-prom?”


    “I didn’t tell them specifics. But it was clear that I was working on something.” Wasn’t it? I spin my chair around to face Mom. “They could have come to me first. I was supposed to be running the committee.” And Owen, at least, was supposed to be my friend.


    A buzzing sound emerges from the pocket of my denim jacket, thrown on the bed. Mom and I both jump. She pulls out my phone and holds it up.


    “I think your date wants to talk to you.” She hands me the phone and disappears.


    “Hey, Jordon,” I say.


    “Hey…um, Catherine asked me to call you. She wanted to make sure you’re okay.”


    “Really? She specifically asked you…to call me?” My voice breaks. “Tell her I’m fine.”


    “She feels bad about all the work you were doing behind the scenes. I think she was trying to be helpful, but Owen didn’t want to get your hopes up and crush them again if Mrs. Reed didn’t come through for us.” Jordon pauses to clear his throat. “Anyway, I’m checking in to make sure we’re still on for our date. What color is your dress? I need to order flowers, right?”


    His relative calmness makes me second-guess myself. Am I being too petty? The prom is on, and it’s not in the gym. Isn’t that all I really wanted to accomplish? Who cares if it wasn’t me who got the job done?


    “My dress is sky blue. Lighter than Sarah. I can snap a close-up of the material and text it to you. Thanks for asking.” My jaw clenches, but I manage to grit out one last sentence. “And tell Catherine I appreciate her help.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Riley


    Prom night, Seven P.M.


    Prom day passes in a blur of preparations. Although I’m not involved at all with the new prom venue, Owen claims there’s not much to be done. The owner of the winery offered to go above and beyond to make sure everything turns out nice because they’re dealing with some sort of bad press over a cancelled event. I still need to count the ticket sales and make sure we have enough money to cover the few vendors who aren’t donating their services in return for Catherine’s promise of free publicity. When I finally pull out my gown, running my hand over the light blue chiffon skirt and silver-beaded bodice, a mixture of relief and excitement builds inside me. After all the ups and downs of the past two months, prom is a reality. I should be overjoyed, but I’m nervous, too. Standing in front of the mirror, touching up my makeup, my hands shake as I apply mascara. I need to wipe off my first attempt and start over.


    “What time is Jordon picking you up?” Mom asks as she zips the back of my dress.


    “Seven o’clock. You’re not thinking about following us with a camera strapped to the hood of your car, right?”


    Mom laughs. “I promise not to intrude on your date. But don’t worry, the pictures will be beautiful. I set up the photo booth in front of the dogwood trees at the entrance to the vineyard. Dad showed two juniors in the photography club how to work the equipment. They’ll upload everything at the end of the night so you and your friends can look at all the images on my website.”


    “Thanks, Mom. Really, after all you did to help me out with the photo booth and decorations, I wouldn’t mind having you there—”


    She laughs off my attempt at gratitude. “Yes, you would. And I get it; no one wants their parents at their prom.”


    I tug on the strap of my dress and check my lip gloss. With cat-eye makeup and styled hair, the girl in the mirror doesn’t look like me, but who cares? Most of the time, I’m not even sure who I am anymore. Evil Skater Girl? Honor Roll Student? Or Failed Prom Committee Leader?


    “When did you grow up?” Mom asks, tucking a loose curl behind my ear, her voice thick with emotion. “It feels like yesterday when I put you on the kindergarten bus.”


    The hazy memory of waving goodbye to my parents on the first day of school brings a tear to my eye. “Thanks for setting up the photo booth,” I say, giving her a hug.


    She smiles. “If you really want to thank me, you’ll let me take sample shots for my portfolio until Jordon gets here.”


    I straighten my shoulders and strike a pose. “I’m all yours. Lead the way.”


    Dozens of photos later, Sarah wheezes up our driveway. Thankfully, Jordon is on time, before a fake smile is completely frozen on my face.


    “I can’t wait to meet your date,” Mom says, rushing to the back gate and throwing it open. Jordon steps out of his car and strides up the driveway, his arms swinging a bit as he moves.


    “Wow,” I say, peeking over her shoulder. “Jordon, you look awesome.”


    Smiling, he pushes his hand through his freshly cut, dark blond hair. Without his glasses, his eyes appear bigger, glowing with a richer shade of brown. “Thanks, Riley. You look great, too. These are for you.” He hands me a bouquet filled with blue, purple, and white flowers, which look perfect next to my blue dress. “Ready to go?”


    “Wait one second, young man,” Dad says, stepping out of the house with a colossal camera strapped around his neck. “We’d like a few shots of you two together. I have everything set up inside.”


    I’m very happy that the boy I asked to prom is a stage professional. Jordon appears completely at ease with my parents’ requests and even asks for information about their headshot prices, saying he might need to update his portfolio before he leaves for college.


    Dad places the diffusers on either side of the dining room curtains, which is their favorite in-home backdrop, and arranges us in front of them. After Jordon and I pose for my parents and their dual cameras, we rush out of the house. I tap Sarah’s hood before I slide into the front seat. “You’re my good luck charm tonight,” I tell her.


    “Hands off my car, Riley,” Jordon says. He’s smiling like it’s a joke, but I sense he’s cringing on the inside. I slide into the car, my hands curled into fists to prevent my fingers from accidentally brushing the dashboard or the vinyl seat. I don’t bother with the seat belt, because I can’t even find the damn thing.


    “Are you okay driving without glasses?” I ask, a bit nervous.


    “Contacts,” he answers with a smile. “I wear them on stage sometimes, depending on my character.”


    We ride off into the glowing orange sunset, chatting quietly.


    “What do you think about the new location?” I ask. “Did Catherine tell you how she and her mother found it?”


    Jordon coughs and stammers a few times before he gives me an answer. “Not the details. She, uh, said it was a last-minute cancelation or something.”


    I have a hard time believing Catherine is capable of that much spontaneity. Back in the day, when we were friends, she never left the house on Monday mornings unless her weekly schedule was burned into her brain. And Mrs. Reed was usually quizzing her daughter about her upcoming assignments before she made it out the front door.


    Sighing, I tell Jordon, “Of course it worked out in the end. Catherine Reed’s senior prom would never be less than perfect.”


    Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Jordon’s hands gripping Sarah’s steering wheel a little harder. I should shut up. Although I’m not sure what Catherine thinks about Jordon, it’s obvious he has a major crush on her.


    We’re silent as we turn into the vineyard’s parking lot. Jordon bypasses the valet and pilots Sarah into the middle of a row of empty parking spots. He cuts the engine, and we turn to each other.


    His chest moves up and down as he inhales a shaky breath. “Ready to do this?”


    My stomach does a double flip. I’m ready for prom to be over, but I won’t admit it to the poor guy who’s stuck with me for the rest of the evening. So I make an effort to push up the corners of my mouth, manufacturing the fakest of fake smiles. “Get ready, Hamilton Senior Prom-goers. Jordon and Riley are here.” I yank up the door handle with an excess of force, and it breaks off in my hand.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Catherine


    Prom night, Eight P.M.


    I wipe my sweaty palms on my gold dress once again, knowing I’m probably leaving stains on the skirt.


    Owen places his hand on mine, stopping me. He glances over and gives me his best grin. “I was serious, earlier. I wasn’t just saying that for your mom’s benefit. You really do look amazing.”


    I give him a small smile, because I know he wants one, but my stomach is a wreck, worse than Cleary field after our tent was bulldozed.


    With a quick squeeze, Owen puts his hand back on the steering wheel. “Everything is going to go perfectly. Trust me.”


    I nod. I do trust him. But what if everything falls apart? This night needs to be perfect. For Riley. She earned it. And because I’ve been the worst friend to her in the history of all friendships. “It’s not like my fears are unfounded. You said it yourself, the universe is out to get our prom.”


    “Let’s just relax and enjoy ourselves. Okay?”


    I nod and swallow as Owen pulls his Jeep into the winery’s parking lot. White lights are strung above the walkways and wind around every tree branch, creating a soft, magical glow, like thousands of fireflies are hovering above our dance.


    The valet rushes to the Jeep and opens my door for me, offering me a hand down. Owen tosses him the keys, and the valet zips off in search of a parking spot. My spike heels sink into the loose dirt. Grabbing my clutch, I take Owen’s arm and let him guide me toward the entrance.


    Raised voices to our left draw my attention to Jordon and Riley standing beside Sarah. Riley looks stunning in a sky-blue dress, her hair falling down her back in loose curls. Her hands are flying about as she talks to him, something clutched in her right hand.


    Jordon’s not yelling, exactly, but his frame is rigid, his jaw clenched. Riley uncurls her fingers and gently places whatever she’s holding into his palm and turns, rushing toward the entrance. Jordon glances at whatever Riley gave him and tosses it into his car.


    “Riley looks upset,” I say to Owen. “You should go talk to her.”


    He glances at me, then at Jordon, then back at me, understanding in his eyes. “Okay. I’ll see you inside.”


    I watch him walk off before taking a deep breath and heading toward Jordon, the butterflies in my belly scrambling into action. We haven’t talked since I asked him to call Riley and make sure she was okay after we found out she’d been decorating the gym in secret. We haven’t rehearsed together, either. He barely acknowledges my presence at school. I can’t believe how badly I screwed things up by almost kissing him. Even if all we can have is a platonic relationship, I need Jordon in my life. I know now I want more than that, but if I have to settle for just being his friend, I will.


    He looks completely different in his tux, and I notice he’s wearing contacts tonight. The pants and jacket fit him to perfection, definitely not a rental. After seeing where he lives, I’m guessing this isn’t his first black-tie affair. His usually messy hair is styled like Hunter Hayes’, making his jaw appear stronger than normal. Goodbye nerd hot, hello GQ sexy.


    He glances up as I approach, an unreadable expression painting his features.


    “Hey.”


    “Hey.”


    “Is…something wrong?”


    He shakes his head, his attention now fully on me. Whatever he was focused on before is no longer getting in the way. His lips part for a moment. “You…um…wow. I knew that dress would look good on you, but my imagination didn’t do it justice.”


    My face flames, but I can’t help teasing him. “You imagined me in this dress?”


    Now it’s his turn to blush, but he doesn’t back down. “Among other things.”


    I’m not sure how to take that, but I realize how much I like the idea of him imagining me, the same way I do him when we’re not together. I’ve been obsessing over what his lips would feel like on mine. What would have happened if he hadn’t backed away from me that night.


    “Jordon—”


    “Catherine—” he says at the same time, then laughs. “You go first.”


    “Owen and I aren’t together. We haven’t been for a while. We just…we haven’t told anyone. At first it was for all the wrong reasons, reasons I don’t want to go into now. After that, I think we were both afraid to tell our parents. They worked really hard on our relationship. Something Owen and I never did much of ourselves.” I sigh and drop my gaze to my toes. “But now you’re with Riley, and I’m afraid I blew my chance with you.”


    He takes a step closer to me, close enough for the heat of his body to make itself abundantly obvious, sending ripples of excitement across my skin. I lift my face to find his close to mine, making my head feel untethered, as if it’s floating above us. His dark eyes hold mine with a fire that makes it impossible to look away. There’s something intense and real about the way he’s looking at me, and my lips part slightly in anticipation.


    His gaze drops to my mouth for a second, before he closes his eyes and tips his head back. “You’re not with Owen?” he asks, his voice tight.


    I shake my balloon head. “No.”


    “Riley and I came to the dance as friends.” He opens his eyes, and that smoldering gaze of his connects with mine again. “I’m not with her.”


    “You’re not?”


    He rolls his lips inward briefly, as if he’s waging some sort of internal argument with himself. Discussion over, he moves closer still, his gaze falling to my mouth again. “Can I kiss you?”


    “Please.”


    “I don’t want to mess up your lipstick.”


    “You won’t,” I whisper. My breath catches as I wait for those perfect pouty lips to finally meet mine. The second our mouths meet, I lose myself in the sensation. His kiss is soft, pliant, sending liquid heat zipping straight to my toes, something Owen’s kisses have never done. His hands slide to my waist, those long musician’s fingers wrapping around me, urging me closer, while mine find their way up to the back of his neck, fingers sliding into the hair above his collar.


    My heart pounds against my rib cage, and my skin buzzes like tiny jolts of electricity are rushing across it as our lips move against each other. Kissing Jordon Oswald in real life is so much more powerful than kissing him in my imagination.


    I sigh, my lips parting, and Jordon tests the waters, his tongue sliding across mine. My pulse picks up at the insane hotness of this kiss, my knees suddenly becoming like limp spaghetti, and I lean into him to keep from collapsing on my noodle legs.


    Jordon lets out a small groan and tilts his head so our mouths connect on a deeper level, tongues exploring, both of our respirations picking up.


    “Whoa,” someone calls.


    Jordon immediately pulls back, dropping his hands to his sides.


    I let out a small sigh of relief and frustration when I realize it’s just Hunter walking toward us, hand in hand with Simone.


    I smile, thrilled she finally got up the nerve to ask Simone to the dance, but at the same time, a little sad she didn’t say anything to me before now. Then again, I haven’t told her much about my love life lately, either.


    The two girls are wearing complementary dresses. Hunter is in a gorgeous short orange dress that beautifully sets off her dark skin. She’s nearly glowing, although that could be from the company she’s with rather than the color of her dress. Simone is wearing a long white dress with a bright orange sash the same color as Hunter’s dress.


    “You two look amazing,” I say.


    Hunter glances from me to Jordon and back again, her eyes narrowed. “Where’s Owen?”


    Might as well get this over with, and my BFF should probably be the second person I tell. “Owen and I split up.”


    She hits my arm. “Get outta here!” Her gaze travels between me and Jordon. “Although, not all that surprising, all things considered. When did that happen?”


    “About a month ago. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later. Come on, let’s go inside and shake things up.”


    She laughs, her gaze drifting between me and Jordon again. “Oh, this is gonna be good.” She starts to walk away but twists back to pin me with a death glare. “We are so going to talk.”


    I lift an eyebrow in Simone’s direction. “Oh, yeah we are.”


    “Touché,” she says, swinging back around.


    Jordon locks his car and reaches out to take my hand, then pulls back, stuffing his hands in his pockets. I place my hand on his elbow and let him guide me toward the entryway. Hunter’s reconstructed decorations mix with the white lights. Glittered purple stars and a giant pale-green moon dangle from a wooden trellis covering the walkway, which is scattered with white rose petals, creating a fragrant carpet.


    We exit the trellis and are greeted by a huge banner waving from a giant oak tree. “Francine’s Frocks proudly welcomes you to this year’s Hamilton High School Prom!” followed by a phone number and website address. Glancing around at the decorated wine barrels, long wooden tables, and makeshift dance floor, I feel a sense of gratitude to our begrudging patron.


    As Jordon and I make our way toward the gathering crowd, all conversation stops, every head turning our way. Then silence is slowly replaced by the steady hum of low whispers. My eyes rake the area for Owen and Riley, but I don’t see them anywhere. The nonconfrontational, go-with-the-flow side of me was hoping he’d break the ice by walking in with her. I guess the new me will have to deal with the fallout. Squaring my shoulders, I lift my chin and tuck my hand farther into the space between Jordon’s forearm and biceps.


    “What the hell?” says a voice behind me.


    I turn to find Jessa staring at me with murderous rage.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Riley


    Prom night, Eight thirtyish P.M.


    I think my date just dumped me. Jordon realized I broke his car, and he looked like he needed a minute. After apologizing profusely, I scooted away, ducking behind the nearest oak tree, silently thanking Owen and Catherine for finding a prom location with so many hiding spaces. I heard Jordon talking to someone, and then…silence. Assuming the coast was clear, I stepped out from behind the trunk, ready to apologize again for dislodging Sarah’s handle.


    I never got the words out. Jordon wouldn’t have heard them, anyway. Not with his face smashed against Catherine’s, the two of them kissing like they’d cease to exist if they broke apart.


    Which is totally fine. It’s not like I wanted him to kiss me.


    So here I am, hiding behind another huge oak tree, wondering what to do about my current predicament. Someone whispers my name, and I peek between two low branches.


    “Owen?”


    He sends me a heart-melting smile. “Hey, there. Why are you hiding?”


    Skirting around the tree, I push the guilt out of my expression before we make eye contact. “It’s a long story.”


    “You can tell me all about it—later.” Leaning against the rough bark, he tugs at his tie. “I’m wearing a tux. Are you happy now?”


    My mouth goes dry at the sight of him. Whatever gel product he used keeps his hair off his face in a tamer version of his usual style. And the classic black tux, though he resisted wearing it, fits his tall, lean body perfectly. “You look stunningly handsome.”


    “Thank you. And you look beautiful.” He picks up one of my loose curls and lets it fall through his open hand. If I hadn’t just seen his date locking lips with someone else, I’d back away. But can Catherine really be looking for Owen right now? She seemed pretty happy with Jordon.


    I raise my arm and flex a muscle. “Better than Evil Skater Girl? She’s got awesome biceps. And she’s taller than me and—”


    “You’re real. She’s not.” His hand moves to my cheek, and the warmth of his touch sends a wave of heat through my body. “I know we both came with someone else, but can you save me a dance? Or two? And I…” Owen hesitates, tugging on his tie like he’s restraining himself from ripping it off.


    “Stop!” I reach out and lower his arm back to his side. “Let’s go inside before you ruin your new look.” Also, I can’t really stand out here and watch Owen’s ex-girlfriend kiss my date.


    Owen drops his hand to my shoulder, holding me back. “Not yet. We really need to talk.”


    “Here?” We step farther away from the entrance, but still in view of everyone waiting in line to enter the banquet area.


    “Before we go inside. Please?” Owen takes my hand, and we disappear into a cluster of sweet-smelling cherry trees. Faint music floats outside as the DJ kicks off the dance part of the evening. When my eyes meet Owen’s, my heart begins to flutter. “What did you want to talk about? Catherine’s plan to wreak havoc at prom?”


    Rather than laugh at my joke, his expression turns more serious. “I know you and Catherine haven’t always gotten along, but she’s on your side tonight. She wants all of us, including you, to have a great prom.”


    “We haven’t spoken more than two sentences to each other in years. Why does she care about me?”


    “I’ll let her tell you herself, but partially because I care about you. And she cares about me. But she doesn’t love me. Or she does love me, but not in the way you think. She’s not in love with me.” Owen takes a shaky breath.


    “She loves Jordon. Or at least, she really likes him a lot.”


    “Yeah, that’s obvious to everyone. And I’m happy for both of them. Because Catherine Reed isn’t the girl I want to be with.” Owen’s blue eyes hold mine in a steady gaze. “If we weren’t here with other people, I’d spend all night with you. I want everyone to know we’re together.” He moves his hands to my elbows, gently drawing me closer. “I want you to understand how I feel about you. Whenever I try to talk to you about us, you run away or laugh it off.”


    “Because it’s so…unexpected. After all these years, I never expected you to see me as more than a friend.”


    Owen’s eyes shift to the single bright star visible through the trees, then back to me. “I don’t want to say goodbye to you when school’s over. I want us to be together, whenever you’re ready for us to be more than friends. Also, I really want to kiss you.”


    My heart hammers in my chest. I feel as if I’ve somehow stumbled into a dream. But Owen’s here, and he’s real. And he wants to be with me.


    “You can kiss me,” I say. “If you’re sure that’s what you want.”


    “I wanted to kiss you as soon as I knew what kissing was.” When Owen leans in and touches his lips to mine, the world seems to pause and grant us this perfect memory. I thread my fingers through his hair, and he deepens the kiss, sending a rush of warmth through me, followed by an electric shiver, then goose bumps, as my sensory system goes haywire. After years of dreaming about kissing Owen, the reality is way better than anything I could conjure using my limited powers of imagination. When a burst of laughter rings out from a group of prom-goers passing by, we finally break apart, both of us gasping for air.


    Owen is an excellent kisser.


    “What just happened?” he asks, eyes wide.


    “What do you mean? You started it.” I shoot him a helpless look.


    We both start to crack up. Typical for me and Owen.


    After regaining my composure, I reach up to fix his crooked tie. “Sorry, I messed up your style.”


    Eyes bright, he stands completely still while I straighten the lapels of his jacket. “Don’t worry too much, no one’s looking at me.”


    “Not right now, but I suspect you have a Prom King crown to wear.”


    He starts to say something else, but we’re interrupted by a loud, adult voice calling for everyone’s attention. Damn chaperones and their lousy timing. Damn backwards prom with things happening earlier instead of later.


    “We need to get inside,” Owen says. He takes my hand and tugs me away from our hiding spot, guiding me toward the open doorway framed with flowering vines. In the main party area, a small stage sits at the far side of the dance floor. String lights dangle from the trees, forming four natural walls around the designated party space, with an open roof granting us a view of the starry sky. Hunter’s new decorations outshine her original version, transforming the vineyard into a fairyland. Girls in sparkly dresses and slick-haired guys, so dressed up they’re barely recognizable, complete the effect.


    “Welcome to Hamilton High School’s Senior Prom. Also known as Project Morp to your student planning committee,” Jane says, taking the microphone from the chaperone. She’s wearing a long emerald dress, and her auburn hair is pulled into a ballerina updo, with a few loose curls framing the sides of her face. “You’ll notice the reverse menu tonight, starting with cupcakes and an ice cream bar, thanks to our sponsors, Wilson’s Creamery and Top Side Bakery. But don’t fill up on dessert! After dinner, we’ll end the night with fruit and cheese plates.” Jane goes on for another minute, talking about logistics and the entertainment schedule. Miraculously, someone managed to track down a popular local DJ, a better alternative to Owen’s playlist and Desmond’s grandpa. “And now,” Jane says, raising a white envelope in the air, “I’m ready to reveal the results of the Prom King and Queen vote.”


    The crowd hoots and hollers.


    “First of all, a shout-out to everyone on the committee who helped to make this dance the best ever.”


    Polite applause. A guy in the back whistles.


    Jane opens the envelope and produces a printed card. The DJ presses a button, and a drumroll starts to play. “The votes have been counted. This year’s Prom King is…Owen Locklear.”


    I smile at Owen and place my hand on his back, nudging him toward the stage. He leaps over the bottom step and bows so Jane can place the crown on his head. Everyone claps for him.


    “And now the moment we’ve all been waiting for,” Jane says. “This year’s Prom Queen title goes to…” At Jane’s dramatic pause, everyone turns to Catherine, who’s standing at the back of the dance floor, talking to Jessa. Catherine whips her head around, turning her attention to the stage. She makes a slight adjustment to her dress and clasps her hands in front of her, waiting for her name to be called.


    “Riley Hart?” Jane turns the paper sideways and repeats my name. Her eyes light up, and she scans the crowd. “Riley! You won!”


    A spotlight skims over the dance floor, coming to a stop when it finds me, weak-kneed and slightly dizzy. Desmond appears and hooks his arm through mine. “Let’s go, PQ. Time to claim your crown.”


    “But I didn’t save prom,” I say to him as he escorts me to the bottom of the stage, where Owen waits, smiling at me. “Catherine should be queen.”


    “No, you’re wrong. Without you, we wouldn’t have had a prom at all. Catherine just found a last-minute location.” Desmond waits for Owen to reach me before backing away and disappearing in the crowd. Owen and I walk up the three steps, toward Jane. He’s saying something, but I can’t hear him over the thunder of applause.


    Jane sets the crown on my head and secures it with bobby pins. “Very well deserved, Riley. Take a bow.”


    But a wave of shock tightens my muscles, and I stand there, practically frozen. Watching me struggle, Jane laughs and gently shoves me toward Owen. “Just…go dance.”


    Owen helps me make it down the steps without tripping over my dress, and we move to the center of the dance floor. The music starts, and Owen drops his hands to my waist, holding me close.


    I should probably say something. Congratulate him on his Prom King win. Apologize for wrecking his ex-girlfriend’s plan for total prom domination. “So, this is interesting,” is what comes out of my mouth.


    Owen laughs. “You know what I hate wearing more than a tux? A ridiculous crown.”


    “Yeah. Me too.” We share a laugh as Owen swings me around in a wide circle. I spy Catherine standing at the edge of the dance floor. She smiles and nods her approval. My balance wavers, and I loop my arms around Owen’s neck. He reacts by tightening his hold, supporting me until I regain my footing. It’s not the dreamy, romantic first dance it could have been, but still, I think it sets the right mood for our prom. This is a happy night for all of us.


    Happy for about ten seconds, until the screaming starts.


    I tear my attention away from Owen to find Jessa yanking on the strap of Catherine’s dress as she pulls her onto the dance floor. Catherine curls her upper lip and shoves Jessa away. Standing back, Jessa gestures at Catherine’s gown, an exact replica of her own, and Catherine throws her a smug smile. Jessa’s face contorts with rage, and she lunges at her friend. The two girls turn into an angry knot of tangled arms and legs.


    Sighing, Owen releases me. “I probably should help my date.” He ambles over to the girls and steps between them, prying them apart. “What’s going on?” he asks in a loud but calm voice. The happy prom music abruptly cuts off.


    Jessa stabs her finger at Catherine. “She’s wearing my dress.”


    Catherine straightens her shoulders. “No, I’m wearing my dress.”


    “Oh, come on, Catherine. You were with me at Francine’s Frocks when I bought this dress.”


    Catherine crosses her arms. “And I told you I was already planning on getting it.”


    “But I bought it first.”


    “You never said I couldn’t get it, did you? And this dress cost three hundred and fifty dollars, plus another hundred for alterations. Where exactly did you come up with that much money?”


    “I told you my mom gave it to me.”


    “The same mom who works two jobs just to help keep food on the table?”


    As they argue, I do some calculations in my head. Three hundred and fifty dollars, plus tax and alterations…I flash back to the day I lost the prom deposit money…Jessa was there, with Catherine…in the hallway. I gasp, loud enough that Owen glances my way. When he does, Jessa throws out her arm, aiming for Catherine. Owen blocks Jessa before she makes contact.


    “What’s going on, Riley?” he asks, managing to keep his voice even despite the girl-turned-battering-ram trying to knock him over and take down his date.


    “The prom deposit that went missing. The cost of the dress is about the same as the lost cash.”


    Catherine calmly steps around Owen and places her hand on Jessa’s shoulder. “Where did you really get the money, Jess?”


    Bryan Stevens, Jessa’s date, steps forward and looms over Catherine. “She said her mom gave her the money. Are you accusing my girlfriend of lying?”


    Owen moves in front of Catherine. “Hey, calm down, man.”


    “Out of my face, dude, or I’ll mess up your pretty hair.”


    Owen tenses, his hands curled into fists. “Try it, Stevens.”


    Bryan’s fist slams into Owen’s face.


    Suddenly, everyone’s eyes are on the two of them. Owen draws his arm back, ready to retaliate. Before he throws a punch, Jordon and Desmond rush forward, dragging Owen back.


    I steal a glance at Catherine, wondering what she must be thinking. She didn’t win Prom Queen, and now this. But, instead of looking crushed, she springs to action, calling to the chaperones for help.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Catherine


    Prom night, Eight thirty-five P.M.


    I can’t believe Bryan punched Owen. After calling for the chaperones, I step back, tears stinging my eyes. I do my best to hide them by forcing a smile, although I’m not sure it comes across that way. This is a complete disaster. I lift my gaze to Riley. This should have been her perfect night, but it’s going about as well as our entire prom. This right here is a tornado, lost check, and bulldozed tent all rolled into a ghastly fistfight on the dance floor.


    As Owen and Bryan continue to pummel each other, Desmond and Jordon circle them in some sort of male testosterone-fueled display of intimidation. And damn if it isn’t a little bit hot. Still, I feel responsible, since Owen’s defending my honor against my accusation of Jessa. I take a step toward them, intent on breaking up the fight before either one of them loses a tooth or gets a broken nose. The two chaperones who came running when I called stand back from the brawl, waving their arms in a completely useless attempt to break it up.


    Before I reach them, someone grabs my skirt and yanks me back hard. I lose my footing in my four-inch heels and slip, landing hard on my shoulder, my head bouncing off the wooden dance floor.


    Jessa stands over me with a satisfied smirk, her lithe arms crossed.


    “Oh, hell no,” Hunter yells.


    Rolling to my side, I hold my head with one hand and attempt to push myself up with the other. Someone reaches down to me, and I glance up to find Simone offering me a hand. She helps me to my feet, and the room swims a little before righting itself. I orient myself in time to find Hunter sitting on Jessa’s back, a fistful of her long dark hair in each hand.


    “You do not go after my best friend,” Hunter yells.


    Jessa squirms beneath her and manages to twist around, reaching up to claw at Hunter’s face.


    Simone stands beside me as I watch in horror, unsure what to do. The boys are in an all-out brawl across the room. Bryan’s friends must have jumped in to help fend off Owen, and now Desmond and Jordon are in the thick of it. Tuxedo jackets have been tossed aside, and white shirts are splattered with blood from split lips and dripping noses. Riley circles the group, her hands twisting together in front of her.


    I see one of the parents we guilted into providing adult supervision across the dance floor and wave my hand frantically in the air. She tears herself away from trying to referee an argument to rush over to us.


    A high-pitched scream calls my attention back to the girls, where Hunter has Jessa in a headlock. Jessa scrambles on the floor, trying to get up.


    Loud pops that sound like gunfire erupt near the food tables, bringing a halt to the action on the dance floor.


    “What was that?” a girl asks.


    One of the chaperones who was attempting to break up the fight between the boys rushes toward the sound. My fellow classmates storm after him, their shoes creating a thunderous explosion across the wooden dance floor, drowning out everything else.


    Kicking off my shoes, I dash after the crowd on bare feet. Fireworks shoot up into the night sky as a couple of juniors laugh and high-five each other.


    “Look out! Fire!” Jane yells.


    Beside the boys, a white tablecloth draped over a wine barrel serving as a dessert table goes up in flames, cupcakes and buttercream frosting igniting as the barrel’s wood slats pop and snap under the heat.


    “Someone call 911,” a chaperone yells, and a hundred phones are whipped out at once, all dialing the same emergency number, likely overloading the circuits.


    Oh my God, this is a nightmare.


    I whip my head around, searching for Jordon, Owen, and Riley, but there are so many kids gathered nearby, it’s impossible to find them in the swarm of bodies.


    Tristan Fleming, ex-prom committee chairperson, grabs the punch bowl and runs toward the flames, laughing like he’s been possessed by a demon.


    “No, don’t,” Jeremy says as Tristan pours the contents onto the fire.


    The alcohol-spiked concoction is like lighter fluid. The flames roar before climbing higher. White-jacketed servers rush over, fire extinguishers in hand, but the flames are already licking at the oak tree above, singeing the leaves. Francine’s banner melts before hanging limply by one corner and falling to the ground.


    The servers spray the repellant on the burning table, white foam spattering the black tuxedos and bright dresses of those standing closest. The flames on the table wither as the ones overhead are just getting started.


    In the distance, the wail of a siren grows louder. At least someone was able to get through.


    I turn back toward the dance floor, not interested in being in the vicinity when the fire truck arrives. My foot catches on something, and I stumble into Bryan. He’s leaning against a tree, munching on a bacon-wrapped date.


    He shoves me off him and turns back to the action with a bemused expression on his swollen face.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Riley


    Prom night, Nine P.M.


    My head is spinning. I don’t know where to look first. The fight between Owen and Bryan ends when fireworks explode in the night sky. Stray embers fall into the party area, and everyone scatters. Tristan dumps the punch bowl over a plate of burning cupcakes, laughing maniacally as the small red flames grow into big blue ones.


    Beside me, Jane yelps when a spark catches the hem of her dress, and Jeremy all but tackles her, forcing her to stop, drop, and roll. I run a lap around the dining area, making sure everyone’s safe as the smoky haze thickens. At some point fire engines pull up and start blasting foam all over the place. The dance floor morphs into a battlefield, with the wounded covered in sticky foam shot from fire hoses, red liquid (which I hope is punch and not blood) and falling ash from the overhead leaves eaten up by lingering flames.


    I throw my arms above my head, shielding my hair and face. Owen appears next to me, the beginnings of what’s sure to be an ugly bruise marking his lower jaw.


    “This isn’t what I planned at all,” I admit.


    Grinning, he bumps his shoulder into mine. “I know. Not even you could plan this. But it is kind of awesome, isn’t it?”


    “If by awesome you mean the prom version of Immortal Quest, then sure.” Amid the screams of terror and total dance-floor decimation, my eyes catch his. I tilt my head toward the exit. “Should we get out of here?”


    “Let’s do it, Evil Skater Girl.” He takes my hand, and we press through a maze of our classmates snapping selfies using the prom wreckage as a backdrop. Gripping the fabric of my chiffon skirt to prevent irreparable damage to my dress, I duck my head and stick close to Owen. Smoky air paints a glaze on my vision. Someone turns the music on again, the heavy jam accompanying cannons shooting foam and water into the night sky as the trigger-happy firefighters do an extra-superb job of dousing the flames.


    “You think we’ll make it out of here alive without our Immortal Quest body armor?” Owen asks, pausing to watch everyone else flee the scene.


    “On the off chance we don’t, tell me this. Did you decide about Bucknell?”


    He turns his attention on me, eyebrows raised. “I’m going. Will you talk to me if you see me on campus?”


    “Only if you wear your Prom King crown to class.”


    Scowling, he rips the crown from his head. “I’ll wear the crown if you let me call you Evil Skater Girl in public. Every day.”


    We spend a minute staring each other down.


    “See you at orientation,” I say.


    “I think you’ll see me before that. C’mon, I’ll drive you home.”


    My heels click on the dance floor as we stroll through the carnage, hands linked. We pass a charred wine barrel that splintered apart when it toppled over. I kick aside a piece of wood, and something rolls out over my sandal. Bending down, I pick up a stray bottle and raise it to my nose, catching a whiff of the strong odor wafting out. “What do you think this is?” I ask Owen, holding it up to him.


    “It’s whiskey,” says a female voice behind us. “Which means you’re under arrest for underage possession of alcohol and carrying an open container.”


    The bottle falls from my hands, hits the floor, and shatters. “It was empty,” I say, and rush to add, “But I didn’t drink whatever was in it.”


    “Of course you didn’t. Everyone picks up empty bottles and sniffs them for no good reason.” The cop is about my height, with a blond ponytail dropping out of her blue hat. Her boots crunch on broken glass as she rushes over and snaps a pair of handcuffs around my wrists.


    “Leave her alone. She’s innocent,” Owen protests, hooking his arm through mine.


    “Step back. You’re obstructing official business,” the cop says, glaring at Owen.


    “I’m not obstructing anything. We’re telling the truth. The bottle was empty. Can’t you do a breathalyzer or something?” Frustrated, Owen throws his arms in the air.


    “Sure, we’ll run a breathalyzer on both of you, as soon as we get to the station.” In a lightning-fast movement, the cop pulls out another set of handcuffs and snaps them on Owen’s wrists. “Let’s go, kids. You can wait with your friends while we sort through the situation and find out which one of you committed aggravated arson, vandalism, and criminal damage.”


    “Friends? Which friends?” Panic rises in my chest.


    “All of them,” the cop says, and she starts to laugh. “We rounded up a big group—a couple of girls fighting over their matching dresses, and the guys with blood on their shirts and swollen lips accusing each other of illegal assault. You can all talk it over and decide which one of you wants to plead guilty to causing thousands of dollars in property damage.”


    Owen’s throat moves when he swallows. “How many of us fit in your jail cell?”


    “Oh, don’t worry, we’ll squeeze you in. You have the right to remain silent…”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Catherine


    Prom night, Eleven thirty P.M.


    Simone is sniffling in the corner of the small holding cell, Hunter’s arms around her as Simone’s dad yells at the officers on the other side of the steel bars.


    “I want my daughter out of here, now. She had no part in whatever went down.” He turns to glare at Hunter. “There’s no legal guilt by association last time I checked.”


    “Until we get to the bottom of what happened tonight, no one is going anywhere. But now that you’re here, we can question your daughter.”


    The officer comes over to unlock the barred door and motions Simone forward. Hunter kisses the side of her head before Simone wipes away her tears and follows the officer out, head down. Picking up the back of my skirt so I don’t trip over the torn hem, I cross the concrete floor to Hunter.


    “Hey.”


    She gives me a wobbly smile. “Hey.”


    “Look, this isn’t on you.”


    “I shouldn’t have jumped Jessa like that.”


    “She threw me to the floor. I still have a bump on my head,” I say, reaching up to gingerly touch the knot.


    “Do you think she’ll ever talk to me again?”


    “Jessa?” I ask, trying to lighten the mood.


    Hunter gives me a brief smile and shakes her head.


    “I think Simone really likes you, so yeah, I think she’ll talk to you again.”


    “I really like her. That night at the party when she was doing shots, she came out to her family. They didn’t take it well. And the look her father just gave me…” She shudders. “Simone must hate me now.”


    “I doubt it. If she went to prom with you against her family’s wishes, she must like you, too.”


    “I’ve never felt this way about a girl before. Sure, I’ve been attracted to them, but Simone is different.”


    “Maybe that’s because Simone is like you. Everyone has tried to put you in a box, define you. You can’t be a lesbian if you’re into guys, too. You can’t be straight if you’re into girls. But Simone gets you in a way others don’t.”


    She lifts her face and stares at me with watery eyes. “You get me.”


    “Because you’re my best friend forever. And even though I love you unconditionally, I don’t know what it’s like to be you. I don’t understand how you feel when other people make fun of you, or dismiss you, or shun you.”


    “But you always stand up for me.”


    “And I always will. Did you call your parents yet?”


    She nods. “Yeah. You?”


    “Yeah. My mom will be here soon, and then all hell will break loose.”


    She glances over my shoulder and gives me a crooked grin. “Well in that case, you better go talk to that boy before she gets here, because those sad puppy eyes are getting to me.”


    I turn to follow her gaze to where Jordon is leaning against the far wall, staring at us with a defeated expression. No. Just me. Taking a deep breath, I lift my chin and make my way over to him.


    “You okay?” I ask.


    His eyebrows go up. “Me? Catherine, I’m sorry. I…I don’t know what I was thinking.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “The fight. I shouldn’t have gotten involved. Things only got worse after Desmond and I jumped in. You’re in here because of me.”


    “What? No.” I reach up and brush my fingertips across the bruise marring his beautiful dark eye. “I’m here because I got into a fight with Jessa.”


    His gaze drops to my ripped dress. “Why?”


    “Because I’m pretty sure she found the envelope with the cash in it that Riley dropped, and I called her out on it. Plus, I had the audacity to wear the same dress to prom she did.”


    His mouth drops open, and then he laughs. Hard. Until he catches my expression. “Oh, wait, you’re serious?”


    “Yes. I’m pretty sure she stole the money, and as far as the dress goes, there’s an unwritten rule about such things.”


    “Now I know you’re screwing with me.”


    “I’m really not, but that’s not important. This isn’t your fault. I don’t know whose fault it is. Maybe a little Jessa’s, but also Bryan’s, because he started the fistfight with Owen. Whoever started the fire, and definitely whoever spiked the punch.”


    He reaches out his hands and grips mine in his, pulling me closer. We’re in a jail cell with dozens of our classmates, but somehow all of that fades away until it’s only me and Jordon. He’s solid, safe, and the heat from his body so close to mine erases the goose bumps covering my arms. At least until his dark gaze, serious with intent, locks on mine. Then I get goose bumps for an entirely different reason.


    I move closer to him until I can almost taste his minty breath. Pushing up on my toes, my lips meet his in an explosion that puts the earlier fireworks to shame. My body melts into his as he wraps his arms around me, deepening the kiss. The whistles from around us ruin what should have been a perfect moment, and my cheeks burn hot as I pull back. Why does being near him make me do such impulsive things?


    Jordon doesn’t let me get away, though. He tugs me against his chest and wraps his arms around my shoulders. I burrow against him and drink in his scent, my stomach a mess of fighter-jet sized butterflies and my brain a little fuzzy. Not caring what my classmates think at this point, I stay wrapped in his arms until someone calls my name.


    “Catherine Elizabeth Reed,” Mom says in the tone she reserves for my worst infractions.


    With a sigh, I disengage from Jordon’s embrace and turn to face the music.


    


    My back presses into the hard chair with only Jordon’s tuxedo jacket draped over my bare shoulders to protect me from the cold metal. Mom’s hands are clasped on the table in front of her. Even though it’s after midnight, she’s dressed in a sharp navy blue skirt and suit jacket with a white pinstriped blouse. Her navy-pump-clad feet are crossed at the ankles as she studies the young officer sitting across from us.


    “My daughter will only answer questions if she gets immunity.”


    “What? I don’t need immunity, Mom—”


    She places her hand on my arm to shut me up. “Do we have a deal?” she asks, never taking her eyes off Officer Brownwell.


    He nods.


    Then for the next hour, I answer all his questions, telling him everything I know for certain. And he assures me he’ll try to contact Mrs. Cleary and get our deposit back, but like Owen, he doesn’t believe our prom was deliberately sabotaged by anyone. He finally releases us, and after signing all the paperwork, Mom leads the way toward the back exit. I follow, head down. At the end of the hall, she pulls open the door and holds it for me. For whatever reason, that breaks the dam. I burst into tears and begin to blubber, “I’m sorry, Mom, I’m so sorry,” over and over.


    She releases the door and turns toward me. “Whatever for, Catherine?”


    My mouth drops open for a second. “Because”—I wave at the narrow hallway of the police station we’re standing in—“that, everything. You helped us get the prom venue, and then my classmates destroyed it.”


    “Oh, honey.”


    My mom has never called me honey that I can remember. I stop staring at my hands twisting themselves into a pretzel and glance up at her through watery eyes.


    “I’m not happy about what happened tonight. I’ll be doing pro bono work for the vineyard for the rest of my life, but I am so proud of you.”


    “What?”


    Her eyes soften, and the corners of her mouth tip up. “You’re so much like your father.” Reaching out, she tucks a lock of escaped hair behind my ear. “This was your senior prom, your moment to shine. I know you and Riley used to be inseparable until something made you drift apart, but it was nice to see you working together again on this.” She sighs, dropping her hand to her side. “When your dad and I were in college, we both thought we’d change the world. But I had the chance to clerk for an Ohio state supreme court justice. We both agreed it was an opportunity I couldn’t walk away from. Somehow, I got sucked into the corporate world, when the whole reason I went into law was to help the underprivileged, the disenfranchised, the oppressed.”


    “Wait, what?”


    She lets out a small laugh. “Not the mom you got, eh?”


    “No, Mom, that’s not what I meant. It’s just…you’ve never mentioned that before.”


    “No, I guess I haven’t. Maybe it’s time I remembered why I became a lawyer.”


    I stare at her, unsure I completely understand what’s happening. What she’s saying is so completely different than how I’ve seen her my entire life.


    Mom’s hand rests on mine. “You can’t live my dream for me. You have to live your own. Maybe working as a public defender in Cincinnati is the next chapter in my life.”


    Once again, I realize I don’t know my mom, this woman who gave birth to me then largely left my father to raise me. But the more I learn about her, the more I want to be like her.


    Mom reaches for the door, but I’m not ready to leave yet. “Can I meet you outside? There’s something I want to do first.”


    She studies me before nodding. “Don’t be long. Your dad is waiting up for us.”


    “I won’t. Promise,” I say as I rush back down the hall, my shoes click-clacking on the linoleum tile.


    Outside the holding cell, I look in on my fellow classmates on what will likely be one of the most, if not the most, memorable nights of our lives. I turn to the officer with a ring of keys. “Can you let me back in?”


    “You want in?”


    “Just for a few minutes. There’s something I need to say to someone.” I find Riley across the cell with Owen.


    He opens the door and allows me to enter. I cross the space and stop in front of my childhood friends. “Riley…I’m sorry. About what happened in eighth grade.” I shake my head and feel my eyes burn with unshed tears. “I let other people tell me who I could be friends with. I didn’t have the backbone to stand up to them. I’m not like you. But I want to be. More like you, I mean. To stop listening to everyone else and go after what I want.”


    “Actually, the whole reason I agreed to be in charge of the prom committee was because I wanted to be more like you,” she says. “I told myself that if Catherine Reed ran the prom committee it would be a huge success. And I wanted to prove to myself that I could do something like that, too. But I was afraid everything would turn out to be a big mess. Which it did.”


    “Not a total mess.”


    “True. And I’m still standing, although…” She casts her eyes around the crowded jail cell. “Maybe this isn’t where I wanted to be standing right now. But, if nothing else, it was a night we’ll never forget.”


    “Definitely not.” A smile pulls at my lips. “I’ve missed you.”


    “I’ve missed you, too, Cat.” Tears pool in her eyes. “I’ll never forget how you always let me be Supergirl when we acted out our favorite scenes from all the superhero TV shows.”


    “Eh, I always liked being the badass villain.” I turn my attention to the boy who was my other half the past three and a half years, checking out his wrinkled jacket and messed up hair. “You’ll take care of him, won’t you? Because he’s not the best at fending for himself. He never matches his socks. Hair-brushing is also a challenge, although I liked the mussed look.”


    Owen scoffs. “After the last couple of hours, you’re worried about my hair?”


    Riley raises three fingers like in our Girl Scout days. “I solemnly swear, when we’re at college, I will feed him vegetables and make sure his socks match. In the same color family, at least.”


    “That should work.” I start to turn away, then pause. “My mom says if they can prove Jessa took the cash, she’ll need to pay it back in full and spend her last summer before college doing community service. And the police officer we talked to promised to find Mrs. Cleary and make her return our deposit.”


    Riley turns to Owen. “Most of the money Mrs. Cleary stole was yours. You can use it for gas money when you drive us to college in your Jeep.”


    Owen slings his arm around Riley’s shoulders. “I can’t wait.”


    Nodding, I look between Riley and Owen. “You two belong together. I think you always did, in some way.”


    Riley blushes. “Thanks.” Her gaze drifts behind me, and I turn to find Jordon approaching.


    “Hey,” he says. “What are you doing back in here? Did you take a plea deal for the rest of us?”


    “Ha, you wish. No, I needed to talk to…a friend.”


    He takes my hand and pulls me from the others, wrapping an arm around my waist. His gaze connects with mine, and without another word to me, he begins singing the first line from “100 Years” by Five for Fighting. The song is beautiful and so perfectly captures everything I’m feeling in this moment. I fight a lump in my throat to join in. By the second verse, most of our classmates have paired up and are dancing to the slow, soulful song about a life that passes in the blink of an eye.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    Riley


    The morning after prom


    Owen and I are the last two offenders, sitting on a sticky bench bolted to the floor of the empty cell.


    “I think this is a bad sign,” I say, my voice bouncing off the cement walls.


    Owen shoves a hand through his hair. “I hope not.” His hand finds mine. “Can I ask you a question? When did you start to notice me as more than your gaming friend?”


    I lean into him, and my eyes fall closed as the final trace of his cologne blocks out the stale odor of the jail cell clinging to my dress. “I think I liked you before we started playing video games together. I signed up for Immortal Quest because it was easier to talk to you through the game. Next thing I know, I was hooked, and it wasn’t only because I got to battle aliens with virtual swords.”


    He drops a kiss on the top of my head, which hits me like a jolt of caffeine. Picking my head up from his shoulder, I run a hand through his hair, pressing closer until our lips meet.


    “Hart. Locklear. Your parents are here.” Before we become too involved, a bleary-eyed cop with long, dark sideburns unlocks the cell and slides the door open. Owen’s mom and my dad appear, both of them gasping at the sight of me and Owen making out. I spring to my feet and push my hair back from my face. The cop motions for us to step forward, granting our freedom. Owen wraps his hand around mine as we walk toward the exit.


    “Even though we ended up in jail, I still think it was an awesome prom,” I whisper.


    


    Dad gives me a mandatory parental lecture, but the tone is half-hearted at best. Apparently, he waited two hours before I was processed and spit out. Fighting a smile, he studies my mugshot, which is stapled to my release form. He seems to be enjoying my pain, and if nothing else, he has a fun story to rehash every time I call him from college next year.


    I step out of the police station, still wearing my blue prom dress, blinking at the bright sun peaking over the pine trees in the park across the street. Owen breaks away from his mother and joins me, his tie hanging loose and his jacket unbuttoned. We’re a mismatched pair after starting out the previous night with different partners.


    “See you later, Riley and Owen.” Desmond lets go of Carrie long enough to wave to us. He proved his love to her last night, sticking by her side and refusing medical attention while she hyperventilated over being in jail, though his black eye looked uglier by the hour.


    “Put some ice on that shiner, Des,” Owen calls back.


    Owen’s mom intercepts my dad, and they commiserate over their middle-of-the-night phone calls asking them to pick up their kids in jail. Mrs. Locklear’s laughter breaks through the crisp morning chill as she tells my dad about Owen’s description of the forty of us huddled together in the holding cell, shaking in our tuxes and gowns.


    “Your mom is taking this pretty well,” I say, squeezing Owen’s hand. “My mother is probably at home, crying over her daughter’s criminal record. At least Catherine’s mom got the charges dropped and we’ll still be able to go to college.”


    Owen’s mouth twitches into a smile. “Nothing’s stopping me from spending next year with you, even if we wind up in a halfway house for recovering prom offenders.”


    One aisle over, Catherine and Mrs. Reed stand in front of their SUV, talking to Hunter’s dad. I call Catherine’s name. She turns toward us as I drag Owen over to her.


    “I forgot to say thank you for your help,” I tell her. “You found the new location and made sure prom wasn’t canceled.”


    She dips her chin. “I didn’t do much. Prom wouldn’t have happened at all without you.”


    “Yeah, but you came through when I couldn’t,” I insist. “Last night never would have happened without you. The good parts of last night, I mean.”


    “And some of the bad parts, too.” She laughs. A really loud, un-Catherine-like burst of laughter. The kind she wasn’t afraid to let loose when we were kids. “Are we seriously fighting over who deserves the most credit for Morp?”


    Folding his arms over his chest, Owen laughs, too. “I think I win that title.”


    Catherine and I share a mutual eye roll.


    “There he goes,” she says. “As if the Prom King crown wasn’t enough.”


    “That’s the Owen we know and love.” I offer my hand to Catherine. “Friends…again?”


    She clasps my fingers in hers, and we shake. “Of course.”


    When she drops her hand, I throw my arms around her for a hug. Her shoulders tense for a second before she hugs me back.


    Dad’s car remote chirps, and he calls my name, anxious to leave.


    “One more minute,” I shout to him.


    Owen stands behind me, his hands on my shoulders. “We need to go. But, thanks, Cat. You’re the best.”


    I raise my hand to fist bump, and Catherine meets me halfway. “I’m happy to know you secretly had my back all this time.”


    She grins. “Same here, Evil Skater Girl.”


    I gasp. “How did you know my screen name?”


    “Just a guess.” Turning to Owen, she winks. “I knew you weren’t hiding out in your bedroom to play video games alone.” She flicks some of the jailhouse grime off her still-gorgeous, but torn, gown. “See you both Monday afternoon. There’s a planning meeting for the graduation committee.”


    Owen starts to cough and gag.


    “We won’t be there!” I shout after her. “I’m done. Don’t even ask.”


    She’s still laughing when her mother drives her out of the parking lot.


    “Do you think your mom will drop you off at my house?” I twist back around to face Owen. “We can have a post-prom party for two.”


    He leans in and kisses me. The ground shakes gently beneath my feet.


    “If you’re planning a party, I’ll be there. Even if you accidentally destroy the universe in the process.”


    “The only thing I plan on destroying is virtual aliens. But sometimes…things get out of hand.”


    “Slightly,” he agrees.


    “It’s not like everything was my fault.”


    “Not all of it. I’m pretty sure you’d have trouble finding a way to trigger a tornado and blast fireworks at the perfect trajectory to set a wine barrel on fire. Outside of Immortal Quest, anyway.” He shoots me his most infectious smile.


    I press up on my toes and give him a fast kiss. “Best prom ever.”


    “History was made.” Stepping back, he bows and holds out his hand, ready to escort me across the parking lot. “Let’s go, Prom Queen. We need to finish our senior year before someone turns us loose on the rest of the world.”
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