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1

ISABELLE 
 
      
 
    CUTE CHRISTIAN BOYFRIEND? CHECK! 
 
    Classes I need to take so I can get into my dream college? Check! 
 
    Healthy relationship with God? Check! 
 
    A place in my church’s choir? Check! 
 
    Two best friends to share it all with? Check! 
 
    Dirty family secrets safely hidden behind the picture-perfect façade I’ve built? Check! 
 
      
 
    Everything is exactly as it should be for a perfect senior year. Now, if only my best friend would pick up the pace. 
 
    “If you walk any slower, we’re going to be late.” I glance back at Hannah. She’s shuffling her feet, doing everything in her power to avoid entering the massive brick building. We’re mere steps from the front entrance of Lakewood Valley High, and I’m seconds away from grabbing her collar and dragging her inside. I stop and tap my foot impatiently. 
 
    Hannah catches up to me. “Jeez, what is your problem this morning?” 
 
    “Nothing, I—” A revving motor cuts off my words, and I twist around to see what’s going on. 
 
    “Hey, watch out!” someone shouts. 
 
    A motorcycle zips past me so fast, I stumble backward and trip over Hannah’s feet. My scream blends with the backfire and turns into a cough as the breeze from the bike’s speed blows my hair into my mouth. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh! Isabelle, are you okay?” Hannah rests her hand on my arm, her eyes filled with concern. 
 
    My heart races. Adrenaline spikes through my veins. Getting run over is not how I want to start my senior year. I take a deep breath. “Yeah, I think so.” I take a quick mental inventory of all my limbs—nothing feels broken. I glance down at my body—nothing is bleeding. “I’m fine,” I say to reassure us both. 
 
    The motorcycle comes to a stop near the bike rack. The rider, dressed in all black from his leather jacket to his boots, swings a long leg over the seat, removes his helmet, and hangs it from the handlebar. Then, as if he’s the star of some cheesy romcom, he shakes his head, and his dark hair falls across his forehead like it was grown just for this moment. He drags his hand through his hair, pushing it away from his face. Green eyes, as rich and lush as fresh cut grass, peek out at the crowd forming around him. 
 
    He’s tall, almost six feet I would guess, muscular, and hotter than any guy this school has ever seen. Is he a student? He’s in the student parking lot and wearing a backpack, so I assume he’s a student, but he could easily pass for a first-year teacher. 
 
    Hannah’s hand tightens around my arm. “Whoa,” she says—half whisper, half moan. 
 
    My thoughts exactly. But I don’t care how attractive he is—he nearly ran me over. He isn’t going to get away with it. I march up to him. “You’re not allowed to park there.” 
 
    He turns toward me, his gaze rolling down the length of my body. I stand perfectly still, despite the frantic racing of my heart. 
 
    He raises a single brow and points to the sign above the bike rack. “According to that, this is exactly where I’m supposed to park.” His voice is deep and smooth. 
 
    “That’s for bicycles. Not motorcycles.” I cross my arms, but the shudder I’m trying to suppress breaks free anyway, and my body trembles. He’s barely said a dozen words, but each one is spoken as if he’s stroking velvet—his voice simultaneously grating and satisfying. 
 
    “Are you the parking police?” he asks. 
 
    “No, I’m the girl you almost ran over.” 
 
    A hint of a smile tugs at his lips. “Most people move out of the way when they hear a vehicle coming.” 
 
    I grit my teeth. “Most people don’t drive on the sidewalk.” 
 
    He takes a few steps toward me, and my heart attempts a violent prison break from my ribcage. And then he smiles—a full blown, bright-white, teeth-showing, dimple-laden smile. “Guess we both learned something new today, huh?” 
 
    Who does this guy think he is? He can’t run me over and then expect me to fall for his charm and perfect smile. This isn’t one of the romcoms I love to watch. Before I can formulate a response, he turns and walks away. What just happened? Did I imagine my near-death experience? All around me, students are talking and laughing and filing into the building as if some hottie on a motorcycle didn’t just about mow me down. Hannah’s the only person who seems to even know I exist. 
 
    With a sigh, I head back to my friend. “Can you believe him?” My tone is full of indignation. 
 
    “Was he flirting with you?” 
 
    “What? No.” I shake my head. 
 
    “It looked like he was flirting with you.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “He wasn’t flirting.” Was he? “Even if he was, it doesn’t matter. I’m dating Cam, remember?” 
 
    “Mm-hmm,” she hums with total disbelief. “It’s a shame. Biker Boy is hot.” As we meander toward the main entrance, Hannah loops her arm through mine. “Did he apologize at least?” 
 
    I frown. “No.” 
 
    Inside, the buzz of excitement surrounding a new school year fills the halls. I can’t seem to get into the spirit, though. For the first time in my life, I’m on my own. Hannah’s the absolute best friend I could ever have, but she isn’t a Carson. There are things even best friends don’t know about each other, things that take a literal lifetime to learn. Grief presses in on me, but I refuse to let it crush me. Not here. Not now. 
 
    It’s a fight I can’t win, not when everything reminds me of him. Every face I see is a memory of life before, life with him. Deep down, I know they’re all looking at me, judging me, trying to figure out if I’m okay, and deciding I’m not. Poor Isabelle. How could they think anything else? My steps slow as the weight of it all settles heavy on my heart. How can I do this without him? 
 
    “There you are.” Cam squeezes between me and Hannah and drapes his arm around my shoulders. “I thought you were going to wait for me in the student parking lot.” 
 
    Shoot. “Yeah, sorry.” 
 
    “You’re forgiven. But don’t forget about me again, okay?” His tone is playful, but he can’t disguise his hurt feelings. At least he doesn’t ask how I’m doing. I’m tired of hearing that question and even more tired of answering with lies and fake smiles. 
 
    “It’s not her fault,” Hannah says. “She was almost run over.” 
 
    “What?” Cam says a little too loudly. He takes my hand and pulls me out of the crowd so we’re standing near a wall of lockers. “You were almost run over? Like, by a car?” 
 
    I shoot Hannah a why-did-you-have-to-say-anything look. Cam is a notorious worrier. Anytime anything upsets me, he morphs into hyper-attentive mode. We’ve been dating for almost ten months. The past four months have been rough, to say the least, but things are settling down. He’s finally starting to trust me when I say I’m okay, even if I don’t trust myself. 
 
    “No, a motorcycle,” Hannah answers for me. 
 
    “It’s no big deal. I’m fine, okay?” I squeeze Cam’s hand and smile reassuringly. 
 
    “Are you sure?” He studies me as if he doesn’t believe me. His dark brown eyes narrow, and his lips purse in concentration. 
 
    “Yes.” I nod and smile even harder. If I can convince people I’m not drowning in grief, then I should be able to convince Cam the incident with the motorcycle didn’t rattle me. 
 
    “Oh, goody. It’s the Jesus freak and her friends,” Brittany LaCroix says in a sing     song voice. “Move. You’re in my way.” 
 
    I scowl, ready to say something equally snarky, but Cam pulls me away. 
 
    “Don’t,” he warns. “Pray for her. She needs it.” He says the last part loud enough for Brittany to hear, and she sticks her tongue out at him. 
 
    I heave out a frustrated breath. Cam’s the pastor’s son, and he does his earthly father—and our heavenly Father—proud every day with his grace and forgiveness. Me? I’m working to be as good as Cam, but some days are harder than others. Thankfully, God put Cam in my life to help me on my path. But Cam has no idea how awful Brit truly is, or how she single-handedly ruined my life. If he did, he wouldn’t constantly tell me to let it go. 
 
    Cam rests his hands on my shoulders and bends his knees slightly so he can peer into my eyes. “Don’t let her get to you. You’re above that.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll see you in chorus, right?” 
 
    I nod again. He stares a moment longer, and then he leaves. Normally, I love it when Cam looks at me like that, with concern and adoration, but this morning, it’s unsettling. Nothing feels right this morning. 
 
    When Cam’s out of earshot, I turn to Hannah. “Did you have to tell him?” 
 
    She side-eyes me. “What’s the big deal?” 
 
    “You know how he worries.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you can’t lie to him. He’s going to find out eventually.” She turns the corner and maneuvers through the crowded senior hallway that’s adorned with flyers and motivational posters and reminders to “make the most of your last year.” 
 
    Ugly green lockers line both walls, and my steps falter as I pass the locker decorated with flowers, posters, and ribbons that match our school colors. Behind the metal door is a haphazard, overflowing collection of stuffed animals and letters and pictures—a veritable shrine to a fallen student. Brandon Carson. My brother. I swallow the urge to cry and struggle to keep up with Hannah. 
 
    “Keeping it a secret isn’t lying,” I call after her. 
 
    “It’s just as bad,” she calls over her shoulder. 
 
    I grumble under my breath. She’s right. Lying and keeping secrets is never a good thing. My parents are living proof. I won’t turn out like them, too afraid of reality to address it. Maybe that’s why I got so mad at the motorcycle maniac. It wasn’t my responsibility to move out of his way. It was his responsibility to follow the rules of the road, to drive safely, to make sure he didn’t harm anyone. What if he does something like that again and actually hurts someone? Could I live with the knowledge that I knew what he was capable of and did nothing? He needs to be stopped. And I’m going to be the one to stop him. 
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GRAYSON 
 
      
 
    “I’M HERE TO SEE PRINCIPAL Drake.” I hitch my backpack higher on my shoulder. Another year. Another new school. Another boring meeting with a principal who'll tell me all about my academic record—as if I don’t already know what classes I’ve taken or how many schools I’ve attended. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” The secretary smiles. “Principal Drake is currently with another student, but he should be finished any moment. Have a seat, and he’ll be right with you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I lower myself into a stiff, cushioned chair. Blowing out a breath, I survey what I hope to be the last principal’s office waiting room of my high school career. The bulletin board to my right contains flyers for upcoming social events, club meetings, and play tryouts—all the stuff I’ve spent years avoiding because I know I won’t be in any one place long enough to join. All the stuff I wish I’d had the chance to do… student council, soccer, Spanish club. This school certainly has a lot of options, more than any other school I’ve attended. This office, though—I scan the room again, just to be sure. Yep, this office is exactly like every other high school administration office I’ve ever been in. I yawn and stretch my legs out in front of me. 
 
    A moment later, a tall man with thick glasses and a head full of dark hair comes out of the back office, followed by a female student. 
 
    “Thank you, Principal Drake.” 
 
    I straighten, my body suddenly on high alert. I know that voice. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Isabelle. I appreciate you stopping in.” 
 
    Sure enough, the girl from this morning steps out from behind Principal Drake. So, her name is Isabelle, huh? I’ll have to remember that. She tosses a glance at me, keeps walking, then stops to do a double take. Her long, reddish-brown hair frames her heart-shaped face. Freckles dust her nose and cheeks, highlighting her fair complexion. I wait for her to scold me again, but she doesn’t. Giving me a smug smile, she leaves without uttering a word. Well, that’s disappointing. 
 
    “You must be Grayson Alexander.” Principal Drake extends his hand. “Nice to officially meet you.” His blue button-up shirt stretches painfully across his thick midsection. I sure hope none of those buttons pop off during our meeting and take out my eye. 
 
    I stand and shake his hand. “You, too.” 
 
    “Come on back.” 
 
    I follow him into his office. He walks around behind his desk, sits, and nods at the empty chair across from him. “Please, sit.” When I do, he clears his throat and flips open a folder. “It says here you were a straight A student at your previous school.” He looks up at me as if he’s waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I say. 
 
    His desk is impeccably clean and organized. Even his pens are sorted by color and brand into various holders. “You weren’t involved in any sports or extracurricular activities.” He pauses. “You’ve taken three full years of Spanish?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Looking up again, he grins. “Señorita Guzmán has created a Senior Spanish class for students who have taken at least two years of Spanish and want to pursue fluency in the language. She has room for one more student. Would you be interested?” 
 
    “Yeah, definitely.” Sitting up straight, I slide my palms along the wooden armrests. Spanish is a cake class, and it will be an easy A. 
 
    He flips the folder closed, leans back in his chair, and folds his hands on his protruding stomach. “I’ll have Miss Delilah adjust your schedule so you can take Senior Spanish.” 
 
    “Thank you.” So far, this is the only good thing going for me today. 
 
    He picks up the phone and instructs the secretary to alter my schedule. When he’s finished, he turns his attention back to me. “Now, I know you’ve been to a lot of schools, and your records show you’ve never had any behavioral issues.” He clears his throat again and leans forward. “I hope that will be the case here, too.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Good. Then that little incident on the sidewalk this morning was just a fluke, right?” He raises his eyebrows and gives me a stern look. 
 
    I tilt my head in momentary confusion. The sidewalk? And then it clicks—almost hitting Isabelle. I cringe. “Yeah, I’m really sorry about that. I promise it won’t happen again.” 
 
    “I take student safety very seriously.” He opens his top drawer and pulls out a folded map of the school. He hands it to me. “All motorized vehicles must be parked in the designated student parking lot.” 
 
    “Will do.” I clutch the map tightly. I cannot believe she told on me! 
 
    “Very well, then. You’re already late to class, so I won’t keep you any longer.” Principal Drake stands and escorts me out of his office. “If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to stop back in.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I give him a fake salute that would make my father roll his eyes. 
 
    “Here’s your revised schedule.” Miss Delilah holds out a sheet of paper. “And a late pass.” 
 
    I take them both and thank her. As soon as I leave the office, I find the nearest trashcan and toss the map into it. I head to the second floor and come to a skidding stop. There, a few feet away, stands Isabelle. She’s hunched over in front of an open locker that’s decorated like a shrine. Papers, pictures, and small stuffed animals are scattered around her feet. She momentarily stops rummaging through the locker and rests her head against the door. 
 
    She appears… sad? I hesitate but then approach. She can’t tattle on me and expect me to feel sorry for her. “You told the principal on me. What are you, five?” 
 
    She whips around and glares at me. Her eyes glisten with unshed tears. “Don’t be mad at me because you’re a lunatic who tries to run people over. Really, you should be thanking me.” She shoves a couple items into her backpack so fast I can’t tell what they are and then proceeds to shove all the stuff on the floor into the locker as quickly as possible. 
 
    I lean against the neighboring locker and cross my arms. “Thanking you? Oh, this is going to be good.” 
 
    “Yes, thanking me.” She smiles sweetly—all the emotion from a moment ago is gone—and that single action steals my breath. “If I hadn’t told on you, you would’ve eventually run someone over and killed them.” She slams the locker closed, and a white carnation falls to the floor. “And if you’d killed someone, you’d have gone to jail. I saved you from rotting away in prison.” Tossing her hair over her shoulder, she adds, “You’re welcome.” Then she walks away in the opposite direction. 
 
    I move to go after her but notice a book lying on the floor. I scoop it up and read the title. Holy Bible. I whip my head around. Did anyone else see the title? Can they guess by looking? Do people even care about Bibles in schools in this part of the country? In my last school, a teacher was fired for giving a student a Bible and encouraging him to read it. He sued the district, but I moved before it was resolved. 
 
    I jog to catch up with Isabelle. “Hey, you dropped this.” 
 
    She eyes the Bible, as if unsure where it came from. 
 
    “You really don’t strike me as a Bible thumper,” I say. Not that I’m complaining. It’s nice to know there’s someone else here who believes in God. 
 
    “I’m not.” She snatches the book from my hand. 
 
    “No?” I raise a brow, challenging her. “Then why are you carrying around a Bible?” 
 
    “That’s really none of your business.” 
 
    “People don’t carry around Bibles unless they’re trying to spread the good word.” I smirk. 
 
    “Don’t be a jerk.” 
 
    “Judge not, and ye shall not be judged: condemn not, and ye shall not be condemned: forgive, and ye shall be forgiven. Luke 6:37.” 
 
    She takes a small step back. “You know scripture?” 
 
    “I know a lot of things,” I say, pleased with how I’ve managed to shock her. 
 
    “Except how to drive.” 
 
    I let out a surprised laugh, and she responds with a smile—a genuine one that makes my heart race in a way I’ve never felt before. 
 
    She hugs the Bible to her chest. “It’s my brother’s, okay?” Her voice dips with sadness and a hint of gratitude. 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” A wave of disappointment hits me. I’m glad she’s thankful to me instead of screaming at me, but is she not a believer herself? Why didn’t she just tell me that in the first place? Is that locker back there her brother’s? I want to ask, but she speaks before I can. 
 
    “I’d say this has been fun, but lying is a sin, so…” She shifts on her feet. 
 
    “I believe lying about lying is a sin, too. Admit it, this has been more fun than you’ve had in a long time.” 
 
    “You wish,” she mutters and then takes off down the hall again. 
 
    I glance down at my schedule, then at the nearest classroom door. I’m in the right hallway. In a couple long strides, I’m by her side. “I am sorry about this morning,” I say, hoping she won’t blow me off completely. I don’t know anyone here except her, so I’m kind of at her mercy. 
 
    “Thank you. Confessing sin is the first step toward redemption.” She takes a few more steps and then stops outside room 247. “I hope I didn’t get you into too much trouble with Principal Drake.” 
 
    “Nah.” I wave my hand dismissively. “He just gave me a warning.” 
 
    “Well, this is my class.” 
 
    I look down at my schedule once more and grin. “Mine, too.” 
 
    “No way.” She takes my schedule and studies it. “You’re seriously taking Senior Spanish?” 
 
    “Yep.” And I’ve never been happier about anything. 
 
    She thrusts my schedule back into my hand. Without another word, she yanks open the door and walks in. I follow. 
 
    A tall, thin woman greets us. “Ah.” She claps her hands. “Señorita Carson. Bienvenido.” 
 
    “Hola, Señorita Guzmán.” Isabelle hands over her late pass and sits at the only empty table. 
 
    The teacher turns to me. Everything about her demeanor is vibrant, and she’s young, too, probably in her twenties. “And you must be my newest student. Grayson Alexander, yes? Principal Drake called to let me know you’d be joining us.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” I hand her my late pass. The administration here doesn’t waste any time, do they? 
 
    “Bienvenido.” She smiles. “Please, take a seat next to Señorita Carson.” 
 
    This day is starting to get better. I make my way toward Isabelle, and only then do I notice how small the room is. Six tables dot the small space, each only large enough for two students. I drop my bag onto the floor and slide into the chair beside Isabelle. 
 
    “All right.” Señorita Guzmán sits on top of her desk and crosses her legs. “Welcome to Senior Spanish. Let me repeat that—welcome to Senior Spanish.” She pauses for a brief moment. “This isn’t an English class, so today is the only day I will speak English. By now, you all should have basic conversational proficiency in the Spanish language, so starting tomorrow, the moment you walk into this room, I expect to hear only Spanish. Understood?” 
 
    Everyone nods. 
 
    “Bien. Now, because this is an advanced class, we are going to fully immerse ourselves in the Spanish language and culture.” She grabs a stack of papers and hops off the desk. “As you can see, I’ve seated you in pairs. Please say hello to your partners.” She hands each of us a paper. 
 
    It’s written completely in Spanish. I read through it, and I can’t stop the smile from forming. Beside me, Isabelle drops her head onto her folded arms, and I hear a small groan. She may not like what this says, but I sure do. 
 
    “This project”—Señorita Guzmán waves the paper in the air—“will be seventy-five percent of your final grade.” 
 
    Isabelle lifts her head and smooths her hands over her hair. But she doesn’t look at me. 
 
    “Together with your partner, you will pick a Spanish-speaking place—I don’t care if it’s a city or entire country—and you’ll present on it to the class at the end of the year.” She looks down at her notes. “The more creative, the better your grade. Be aware of the requirements, though. I expect everyone to prepare a meal unique to your chosen location. I’ve already reserved time in the culinary room for you to use if needed.” 
 
    She returns to sit on top of her desk. “I’ve also reserved the gym so we can all practice a traditional Spanish dance.” 
 
    A collective groan ripples through the room. 
 
    Señorita Guzmán holds up her hand to silence us. “My goal with this project is to make you fall in love with the Spanish culture. To make you want to visit the place you research. To make us feel like we’re actually there.” She clears her throat. “So, I’ll have no complaining. We will all learn the dance. Each pair can put their own unique flair to it, but it will need to be performed during your presentation. No exceptions.” 
 
    I’m not a professional dancer, but I’m not terrible, either. I slice a look at Isabelle. And knowing she’s my partner? This is officially my favorite class. 
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ISABELLE 
 
      
 
    AS SOON AS THE BELL rings to signal class is over, I’m out of the room and speed walking to Hannah’s locker. Thankfully, she’s there. “You are not going to believe what happened.” 
 
    She hangs her backpack on the hook in her locker. “Yeah, I hope you have a good reason for skipping chorus.” She closes her locker and turns to look at me, arms crossed. “Cam spent the entire period staring at the door, waiting for you to show up.” 
 
    “Wait. What? I have Senior Spanish first period.” I dig out my schedule to double check, just to be sure. “Chorus is fifth period.” 
 
    “Not anymore. Didn’t you get the email yesterday? They moved chorus to first period. Something about a scheduling conflict.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yup” 
 
    Great. That means I’m going to have to go back to the office to figure out what’s up with my schedule. “So, Cam is mad?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I think he’s more worried than anything.” 
 
    I groan. Can this day get any worse? Walking beside Hannah, I triple check my schedule. “Okay, well, I have a study hall this period. I guess I’m going to see my guidance counselor.” I blow out a breath. My senior year is supposed to be perfect—easy schedule, classes with my boyfriend and best friend, all the fun stuff only seniors get to do—but nope. Instead, I almost get run over, I’m paired up with the guy who tried to kill me, and my schedule is a mess. 
 
    “Have you seen Andrea yet today?” Hannah asks as we near the end of the hall. 
 
    “No. Have you?” 
 
    “No. I’m texting her now.” She pulls her phone from her back pocket. 
 
    A flash of curly, black hair catches my attention. I smack Hannah’s arm. “There she is—Andrea!” I shout down the hallway, ignoring the dirty looks I get. 
 
    Andrea stops, rises up on her tiptoes to see over the crowd, and then waves. She weaves through the throngs of people and stops in front of us. 
 
    I throw my arms around her in a hug. “Oh, my goodness! It’s been forever since I’ve seen you! You have to tell me about your trip!” 
 
    But Andrea doesn’t return the affection. I might as well be hugging a mannequin. She stands stiffly, arms at her sides. I release her, stepping back. What’s going on with her? 
 
    Hannah steps in to hug Andrea. I don’t miss how Andrea hugs her back. A mix of emotions swirls inside of me. Did I do something to make her mad? Does Andrea like Hannah that much more than me? Is she tired of always making sure I’m okay? Does she think I’ll never be fun again without Brandon around? 
 
    “Where have you been?” Hannah asks, stepping back. 
 
    “Around.” Andrea shrugs. She doesn’t so much as glance in my direction. “My schedule is crazy this year. I’m trying to double up on some classes, hoping maybe I can graduate a semester early.” 
 
    I nod. I can't let her behavior bug me too much. I know she’s struggling with the fact that she’s only a junior. Andrea should have been a senior with Hannah and me, but thanks to a nasty case of mono in ninth grade, she missed most of her freshman year and had to repeat it. The first bell rings, disrupting our impromptu reunion. 
 
    “I’ll see you guys later, okay?” Andrea’s words fade as she walks away. 
 
    I turn to Hannah. “Is it just me, or is she acting weird?” 
 
    “She seemed fine to me.” 
 
    Of course she did—Andrea didn’t snub Hannah—but I don’t have time to worry about it right now. Second period awaits. I slip my schedule into my back pocket. “Hey, if you see Cam, will you tell him what happened with my schedule?” I don’t need him mad at me on top of Andrea and everything else. 
 
    “Of course.” She turns to the right. 
 
    I’ve only taken a few steps in the other direction when I hear my name. I turn around. 
 
    “You never told me what happened,” Hannah says. 
 
    I laugh. “I’ll tell you later.” 
 
    It can wait until I see her at lunch. Cam will be there, too, but he’ll be talking baseball with his friends, as usual. Hannah and I will have plenty of time to talk. Right now, I need to get my schedule straightened out. I step into the guidance office just as the bell rings. 
 
    “Oh, hey, Isabelle.” Erica, the secretary, smiles. Then her smile fades, replaced with the one look I can’t stand—pity. She leans forward and softens her expression, as if that will somehow lessen the sting of her question. “How are you?” 
 
    “Fine.” I don’t bother to hide the irritation in my tone. “I think my schedule is mixed up. Is Mr. Peters available?” 
 
    “Yep. You can go right on in.” Erica jabs a thumb over her shoulder. 
 
    “Thanks.” I step around her desk and make my way down the short hall to Mr. Peters’s office. His door is open, so I peek my head in. “Excuse me, Mr. Peters?” 
 
    He looks up. “Come on in.” He waves me in and motions at one of the empty chairs. There are four of them, I guess in case parents come in. I’m more than thankful to handle my scheduling conflicts without my parents’ input. My mother—drunk, slurring, and belligerent—would create a whole different kind of conflict. “So, what brings you here this morning?” 
 
    I slide my schedule across his desk. “Well, I’m supposed to have chorus fifth period, but I just found out it’s been moved to first period. When I have Senior Spanish.” 
 
    He grabs his glasses from the corner of his desk and slips them on. He studies my schedule for a moment and then taps away at his keyboard. “Ah, I see what happened.” He takes his glasses off and returns them to their corner. “Mrs. Monroe had a scheduling conflict and can only be in the building in the morning, so we had to move chorus to first period.” 
 
    My shoulders slump. “Okay, so what am I supposed to do? I was really looking forward to chorus this year.” 
 
    He sighs. “I know. You should’ve received an email.” 
 
    “I didn’t get anything.” 
 
    “Well, you can drop Senior Spanish and take chorus if you want. But”—he folds his hands on top of the desk—“considering your college plans, I don’t think that’s such a good idea.” 
 
    Canyon College is my dream. With one of the best Spanish programs in the area, Canyon will more than prepare me for a future as an interpreter or maybe a bilingual tour guide. I need this extra Spanish class… But my friends are in chorus. I lean back in my seat and let out a huff. “So, I have to choose between my friends and my future.” 
 
    “Senior Spanish will look much better on your college application,” Mr. Peters says. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” I sigh. Dropping Spanish would also mean dropping Grayson as a partner, and right now, that’s the biggest advantage. Sure, he’s more attractive than any guy in this building—Cam included—but he’s smug and arrogant and dangerous. Being around him won't be good for my future. I'll either get charged with assault or… No, that's stupid talk. I’m dating Cam. Steady, faithful, worrying Cam. The best thing I can do is stay away from Grayson Alexander. I don’t need his kind of disruption in my life; I’ve had enough disruption already. 
 
    “Are you still singing in your church choir?” Mr. Peters asks, snapping me from my thoughts. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “Then stay in Senior Spanish. You can list your church choir as an extracurricular activity.” 
 
    He makes a good point. 
 
    “But, it’s up to you.” Mr. Peters leans back in his chair. 
 
    I’ve worked so hard the past three years. So what if there’s a slight blip in my schedule? It’s not the end of the world. I can still do everything I need to have a normal life—graduate, go to college, get a good job, marry Cam, and live a respectable Christian life. I take a deep breath. “Okay, I’m staying in Spanish.” 
 
    I can keep Grayson at a distance. Why should I let some strange boy ruin my dreams? 
 
    “I think that’s a smart decision. So, let’s see what we can find for you to take during fifth period.” He goes back to his computer and starts tapping at his keyboard again. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, I have a new schedule with Film as Literature during fifth period and a late pass. Before I can escape to class, Mr. Peters tilts his head and frowns—the universal sign for the question I hate so much. 
 
    “How are you doing, Isabelle? Are you doing okay with everything? It hasn’t been that long since—” 
 
    I hold up my hand to stop him. “I’m fine. Really.” I stand, hoping he gets the hint I don’t want a grief therapy session. 
 
    “Right. Of course. Well, if you need anything, you know where to find me.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I leave and head to study hall. When I arrive, I give the monitor my pass and scan the room for an empty seat. In the back, Grayson waves. Of course he’s here. I quickly look away, praying I find another empty seat. No such luck. This is what I get for being late. 
 
    I shuffle to the back of the room and take the seat next to Grayson. My body is tense, and every nerve is on edge. With his dark hair so messy and windblown, he looks like he just arrived from a modeling shoot. I close my eyes and inhale deeply—he smells of leather and soap and the ocean, which is nothing at all like Cam, who always smells of pine and parchment. I have to stop comparing those two. I picture Cam’s smiling face and focus all my attention on that, but Grayson shifts in his seat, and his arm bumps mine. A shiver wiggles up my spine. 
 
    My eyes snap open. I jerk an inch to the left, away from Grayson. It’s not like I have any homework I can work on to distract myself. This is going to be the longest fifty minutes of my life. 
 
    Grayson elbows me. “Hey, we should make it a date.” 
 
    “What?” I can’t bring myself to look at him. Did he seriously just ask me out? 
 
    “Our Spanish presentation.” He twists in his chair so he’s facing me. “Señorita Guzmán said we’ll get a better grade if we’re creative. So, I was thinking, we could do a skit. You and me on a date in our chosen location.” 
 
    I slowly force myself to look at him. His green eyes are sparkling and full of excitement, and it’s impossible not to get lost in them. “A date?” 
 
    “Yeah. Think about it. We can go to dinner, which will meet the requirement for the food. Then we can go dancing. We’ll finish the night with a stroll through town, which we can use to talk about everything else.” 
 
    It’s a good idea—a really good idea—and I’m sure it will result in an A. But going on a fake date with Grayson in front of the class? Just thinking about that makes my stomach churn. And what will Cam think? Fake or not, something like this will hurt his feelings. 
 
    “Well?” he asks. 
 
    I nervously chew on the inside of my cheek. Getting an A in this class is so important. And it’s just a presentation. It doesn’t mean anything. After a moment, I nod. “I think it’s a really great idea.” 
 
    “Awesome.” He smiles. “Any idea what place you want to choose?” 
 
    I scrunch up my face. “I haven’t thought about it. Do you have any ideas?” 
 
    “Hey, I came up with the presentation idea. Picking the place is up to you.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll have an answer for you tomorrow in class.” 
 
    “Good.” He holds his hands up in a show of surrender. “Because if I have to do this whole thing on my own, I’m requesting a new partner.” 
 
    I stare at him. Is he for real? We literally got the assignment thirty minutes ago. “Don’t worry. I’ll do my fair share.” There’s an edge to my tone, but I don’t care. 
 
    “All right,” he says with a slow nod. “Well, here’s to a lucrative partnership, Belle the Bible Thumper.” 
 
    I scowl. “My name’s Isabelle, and I’m not a Bible thumper.” Just because I go to church doesn’t mean I shove my beliefs down people’s throats. And so what if Grayson thinks I carry a Bible around with me? It was my brother’s most prized possession, and until two hours ago, I thought it was lost for good. Now that I have it back, I can’t stand the thought of not keeping it close to me. 
 
    He’s silent for a moment, and I risk a glance at him. Head tilted, he narrows his eyes. “No one ever calls you Belle?” 
 
    “Nope.” Not in a very long time, anyway, and I want to keep it that way. 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “Do people call you Gray?” I ask. 
 
    “Sometimes.” He shrugs. “Why? Is that what you want to call me?” 
 
    “No. But if you’re going to insist on calling me Belle the Bible Thumper, I’m calling you the Motorcycle Maniac.” 
 
    He flings his head back and laughs loudly, earning us a dirty look from the room monitor. Grayson cups his hand over his mouth, and despite my determination to dislike him, I find myself laughing right along with him. For the first time in longer than I can remember, the gaping, grief-filled hole in my chest and my absentee father and my drunk mother fade into the background, and I fully embrace the moment. 
 
    “Okay, fair enough.” Grayson catches his breath, and everything comes rushing back to me. I can’t be this girl, the girl who laughs without a care, the girl who flirts with a dangerous boy, the girl who does anything outside what’s expected of her—there’s no room for that girl in my world. 
 
    I’m Isabelle Carson. Straight A student dating the pastor’s son. Perfect daughter. Perfect friend. Respectable member of the church. Choir singer. This is who I was. This is who I shall—I must—remain. 
 
    How are you, Isabelle? 
 
    I’m fine. Perfectly fine. 
 
    No one on the outside looking in could guess the truth. 
 
    But I know. 
 
    I lost everything the day my brother died, and now I’m barely keeping things together. But I have to. For myself. My parents. This lie of a life is all I have left. 
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GRAYSON 
 
      
 
    WHEN STUDY HALL ENDS, Isabelle is out of the room before I can grab my backpack from the floor, and by the time I make it to the hallway, she’s gone. What is up with that girl? I check my schedule for my next class—Physics. At least it’s something I’m good at. I find the room easily enough and claim a seat in the back. 
 
    A girl with curly brown hair and blue eyes stops next to my lab table. “Are you good in science?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah? I guess.” 
 
    “Good.” She sits next to me. “If I don’t pass this class, I don’t graduate, so I need a lab partner who knows what they’re doing.” She laughs, and it’s a melodic sound. Not quite as enticing as Isabelle’s laugh, but nice nonetheless. “You’re the new guy, right?” 
 
    “Yup. That’s me. New Guy.” As much as I move around and have to switch schools, I should change my name to New Guy. It would be easier. 
 
    “That’s not really your name, is it?” she asks, head tilted. 
 
    “No…” I say, drawing out the word. Is she messing with me? This is a joke, right? “I’m Grayson.” 
 
    “Oh.” Her confusion morphs into a bright smile. “I’m Brittany. You can call me Brit, though. Everyone does.” 
 
    “You got it, Brit.” I give her a thumbs-up, and she blushes. She’s a pretty girl, but she’s no Isabelle. I hope Brit doesn’t think I’m rolling my eyes at her. It’s Isabelle. I barely know that girl, and I’m positive she hates me. So, why is she creeping into my thoughts like this? 
 
    “So, make any friends yet?” Brit props her chin in one hand and drums her bright yellow fingernails against the lab table. 
 
    “I’ve met one person so far. Isabelle Carson.” 
 
    Brit straightens and scrunches up her face. “Oh, sweetie. No.” She shakes her head. “That girl is one freak out away from crazy town.” 
 
    My first instinct is to defend Isabelle, but I really don’t know her. Not that I think she’s crazy, but Brit must know more about her than I do. All I want to do is learn about Isabelle, but I have a feeling Brit isn’t the most objective person when it comes to the topic of Isabelle Carson. 
 
    “Trust me. Stick with me, and you’ll have the best senior year ever.” 
 
    I flash her my best fake smile and give thanks for the final bell, which cuts off any further conversation. Class progresses quickly, and before I know it, the teacher is dismissing us. 
 
    “What’s your next class?” Brit asks as we leave the room. 
 
    “Geometry. You?” 
 
    “English.” She frowns. “If you want, you’re welcome to sit with me and my friends during lunch.” 
 
    I’m momentarily shocked by her invitation but quickly realize she’s saving me from the embarrassment of having to sit alone. I highly doubt Isabelle is going to save me a seat. “Thanks.” 
 
    We part ways, and I take the four steps to the room next door. 
 
    “I don’t know you,” says a short, plump man with a bald head and beady eyes. “You must be new.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Grayson Alexander.” The room is currently empty, and I worry that maybe I’m in the wrong class. “This is geometry, right?” 
 
    The man rubs his hands over his head. “Yes. I’m Mr. Quail.” 
 
    “Quail? Like the bird?” I start to laugh, but when he glares at me, I clamp my mouth shut. 
 
    “Find a seat, Mr. Alexander.” 
 
    Head down, I slink to the back of the room and slump behind a desk near the wall. I don’t know which first impression is worse—almost running over Isabelle, or calling my math teacher a bird. I really need to think before I speak. 
 
    Despite the stern looks Mr. Quail sends my way, class speeds by, and when it’s over, I have at least an hour’s worth of homework. I check my schedule for my next class—Gym. I rush from the fourth floor all the way down to the bottom floor, where the gymnasium is located. Lakewood Valley High isn’t the biggest school I’ve ever attended, but it’s close. I’m going to have to take up jogging again so I can make it to my classes without huffing and puffing. 
 
    Unlike other schools, gym here is not co-ed, save for a few units: swimming, hiking, cross-country skiing, and track. I can’t wait to get to the swimming unit, but I have to suffer through the other fitness units first. Hopefully, they won’t suck too bad. The moment I see my classmates, I realize how athletic they all are and how out of my league I am. This is going to suck so hard. Thankfully, because it’s the first day, we don’t have to actually do anything strenuous, and I can blend in against the wall for most of the period. 
 
    “You’re the new guy, aren’t you?” asks a guy with shaggy brown hair as I’m leaving the locker room. He’s wearing board shorts and a T-shirt with a surfing logo across the chest. I remember seeing him in my gym class. 
 
    “Yeah. Grayson.” I refrain from rolling my eyes at being called the new guy again. 
 
    He sticks his hand out. “Vick Parker.” 
 
    I shake his hand. 
 
    “You headed to lunch now?” Vick asks. 
 
    I nod. “If I can find the cafeteria.” 
 
    He claps me on the back. “It’s this way.” He pushes through an unmarked door, which leads to a short hallway full of lockers. Turning a corner, he waves his arm to a glass-encased room full of tables. The cafeteria. 
 
    “Thanks, man.” 
 
    “Food is this way.” 
 
    He leads me around the outside of the room toward two smaller doors that are propped open. A small line has already formed. I grab a tray and get in line behind Vick. He piles silverware and napkins on his tray and moves down the line. 
 
    “The sandwiches are always good,” he says, choosing a turkey and cheese on white bread. “Salads are decent, too, but avoid the hot foods. They’re usually not very hot, and the meat is questionable.” 
 
    “Got it.” I pick a roast beef sandwich with lettuce and tomato and a bag of chips and set them on my tray as I follow Vick down the line. 
 
    “All you’ll get in here is milk or water. If you want juice or pop, there’s a vending machine in the cafeteria.” He hands the lunch lady a ten, collects his change, and then waits for me to pay. 
 
    The cafeteria is filling fast. I scan the room for Brittany, planning to accept her earlier invitation, but I don’t see her anywhere. 
 
    “C’mon, you can sit with me.” Vick doesn’t wait for me to answer before he strides across the room, weaving in between chairs and tables. He doesn't even look back when he walks out the side door. 
 
    I glance around, fully expecting to see a teacher chasing him and telling him to get back inside. But nothing happens. With no other options, I follow and catch up with him in a large, grassy courtyard. 
 
    “Seniors are allowed to sit out here for lunch,” he says over his shoulder. “But once it starts snowing, we’re held hostage inside.” 
 
    A huge tree marks the courtyard’s center. Decorative bricks surround the tree trunk and keep red mulch from spilling into the grass. A handful of round, concrete tables fill the space. Flowerbeds run the entire length of the building. It’s certainly much cheerier than the cafeteria. 
 
    Vick sets his tray on a table, and that’s when I notice Isabelle sitting at the same table, deep in conversation with another girl. Score! I happily set down my tray and sit beside Vick. Isabelle doesn’t even notice me. 
 
    “Hey, Vick,” the other guy at the table says. “Who’s your friend?” 
 
    At that, Isabelle’s head snaps up. She narrows her eyes at me. “Grayson.” She nearly growls my name. 
 
    “Isabelle,” I say politely. “I see we’ve ditched the nicknames already.” 
 
    “Wait, you two know each other?” the guy asks, looking back and forth between us. The rest of the guys sitting at the table stop eating and watch our exchange. 
 
    “We have a couple classes together,” I say. 
 
    “This is the maniac who tried to run me over this morning,” Isabelle says to the guy. 
 
    He shifts closer and puts his arm around her shoulders. “So, you’re the one who almost killed my girlfriend.” 
 
    Girlfriend? Isabelle’s dating that guy? I should have known she has a boyfriend. “Yeah, she embellished the truth a little.” I slice a look in her direction. “I didn’t almost kill her. I didn’t even come close to her.” 
 
    She opens her mouth to speak, but the guy cuts her off. “I’m Cam, by the way.” 
 
    I don’t miss the nasty glare she shoots my way. 
 
    “And that’s Hannah,” Vick says, nodding at the girl sitting next to Isabelle. “That’s Jake, Kyle, and Nolan.” 
 
    “Hey.” I nod at each of them and then return my gaze to Cam, who is now pressing his lips to Isabelle’s temple. Well, any ideas I had about pursuing her are out of the question now. 
 
    “Oh, Grayson, honey. Didn’t we already have this talk?” Brittany stops behind me. I twist around to look at her, and she shakes her head. “Don’t sit with the Jesus freaks. It’s social suicide.” 
 
    “Go suck on a cactus, Brit,” Vick says. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I see Isabelle pull away from Cam and straighten. She’s staring daggers at Brit. Then, she lowers her gaze to me. “What’s it going to be, Grayson? You going to sit with us Bible thumpers? Or are you going to join Brittany’s harem?” 
 
    Hannah tries to stifle a laugh, but she ends up spitting out a mouthful of water. 
 
    “Isabelle,” Cam scolds. 
 
    “Doesn’t your big, bad, all-knowing God say jealousy is a sin?” Brittany asks in a mocking tone. “Really, Belly. It’s not my fault Grayson likes me more.” 
 
    “Pity isn’t friendship.” 
 
    “Isabelle!” Cam says again, this time more sternly. His face is red—with anger or embarrassment, I’m not sure. 
 
    I watch the exchange with morbid curiosity, wondering why there’s so much animosity between Isabelle and Brittany. 
 
    Isabelle’s gaze meets mine again, challenging me. “Well?” she asks, lifting a single brow. 
 
    “Well what?” I ask innocently. At this point, I can’t help but tease her. Call me a sucker, but I’m eager to see the same fiery snark I saw this morning in the hallway. 
 
    “Who’re you sitting with? Us or her?” Isabelle slices a quick, dirty look at Brittany. 
 
    I fight to hide my smile. “Be careful, Isabelle. I’m starting to think you might actually like me.” 
 
    She laughs, surprised, and then quickly scowls. “Do whatever you want. I don’t care.” She turns her attention back to Cam. 
 
    I take a deep breath, knowing whatever choice I make, I’m drawing a line in the sand that will be impossible to cross. Organized religion and I don’t get along, and I swore to myself I’d never get wrapped up in church again—not after what happened with my mom. But if keeping that personal vow means turning my back on Isabelle and the sort-of friendship we have… 
 
    “I think I’m going to sit here today, Brit. Thanks, though,” I say. 
 
    Brit looks at me with disbelief, huffs, and then storms away. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Cam asks Isabelle as soon as Brittany is gone. “You’re above that level of pettiness.” 
 
    “I know.” Isabelle sighs and hangs her head as if she’s ashamed of her behavior. “She just gets under my skin. I hate how she’s always making fun of us for our beliefs. And the way she calls me Belly. Ugh.” 
 
    “I understand.” Cam strokes her hand. “But stooping to her level like that isn’t going to change anything. You just have to pray about it.” 
 
    Vick, Hannah, and the others are silent witnesses, eating their lunches as if this is a normal, everyday occurrence. Maybe it is. 
 
    “Personally, I think you did the right thing.” I open my bottle of water and swallow a mouthful. 
 
    Isabelle looks up at me. “You do?” 
 
    “Yup.” I twist the top back onto my water and set it on my tray. “If you don’t speak up, she’ll just keep doing it. There’s nothing wrong with standing up for yourself.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she whispers. There’s a hint of a smile on her lips, but she looks down again. 
 
    Cam drapes his arm across the back of her chair. “There are ways to stand up for yourself without name calling and hurling insults.” 
 
    The tips of my ears burn with growing anger, and I clench my jaw. “And I’m sure there are ways to stand up for your girlfriend without letting someone make fun of her while you sit there and do nothing.” I stand and grab my tray. “Thanks for letting me sit with you, Vick. I think I’ll try the inside scene for a bit.” 
 
    What kind of guy allows someone to say such mean things to his girlfriend? Why didn’t Cam speak up? Instead of telling Brittany to knock it off, he yells at Isabelle for trying to defend herself? I dump my uneaten food into the trash, drop the tray onto a stack of trays, and head for my locker. 
 
    And why does Isabelle let him tell her what to do like that? Why doesn’t she tell him to shut up? I know she’s got it in her—I’ve seen her wrath firsthand. Maybe she saves that snark and fire for people she doesn’t like. 
 
    I shrug off thoughts of Isabelle. It doesn’t matter how I feel or what she does or doesn’t do. She’s got a boyfriend, and that means she’s off limits. I will not follow in my mother’s footsteps. 
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ISABELLE 
 
      
 
    I SLOW DOWN TO MAKE the turn into my driveway, and like I’ve done every day for the past year, I pray my dad’s car is there. But just like every other day, it’s not, which means he’s working late. Again. I sit in my car for a few moments to gather my thoughts because once I step into the house, I’m going to be bombarded with chores. 
 
    I take several deep, calming breaths. Mondays and Wednesdays are always the hardest. Tuesdays I’m home late because of youth group, and Thursdays I usually go home from school with Cam and have dinner with his family before choir practice. I take the keys from the ignition, toss them in my backpack, and get out of the car. 
 
    “Isabelle!” My neighbor from across the street rushes toward me. “Isabelle, dear.” 
 
    I plaster a smile on my face and slowly turn around. “Hi, Ms. Rhoades.” 
 
    Her white hair is piled atop her head in some out-of-date hairstyle I’m positive was never cool, not even back in the 50s when it was popular. 
 
    She flattens her palm over her chest and gasps for air like she just ran a marathon as opposed to simply crossing the street. “I’ve been trying to get in touch with your mother all day. Is she okay?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. She wasn’t feeling very well last night. I think she’s coming down with the flu. She’s probably been in bed most of the day.” I keep my voice steady so as not to alert her that I’m lying. 
 
    “Poor thing.” She frowns and shakes her head. “It’s that time of year, isn’t it?” 
 
    I nod and adjust my backpack on my shoulder. “I can give her a message if you want.” Anything to prevent her from coming back over and knocking on the door when I’m not home. 
 
    “You’re such a dear.” She clutches my arm in what I guess is an affectionate gesture, but her hands are cold and rough and wrinkly. “I just wanted to tell her that our book club is resuming now that summer’s over. We’re meeting next week, but if she’s got the flu, she’s going to be out of it for a while.” 
 
    “Probably,” I agree, silently thanking God for not striking me down for lying. 
 
    “Okay, well, you tell her I said to get well and to come see me as soon as she’s feeling better.” She pats my arm and pulls her hand back. Her metal bracelets jangle loudly. She must be wearing at least a dozen of them. 
 
    “I will. Have a nice evening, Ms. Rhoades.” I wave and head inside. “Mom?” I don’t know why I bother calling for her. She never answers. 
 
    The living room isn’t messy. In fact, it looks as though no one has been in here all day. I drop my bag onto the floor and toe off my shoes. The framed photo of my brother sits on the mantle. I pick it up and run my fingers over the cracked glass, and the memories crash over me. 
 
    “Mom! Where are the car keys?” I shout for the millionth time. “I’m going to be late for church.” 
 
    “Church?” She stumbles out of the kitchen, brandishing a half-empty wine bottle. Her hair is a mess, mascara streaks her face, and her sneer is sharper than ever. “You’re seriously going to church?” 
 
    “Yes.” I slip my feet into my favorite sandals. “I go to church every Sunday. You know that.” 
 
    “How dare you!” she shrieks, her eyes wild. 
 
    I take a small step back, fear wrapping around my heart. I don’t dare speak, not when she’s like this. It’s not my mom screaming at me. It’s the alcohol. She’s been drinking a lot lately. 
 
    “How can you go to church and worship a God who stole my son from me? Your God killed my baby, and you want to praise Him?” She lets out a shrill scream and hurls the wine bottle across the room. It smashes against the picture of my brother, shattering both frame and bottle. 
 
    I yelp and shrink back against the wall. This isn’t my mom. It’s the alcohol. 
 
    Tears slip silently down my face. I shake the memory away and return the frame to its spot on the mantle. After my brother died, my father buried himself in work, and my mother turned to booze. Me? I’m doing the best I can to hold everything together. Without Brandon, I have to be twice as good, twice as smart, twice as responsible. It’s downright exhausting, but I’ll keep trying until my family’s whole again—if that’s even possible. 
 
    I blow out a breath and walk into the kitchen. The sink is overflowing with dirty dishes, wine glasses, and empty beer bottles. At least I know Mom ate today—that’s better than most days. I push up my sleeves, plug the sink, and begin filling it with warm, soapy water. As it’s filling, I run upstairs and gather my hair into a ponytail. Then I peek inside Mom’s room. She’s face-down on the bed, snoring. Relief settles over me. 
 
    Snoring means she’s alive. 
 
    The room reeks of alcohol and sweat. I open the window a crack to let in some fresh air and then drape a blanket over my mother. She doesn’t move a muscle, even as I gather the empty wine bottles from the floor. Back downstairs, I shut off the water so it doesn’t overflow onto the floor. The last thing I need is to create another mess for myself. After rinsing the bottles, I bag them and set the bag out on the back porch, where none of our neighbors can see the evidence of our dirty family secret. 
 
    I spend the next two hours cleaning the kitchen, vacuuming the floors, and making dinner. By the time I sit down with a plate of spaghetti, I’m exhausted. But bedtime is hours away. I lower my head and say a quick blessing. Dear God, thank You for this food and for my health and for always providing for us, no matter our circumstances. Amen. 
 
    Before I take my first bite, I open social media on my cell phone and scroll through my feed. Lots of selfies of my friends to showcase the first day of school. There are none of me and my friends, though. Hannah doesn’t like having her picture taken, and I only saw Andrea briefly—I’m still convinced she’s mad at me for some reason. Cam has profiles, but he doesn’t use his social media all that much. 
 
    He was acting odd today. Distant. Usually, he’s waiting for me after every class, holding my hand, chatting away about anything and everything, making plans to hang out. But today, I barely saw him, and when I did, he didn’t hold my hand or talk much. I’m not mad about it. In fact, it’s sort of a relief. I don’t have the emotional strength to unravel his twisted emotions on top of my own. Does that make me a bad girlfriend? I push away my insecurities and continue to scroll through my newsfeed. 
 
    Does Grayson have a profile? I twist a forkful of noodles into my mouth and then search for him. His name and picture pop up. Excitement swells inside me as I click on his profile. Man, he’s hot. Stalking the new guy isn’t one of my proudest moments, but I’m bored. And curious. I mean, he did the one thing no one has been able to do in a long time—he made me laugh. Not to mention, he never knew Brandon, so I don’t have to worry about him looking at me with pity or asking how I’m doing. There’s something freeing about letting loose without wondering if the other person felt I was betraying Brandon. 
 
    There are a lot of pictures of Grayson and his dad, who’s dressed in military fatigues. Every written post Grayson has made is to announce he’s moving—Virginia, North Carolina, Washington, Texas, New York—followed by a check-in at some big military base. The most recent move: Michigan. Strange. There aren’t any big military bases in Michigan. Grayson hasn't checked in anywhere. 
 
    I take another large bite and continue scrolling. No mention of friends. Or girlfriends. I refuse to smile about that little tidbit of information, even if it does send a tiny thrill through me. My finger hovers over the button to send him a follow request. It’s stupid to even think about clicking that button. But… we are partners on a very large project. It makes sense to stay in touch, right?  It’s not like I have his phone number, so social media is the best way to contact him outside of school. For homework purposes. 
 
    Before I can actually press down on the screen, a text message pops up. It’s a voice recording from Andrea. I shove another forkful of noodles into my mouth, close out the app without sending a request to Grayson, and press play. 
 
    “Hey, sorry about today. I’m just really stressed. We’re cool, okay? So, don’t worry. Let’s hang out this weekend.” 
 
    I pause with my fork mid-air. Did Hannah say something to Andrea? I don’t know if I should be relieved or angry that Hannah went to Andrea behind my back. This is exactly what we always do, though, so I don’t dwell on it any longer. Instead, I type out a text response. i get it. no worries. i’m cool with hanging this weekend. lmk. 
 
    As soon as I send it, I press the phone icon at the top of the screen and call her. Part of me expects it to go straight to voicemail, but she actually answers. “Hey, what’s up?” 
 
    “Andrea. Hey. I didn’t think you’d answer.” I drop my fork, causing sauce to splatter on me and the table. I grab my napkin and wipe it up. 
 
    “I got your message. Is something wrong?” She sounds like she’s far away. 
 
    “No.” I take a drink. “I’m just… are you okay? You were acting kinda weird this morning. Did I do something to make you mad?” 
 
    “No. I’m just really stressed,” she says much too quickly, almost like she’s been rehearsing her answer. 
 
    Yeah, she said that, but I can’t shake the feeling there’s something else bugging her. “Are you sure that’s all?” 
 
    “Yeah. You know how I am when school starts.” She yawns. Every year since we started high school, Andrea has borderline freaked out during the first week. Last year, she stressed herself out so much, she forgot her schedule and ended up going to the wrong class. She was embarrassed for days. On the other end of the phone, she laughs. “I don’t know why I get like this. It’s not like I haven’t been at this school for years. I know what to do and where everything is.” 
 
    “For real.” I push away from the table, prop my foot on the edge of the chair, and rest my chin on my knee. “So, did you hear about the new guy?” 
 
    “Yes.” The word rushes out on a whoosh of breath. “Tall. Wears a leather jacket. Eyes to die for.” She lets out a dramatic sigh. 
 
    “That’s the one. I have a couple of classes with him.” 
 
    “Lucky.” Andrea giggles. 
 
    “He’s kind of a jerk.” 
 
    “So, don’t talk to him, then. Just look at him. That’s fun, right?” 
 
    “Andrea!” I gasp. All my worries from earlier disappear the longer we talk, and half an hour later when we end the call, my face is warm and probably flushed, and my cheeks hurt from laughing so much. First, Grayson made me laugh. Now, Andrea. Maybe there's hope for a normal life, after all. 
 
    My food is cold now, but I don’t care. I move to take care of it when I get a text from Cam. hey, want to go get ice cream? 
 
    Ice cream does sound good, but I have no idea when Dad will be home, and if Mom wakes up and realizes I’m not here, she’ll freak out. I reply: would love to but i can’t. sorry. 
 
    Cam: bummer. everything ok? 
 
    No, Cam, everything isn’t okay. It hasn’t been for months now, but I can’t tell him that. I can’t tell anyone. Instead, I do the one thing I know I shouldn’t, the one thing I’ve become way too good at, the thing that would end my relationship with Cam in an instant if he ever finds out—I lie. 
 
    everything’s fine. dad’s working late so mom and i are hanging out. girls’ night. since brandon died, she likes to have me close. I add a smiling emoji and hit send. 
 
    We never did girls’ nights before, but it sounds good, right? The part about keeping me close is true. At least, it was before Mom really started drinking. Now, I stay close because I have to, because someone needs to be around to make sure she doesn’t drink herself to death. Lord knows my father isn’t that person. 
 
    I scrape my uneaten food into the trash and then wash my plate. After fixing a plate of leftovers for Dad and setting it in the microwave, I grab my bag and trudge upstairs to start my homework. 
 
    Halfway through a website on the best Spanish speaking countries to visit, I hear a car outside. I check the time on my phone—8:21 PM. It’s too early for Dad to be home, which means we have a visitor. Panic wraps around my chest. Who is here? I scramble off my bed and rush down the stairs. I reach the front door, yank it open, and step onto the porch just as Cam climbs out of his car. What is he doing here? 
 
    “Hey,” I say and walk down to greet him. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    He shoves his hands into his pockets. “Can we talk for a minute?” 
 
    My stomach knots. This can’t be good. “Um, yeah. Mind if we sit in your car? My mom fell asleep on the couch, and I don’t want to wake her.” It isn’t a total lie. Mom is sleeping. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    We get into his car, and I fidget with my hands. The silence stretches for an uncomfortable amount of time. I’m just about to ask him what’s going on when he finally speaks. 
 
    “Today was weird,” he says more to himself than to me. 
 
    I tilt my head. “Weird how?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He shrugs. “Just… everything. We don’t have any classes together. Then there’s that new guy… He seems like a jerk.” 
 
    “Grayson?” I ask with disbelief. I mean, I’m not fond of him myself, but hearing Cam talk about Grayson like this rubs me the wrong way. It’s not like Grayson tries to run everyone over with his motorcycle. 
 
    Cam gives me a dirty look, like he can’t believe I know Grayson’s name or that I just said it. “Yeah, him.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say. Do Cam and Grayson have classes together? Did something happen between them that I don’t know about? They didn’t exactly hit it off at lunch, but that can’t be the reason Cam dislikes him so much. 
 
    “And…” He sighs. “I don’t know. You were acting different today.” 
 
    I raise my brows in surprise. “I was acting different?” I sound like a parrot with the way I’m repeating what he says, but I’m having trouble wrapping my mind around his words. 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “You were acting differently, too, you know.” I slouch in the seat and cross my arms. “I barely saw you between classes, and when I did, you basically ignored me.” 
 
    “I know.” He hangs his head. “I’ve had a lot on my mind today.” 
 
    A nagging in the back of my mind is telling me to get out of his car and run back inside, that whatever is about to happen next is going to be really bad. But I ignore my instincts and ask, “Like what?” 
 
    “I think we should break up.” His shoulders heave with the effort of his words. 
 
    I stare at him. Did he say we should break up? No. That’s not what he said. “You want to break up?” I ask slowly. There’s no way I heard him correctly. 
 
    “Yes.” He sighs. “I’m sorry, Isabelle. I really like you, but we’re both seniors, and we’re probably going to end up going to different colleges… It’s best if we just end this now.” 
 
    Tears sting my eyes. I try to blink them away, but it’s useless. “I don’t understand. I thought…” We’ve talked about what will happen after high school, and I thought we agreed to try a long-distance relationship. “What about everything we’re supposed to do together this year? Homecoming. Prom. Senior trip. Graduation.” My voice rises with each word, and I force a calming breath. 
 
    “We can still do those things. We’ll just do them as friends.” He looks at me with sad eyes. “No different than if you were doing them with Vick or Hannah.” 
 
    My jaw ticks with barely suppressed anger. “It’s very different, Cam.” 
 
    “This is what I mean. You’re different, Isabelle. The way you talked to Brittany today. Just your entire attitude. It’s like I don’t know you anymore.” 
 
    He’s kidding, right? I don’t even know what to say to that. I was defending myself against Brittany—it’s not like I went out of my way to attack her or anything. 
 
    “I know you’ve been through so much these past few months with your brother’s death, and I’m sure losing someone like that changes a person, but…” 
 
    I sit, stunned, as tears stream down my face. I can’t believe Cam is breaking up with me. Worse, he’s using my brother’s death as some sort of excuse for doing so. 
 
    “I can’t be with someone who isn’t—” 
 
    “Who isn’t what?” I snap between sobs. “Perfect?” 
 
    “That’s not what I was going to say.” He refuses to look at me, and I’m not sure if that makes this easier or harder. “Look, even though we’re not going out anymore, I’m still here for you, okay?” 
 
    I don’t respond. 
 
    “So is my family,” he continues, either oblivious or ignoring the fact that I’m crying. “Please promise me you’ll keep coming to church.” 
 
    Does he truly believe I’ll stop going to church simply because he’s breaking up with me? I can’t even look at him right now. “I promise,” I whisper. Then I push open the door and run back inside. 
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GRAYSON 
 
      
 
    “HEY, GRAYS,” DAD SAYS AS I enter the shop. He’s wearing faded jeans covered in grease and a T-shirt with the garage logo printed on the back. He cleans his hands on a rag and wipes his brow with the back of his hand. A bright red semi-truck is jacked up, parts strewn below it. “How was your first day of school?” 
 
    “Same stuff. Different school.” I sit on a metal stool and watch as he rifles through a toolbox. “I’m in an exclusive Senior Spanish class.” 
 
    “Impressive.” He picks up a wrench and turns his attention to me. “Probably gonna be here late tonight.” He motions toward the truck. “Rush job. Owner will be here bright and early in the morning.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I left some money on the counter at home. You can order a pizza or something for dinner.” He turns his back to me and mutters something I can’t quite understand. 
 
    Until a month ago, my father was a mechanic in the Army. Now, he’s just a mechanic working at his brother’s garage, which specializes in tractor trailers. When he decided to retire—thanks to my mother’s betrayal and untimely death—he moved us to Michigan to live closer to his family. Hopefully, this is the last time I’ll have to move until college. 
 
    “Make any friends today?” he asks as he slides under the truck. 
 
    My mind flashes to Isabelle, and I can’t help the smile that forms. But then I remember she has a boyfriend, and my smile fades. “Yeah, I met a few people.” 
 
    “Well, it’s just the first day. I’m sure you’ll have tons of friends by the end of the week.” 
 
    I don’t know about that, but his optimism is contagious. 
 
    “Did you meet with the principal and guidance counselor?” 
 
    “Yeah, the principal.” I shift on the stool, knowing full well where this conversation is headed. 
 
    Even though half his body is hidden beneath the truck, I can hear his heavy sigh. “Grayson.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. 
 
    “You can’t keep putting this off, or else you’ll never get into college.” 
 
    I grit my teeth and remain silent. 
 
    “If you don’t figure this out soon, I’m driving you to the recruitment office.” 
 
    Over my dead body. “I’ll set up an appointment tomorrow,” I say just so he’ll get off my back about college and stop threatening me with enlisting. The military is his thing, not mine, and the sooner he accepts that the better. Now, if only I can figure out what I want to do about college. 
 
    “Thank you.” He grunts and twists hard enough on something that his entire body tenses. “So, I was talking with Bryan earlier.” Bryan is my uncle—Dad’s brother. “He said we can store your bike in the garage out back for the winter.” 
 
    That’s the one thing I’m not too happy about—the impending snow that will make it so I can’t ride my motorcycle. It was the same in New York, and I hated it then, too. In New York, though, I took public transportation back and forth to school. That isn’t an option here. “So, how will I be getting to school?” 
 
    “You can drive my truck.” He grunts again and then slides out from under the truck. “Bryan wants me to drive the company truck anyway. Says it will help promote the business.” 
 
    “Cool.” I love Dad’s truck. It’s sleek black with a custom grill, three-inch lift kit, tinted windows, and a killer stereo. 
 
    “We’ll put your bike in storage the beginning of November, okay?” 
 
    I nod. Dad resumes working on the truck. I sit and watch for a little while. Then, I hop off the stool. “All right. I’m heading home. I’ll save you some pizza.” 
 
    “Thanks, buddy.” 
 
    I slip out the side door, get on my bike, and head home. Our house is five minutes from the shop, so it doesn’t take me long to get there. The small, single-floor ranch sits several hundred feet back from the road, and the driveway is lined with trees, most of which have already lost their leaves. I park right in front of the porch, jog up the steps, and let myself inside. 
 
    A wave of heat blasts me in the face. Dad must’ve forgotten to turn down the thermostat. Again. I adjust the temperature and then head to the kitchen to find the money he left. After looking up the phone number for the local pizzeria, I call and order a large pizza with pepperoni, bacon, and mushrooms. Then I grab the remote from the coffee table and flop down on the couch. The first couple of weeks in a new place always sucks. I have no friends to hang out with, and I don’t know the area well enough to go anywhere. So, watching television it is. 
 
    I’m flipping through the channels for the tenth time when there’s a knock on the door. My stomach growls. Tossing the remote on the couch, I stand and go to the door. When I swing it open, my jaw drops. “Vick?” 
 
    “Oh, hey, man.” He holds up a pizza box. “Looks like I’m your delivery boy.” 
 
    “Come in.” I step aside so he can enter and close the door behind him. “I didn’t know you worked at Parker’s Pizza.” 
 
    “Someone’s gotta pay for my surfing addiction, and my parents won’t.” 
 
    “There’s surfing in Michigan?” 
 
    “Not really. But I spend summers in California with my grandmother.” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” I nod. “How much do I owe you?” 
 
    “Um…” He pulls the pizza from the warming bag and reads the receipt taped to the top of the box. “Twelve sixty-four.” 
 
    I hand him the twenty. “Keep the change.” 
 
    “Dude, thanks.” He pockets the money and hands me the box. 
 
    “Wanna slice?” I call over my shoulder as I head toward the kitchen. 
 
    “Sure.” He follows me and leans against the counter. “I’ll just say I got lost looking for your house.” 
 
    I open the box and inhale the smell of melted cheese, sauce, and meat. My stomach growls again. I grab a slice and nod at the box. Vick reaches in and takes one, too. “Want something to drink?” 
 
    “Nah.” He takes a large bite. 
 
    I do the same, savoring the taste. I didn’t know how hungry I was until right now. Finishing the slice in a few large bites, I reach for another. “So, is Parker’s hiring?” 
 
    Vick raises a brow. “Why, you looking for a job?” 
 
    “Maybe.” It might get my dad off my case. 
 
    “Yeah, I can ask the big boss.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Now that I know where you live, I’ll have to come hang out,” he says. 
 
    “Yeah, any time.” If my Dad is going to be working late, I might as well find someone to hang out with. And Vick is friends with Isabelle, so maybe if I hang out with him, I’ll get to see her more, too. “So, what’s up with Isabelle and Cam?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” He finishes his slice and licks sauce from his finger. 
 
    I hand him a napkin. “Are they serious?” 
 
    Vick flips his head to the side to get his hair out of his face. “They’ve been together almost a year, so… yeah? I guess.” 
 
    Well, that could be a problem. “Cam seems… intense.” I finish my second slice and then grab a can of soda from the fridge. 
 
    “He likes things a certain way. But he’s a nice guy. His dad is a pastor.” 
 
    Of course, he’s a pastor’s son. No wonder Isabelle likes him. I refrain from rolling my eyes. Any crazy notions I have about winning her over are shot. I can’t compete against the pastor’s perfect son. Sure, I still believe in God, but I won’t step foot in another church ever again. And knowing Isabelle carries around a Bible? Yeah, I don’t stand a chance with her. 
 
    “He’s good for Isabelle, too,” Vick says. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, after…” Vick looks down at his feet. “After Isabelle lost her brother, Cam and his family were there for her. I’m not sure she would’ve made it without him.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes. “So, that locker in the senior hall… the one that’s decorated like a shrine? That’s Isabelle’s brother’s locker? And he’s dead?” 
 
    “Yup. He died in a pretty nasty car accident in May.” 
 
    “Oh.” There’s so much I don’t know about her. Her reaction to me teasing her about the Bible makes a lot more sense now. She’d said it was her brother’s. Now I really feel like a jerk for making fun of her for it. 
 
    Vick wads up his napkin and tosses it in the trash can. 
 
    “Nice shot.” I give him a high five. 
 
    “Anyway, I gotta get back to work. Thanks for the food.” 
 
    I follow Vick out the front door. Regardless of what happens with Isabelle, Vick is a nice guy, and I can see us being friends. “We should hang out tomorrow,” I say as he opens his car door. 
 
    “Yeah, sure. I don’t have to work, so I’m free.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “See you in school tomorrow.” Vick waves, gets in his car, and disappears down the driveway. 
 
    I stand outside for a moment, watching squirrels race up and down trees. This place is going to be my home until I go to college, so I might as well make friends. And Vick is a good guy. If only I can get Isabelle off my mind… but I have a feeling nothing will be able to make me forget her. A strong breeze ruffles the tree limbs, and I turn to go back inside. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    When I arrive at school the following morning, the student parking lot is full—again—and I consider driving up the sidewalk and parking at the bike rack. If I’m lucky, Isabelle will be there to scold me again. The thought makes me smile. I loop around the lot a couple of times and find a space at the end of a row. It’s not technically a parking spot, but it will do. I pull in and kill the engine. 
 
    “Grayson!” Brittany waves at me. 
 
    “Hey, Brit. What’s up?” 
 
    “How was your first night in Michigan?” She falls into step beside me as we walk toward the school. 
 
    I’ve been in Michigan for almost a week now, but there isn’t any reason to say that and embarrass her. “Not bad. Hung out with Vick. Ate some pizza. Watched TV. Pretty boring, really.” I hitch the strap of my backpack higher on my shoulder. 
 
    She scrunches up her face. “I wasn’t kidding yesterday when I said hanging out with them is social suicide.” She sneers the word “them” as if it’s the most disgusting thing ever. 
 
    I sigh. “They’re actually really nice.” 
 
    “If you say so.” She flips her hair over her shoulder. “A bunch of us are hanging out after school. You should totally come.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, maybe.” 
 
    “We usually go to David’s house. He has a pool table in his basement.” 
 
    “I’ll let you know.” I don’t want to turn her down again, but I already made plans to hang out with Vick. And I’m not going to listen to her tell me how lame he is, either. I’ll come up with an excuse later and tell her I can’t go. We walk into the school, and the halls are alive with chatter and laughter. 
 
    “Oh, there’s a big party at the lake this weekend. You have to go.” Her blue eyes twinkle. 
 
    I don’t have any plans for this weekend, and I really don’t want to be stuck in my house while Dad works. Plus, if it's a big party, maybe Isabelle will be there. “Yeah, sure. Sounds fun.” 
 
    “Great! So, see you at lunch?” she asks, hopeful. 
 
    “Definitely.” I smile, and she blushes. I can sit with her and her friends at lunch—it will be better than watching Isabelle and Cam. 
 
    “Great.” She beams a bright smile and then walks off toward her locker. 
 
    I head toward mine, gather my books, and make my way to Spanish. As I approach the classroom, my heart races. I can’t wait to see Isabelle. 
 
    “Hey, Grayson.” Vick slaps me on the back. 
 
    “Hey, what’s up?” 
 
    “I have to cover a shift at work today, so I can’t hang out.” 
 
    I frown, sincerely disappointed. “Another time, then.” 
 
    He nods. “Boss says to come on in and talk to him about a job.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “I will. Thanks.” 
 
    He grins. “I have the whole weekend off. We’ll hit the lake. I’ll show you the basics of surfing.” His laughter is swept away by the crowd as he walks to his class. 
 
    Shaking my head, I open the door to class. Isabelle is already seated, like a gift from heaven above, set right in front of me but meant for someone else. 
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ISABELLE 
 
      
 
    I HOLD MY BREATH AS Grayson pulls out his chair and sits. He’s wearing his leather jacket with dark denim jeans and a green button-down shirt that makes his eyes pop. His hair is once again messy, probably a result of being windblown from riding his motorcycle. I bet his hair is soft—it looks soft. 
 
    “Morning.” He grins, and my traitorous heart beats double time. 
 
    “Run anyone over this morning?” I pray my voice doesn’t betray me the way my heart does. 
 
    “Nope, but if you need to tell on me again, I did park illegally in the student lot.” 
 
    I bite back a smile. “Clearly telling the principal didn’t help, so maybe I should call the police today.” 
 
    “Wow. That escalated fast.” He laughs. 
 
    I laugh, too, but it’s cut short when Señorita Guzmán calls the class to attention. In flawless Spanish, she tells us to work with our partners to write a rough outline to turn in by the end of class. 
 
    “So, did you do any research last night?” Grayson asks. He pulls out a sheet of paper and writes our names at the top. 
 
    That’s all I did last night after Cam left. And cry. Really, trying to search for Spanish speaking countries through tear-filled eyes is no easy feat. I gave myself a wicked headache and had to take four aspirin just to get rid of it. But, at the time, I needed the distraction. Praying wasn’t helping. “I have it narrowed down to Argentina and the Dominican Republic. Do you have a preference?” 
 
    Grayson tenses and doodles on the corner of the paper, refusing to meet my gaze. He shrugs one shoulder. 
 
    I tilt my head and study him. What did I say to upset him? I tentatively put my hand on his to stop him from ripping a hole in the paper with how hard he’s pressing on it with the pen. “Grayson?” 
 
    Slowly, he looks at me. His expression is guarded, and I immediately miss the spark in his eyes. “I’d prefer to do the Dominican Republic.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, drawing out the word. 
 
    “I don’t have very fond memories of Argentina, okay?” His tone is clipped, and there’s no question in my mind that this topic is off-limits. And that’s okay—I get it. There are certain topics I don’t want to discuss with him, either. Like Brandon. It’s refreshing to have someone in this school who didn’t know him, or the me before he died. With Grayson, there’s no expectations, no pressure. I can breathe around him. 
 
    “All right, that’s okay.” I clear my throat and pull my hand back. But my curiosity is piqued. “I was thinking we could focus on Santo Domingo. It will be easier to research a specific city rather than an entire country.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m cool with that.” 
 
    “Okay.” I shift in my seat, suddenly very uncomfortable. I hadn’t meant to make him sad or angry or whatever he’s feeling right now. We spend the rest of class going over the items we need to research and dividing the work equally. When the bell rings, I gather my stuff and walk out with Grayson. Then, I come to a complete stop. Cam is across the hall waiting for me. My face heats with shame, although I’m not sure why. I’m not doing anything wrong. 
 
    “Guess I’ll see you later,” Grayson says, glancing between me and Cam. 
 
    Once he’s out of sight, I weave across the now crowded hall and stop in front of Cam. Butterflies are having a rave in my stomach. Don’t throw up. Don’t throw up. Don’t throw up… I prayed last night that Cam would change his mind. Seeing him here now, my hope skyrockets. 
 
    “Hey,” I say. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me the new guy was in this class with you.” The disgust in his tone dashes my hopes. 
 
    “I didn’t realize it mattered.” 
 
    He crosses his arms. “Do you like him?” 
 
    “What?” I can’t hide the shock in my voice. “I mean, yeah. I guess. I barely know him. He seems nice, though.” 
 
    Cam rolls his eyes. “You realize you chose him over me and Hannah, right?” 
 
    I sigh. Why is he being so weird about this? Why does he even care anymore? “It’s not like that. You know I’m planning to major in Spanish in college. I need this class. It’s not my fault the school changed the schedule.” 
 
    He looks down at me, his brown eyes devoid of emotion. “I’m sorry. There’s just something about that guy that bugs me.” 
 
    “He’s harmless,” I say, even though I’m not sure I believe that. Not that I think he’s dangerous in the way a gangbanger or murderer is dangerous, but he is dangerous to my sensibilities. He makes me forget all about the girl that Cam wants me to be, and I’m just… me, the me I used to be before my brother’s accident. I haven’t been this person in months, and I forgot how much I like her. That’s not a bad thing. It’s also not something I can explain to Cam because he won’t understand. 
 
    “Well, I just wanted to make sure you were okay,” he says, suddenly more interested in his shoes than me. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Okay. Good. I need to get to class.” Cam smiles, but I can tell he’s forcing it. I hate how awkward things are between us. He spins on his heel and rushes down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The morning progresses much more smoothly than it did yesterday. I don’t see Cam again until lunch. When I walk into the cafeteria, he’s already at a table in the corner, and I reluctantly make my way toward him. If there were anywhere else to sit, I would gladly take it, but the cafeteria is full, and sitting outside is out of the question. Despite the sun, the wind is whipping around fiercely. You can do this. Maybe I should sit outside. Maybe the wind will carry me away from here, away from all the grief and pain. 
 
    Laughter to my right snags my attention, and that’s when I see Grayson sitting with Brittany and her friends. Anger, hurt, and betrayal ignite in my chest. It's stupid, I know. Grayson can sit with whomever he wants. As I pass his table, he looks up and smiles, showing off the dimple in his left cheek. That smile makes my heart race and my knees weak. I lift my head and keep walking, refusing to acknowledge him while he’s hanging out with the one girl in this school I can’t stand. I choose a seat next to Hannah. Cam barely notices me before he returns his attention to Nolan. Sports talk again, no surprise. He’s one to talk about choosing personal interests over our relationship. 
 
    I’m crazy to sit here with my ex-boyfriend like this, but if I don’t, people will know something’s wrong. And no one needs to know. Not yet anyway. 
 
    “Want to stay over at my house this weekend?” Hannah holds out her bag of chips, and I take one even though I’m not hungry. “My dad and brother are going on some camping trip with their wilderness group, and Mom hates being in the house alone.  So, I’m inviting you and Andrea over to hang out.” 
 
    At the mention of Andrea’s name, Cam looks up. He meets my gaze and then quickly looks away. I refocus on Hannah. “Yeah, sounds fun.” I take another chip. Maybe there’s some truth to the whole eating your feelings thing. “Speaking of Andrea… where is she? I haven’t seen her at all the past two days.” 
 
    Cam looks up again. I glare at him. What is his problem? 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know.” Hannah takes a drink of water. “I texted her to ask about coming over this weekend.” 
 
    “I miss her.” 
 
    “Me too.” Hannah sighs. 
 
    “Are we going to the beach party this weekend?” 
 
    “Of course.” She laughs as if I’m crazy for even asking. In my defense, we usually avoid parties because we don’t like the people who go—namely, Brittany and her friends. 
 
    I look around the cafeteria, and my gaze is drawn to Grayson. He’s looking at me, too, and I feel a blush erupt on my face. I can’t understand why he’s sitting with them, especially when he’s spending all his time staring at me. 
 
    Hannah leans closer and follows my gaze. “He’s so hot,” she whispers. 
 
    “Hannah!” I slap her arm and laugh. 
 
    “Hey, I’m just admiring God’s fine handiwork.” She waggles her eyebrows. 
 
    “Me, too.” I let out a dreamy sigh and tear my gaze from him. “He’s nice. Funny. You should talk to him.” 
 
    Hannah scrunches up her face. “Girl, please.” She rolls her eyes. “He doesn’t seem to realize there’s anyone else in this cafeteria but you.” 
 
    “Shh.” I pray Cam didn’t hear what she said. Thankfully, he’s still completely enthralled with whatever Nolan is saying. 
 
    “Oh, we’re going to talk about all that”—she wags her finger in Grayson’s direction then in Cam’s—“this weekend.” 
 
    I shake my head in what I hope is a you’re-crazy-there’s-nothing-to-talk-about sort of way, but she smirks in that knowing way she has about her. I don’t think Hannah is buying it. I can’t hide the break-up from her for long, but I’m not going to talk about it right now, either. I don’t want to cry in front of Cam. Again. 
 
    “So,” I say, changing the subject. “What are the plans for this weekend? Sleepover, party… What else? Movies? Makeovers? Mall?” 
 
    “A little of everything.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” A weekend with my friends is exactly what I need to get my mind off Cam and my parents and Grayson. 
 
    The bell rings. As I stand, Cam finally acknowledges my existence. “Are you going to youth group tonight?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    I refrain from pointing out that he no longer has a right to know what I’m doing. Instead, I say, “Because I quit. I quit choir, too.” 
 
    “You what?” Hannah says. 
 
    I cringe. “Yeah, I called Martha last night and talked to her.” After Cam left, but I don't say that. “With my class schedule and everything, it’s just too much. She was very understanding—and supportive—of my decision.” 
 
    Cam scowls. “I think that’s a mistake, Isabelle. You love youth group. And choir.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, things change. I need to focus on my classes and getting into college.” I shrug one shoulder as if it’s no big deal. But it is. I do love choir, and I can’t stand the thought of giving it up. The truth is, though, I can’t handle being in choir with Cam. And I really can’t handle being in youth group with him, especially with his mother leading it. Not right now. 
 
    “Whatever.” He leaves with his friends. 
 
    “Okay, spill it. What's going on?” Hannah demands. “You two didn’t so much as look at each other during lunch.” 
 
    There’s no way I can get away with not telling her now. I take a deep breath, the threat of tears resurfacing before I can utter a single word. “Cam broke up with me last night.” 
 
    “What?” she shouts. “And you’re just telling me now?” Hurt laces her words. “Did you tell Andrea?” 
 
    “I know. And no.” I shake my head. “I’m sorry. I wanted to call both of you last night, but… I needed some time to deal with it.” 
 
    “Did he say why?” 
 
    I follow Hannah out of the cafeteria. “He said he doesn’t know me anymore, that I was acting too weird yesterday. He also said he doesn’t want a relationship knowing we’re both seniors and going to different colleges.” I shake my head. It still doesn’t make sense to me. 
 
    “That’s… odd,” she says. 
 
    “Right? I don’t understand, either, but if this is what he wants…” 
 
    “That’s such a lame reason.” She stops in front of her locker. “Are you sure he’s not seeing someone else?” 
 
    “Cam?” I laugh with shock and disbelief. “No. I mean, I’m sure he’ll start seeing someone else eventually, but he’s not the cheating type.” 
 
    “I know, but maybe he broke up with you because there’s someone else waiting for him.”  She dials her locker combination. 
 
    I scowl. “Way to make me feel better.” 
 
    “Shoot, Isabelle. I’m sorry.” She frowns. “I didn’t mean it like that.” 
 
    “I know you didn’t.” Still, her words cut deep, and now I’ll be wondering if there really is someone else Cam wants to date. Either way, I can’t think about this right now. 
 
    She digs around in her locker for several moments, and I’m grateful she doesn’t push me to talk about Cam. Finally, Hannah closes her locker, leans against it, and looks at me with blunt tenderness. “Are you okay? And I don’t mean just with Cam. How are things at home?” 
 
    “Things are fine at home,” I lie. Before my brother’s death, Hannah used to spend a lot of time at my house, but I don’t invite her over anymore. I can’t stand the thought of her seeing my mom drunk and passed out in her own vomit. “I guess I’m just a bit overwhelmed with everything going on this year and college applications and now all this stuff with Cam.” 
 
    She studies me with those inquisitive hazel eyes, and I look away before she sees what a liar I am. Hannah and I have been best friends since grade school. Until recently, she’s known everything about me. She’s the one person I never used to keep secrets from, and there’s so much I want to tell her. 
 
    “You know if you need anything, I’m here for you, right?” 
 
    I nod. “I know. And I love you for that.” 
 
    She gives me a hug, and I have to bite the inside of my cheek so I don’t cry. “Don’t forget to pray about it,” she whispers. 
 
    “Thanks.” I smile gratefully, realizing that maybe not having a relationship with Cam isn’t the end of the world. I’ve got my friends and God. I’ll be okay. 
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GRAYSON 
 
      
 
    WHEN THE FINAL BELL OF the day rings, I rush out of class and straight to Isabelle’s locker. I can’t shake the image of her face during lunch when she saw me sitting with Brit. And I couldn’t help but notice Isabelle and Cam barely spoke. She’s not at her locker when I arrive, so I wait. A moment later, she strolls down the hallway. My heart races at the sight of her. 
 
    “Adding stalking to your list of crimes?” she asks. 
 
    “After attempted murder, what’s a little stalking among friends?” 
 
    She steps around me to get to her locker. “Well, I suppose it’s good the severity of your offenses is going down.” 
 
    I shift so I’m leaning against the locker next to hers. She’s doing everything in her power not to look at me. Her face is flushed, and her eyes are puffy, as if she’s been crying. My chest constricts. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, just… I got a lot of stuff going on. That’s all.” She opens her locker and rummages around inside. 
 
    I wait until she finishes, and when she closes the door, I hand her a sheet of paper I pulled out of my backpack. This isn’t the reason I sought her out, but I suddenly feel like I need an excuse to be here. 
 
    “What’s this?” She looks at the paper and then up at me, finally. 
 
    “Notes for our Spanish project. I had a free period, so I worked on it.” I shrug like it’s no big deal. “I figure it'll be easier for you to do your part if you have my notes.” 
 
    “Oh.” She looks down at the paper again. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Sure. You heading home now?” 
 
    “Yeah. You?” 
 
    I nod, and we walk out to the student parking lot. “So, about today at lunch…” I take a calming breath. “I hope you’re not mad that I sat with Brit. She—” 
 
    Isabelle holds up her hand to stop me, and I shut my mouth. “It’s… whatever. It’s fine. You can sit with whoever you want.” 
 
    “I know, but you didn’t look too happy, and considering you’re the first friend I made here…” I’m rambling. I’m not sure I’ve ever rambled in front of a girl before. 
 
    “I wasn’t happy,” she says, “but it wasn’t because you were sitting with Brittany.” 
 
    “Right.” I nod like I understand, but I don’t. I wait, hoping she’ll tell me what’s going on. She’s silent for the remainder of our walk, though, and disappointment weighs heavily on my shoulders. I wish she would confide in me. 
 
    “That’s my car.” She points to a blue compact car. “Thanks for walking with me.” 
 
    “Someone’s got to make sure you don’t get yourself run over.” 
 
    “You’re not behind the wheel, so I’m perfectly safe.” She nudges me. 
 
    I laugh and stop beside her car. She tosses her bag into the backseat and then stands near the driver’s side door, fidgeting with her keys. It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask her if she wants to hang out—I don’t care where we go as long as I’m with her—but I have to stop myself. She has a boyfriend, and I can’t cross that line, even if we are only friends. 
 
    “Drive safe,” I say. 
 
    She sighs, and her shoulders droop. “You too.” 
 
    Once her car is out of sight, I search for my bike, praying there isn’t a parking ticket stuck to it, or worse, that it’s been towed. Thankfully, it’s right where I left it, no ticket attached. I climb on and drive home. When I pull into the driveway, Dad’s truck is parked near the garage. Wow, he’s already home? That’s a change. 
 
    I head inside. “Dad, I’m home.” 
 
    “Oh, hey, Grays.” He’s still in his work clothes, which have more grease stains than not. His hair is sweaty and sticks to his temples. “I’m jumping in the shower, then how about you and I go grab dinner somewhere?” 
 
    “Sure. Sounds good. Hey, care if we go to Parker’s Pizza? I know we had it last night, but I wanna ask about a job.” 
 
    “You want to get a job?” Dad’s voice is thick with disbelief. 
 
    “Yeah, why not?” 
 
    “Delivering pizzas?” 
 
    I shrug. I thought he’d be happy I wanted a job. Why’s he being weird about this? 
 
    “That’s going to be kind of hard on a motorcycle, don’t ya think?” He raises a brow and gives me a stern look. 
 
    Uh… I hadn’t really thought about that. “Why can’t I just use your truck?” 
 
    “No way I’m letting you beat on my truck for some part-time job. Uh-uh.” 
 
    I drop my backpack on the coffee table. “I’m not gonna beat on your truck.” 
 
    “Besides, you have to be eighteen to deliver pizzas.” 
 
    “Okay, so then I’ll do something else. I don’t care.” 
 
    “The answer is no, Grays. End of discussion.” He tilts his head in that don’t-you-dare-argue-with-me way. 
 
    I sigh. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    With a nod, he heads toward the shower. Fuming, I take my bag upstairs and gently set it on my bedroom floor. I debate changing my shirt, then decide against it before heading back down to the living room to wait for Dad. 
 
    An hour later, we end up at Parker’s Pizza. I half expect a normal pizza joint with uncomfortable tables and booths, but Parker’s is so much more. It has a full menu along with a pizza and salad buffet, an arcade complete with a fully stocked prize counter, and large, flat-screen televisions placed strategically throughout the dining room. 
 
    “Looks like we get dinner and entertainment tonight,” Dad says, slapping me on the back. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” I glance around again, taking everything in. Maybe I can get a job as a waiter instead of delivering pizzas—that should make Dad more receptive to the idea of me getting a part-time job. 
 
    “Welcome to Parker’s. Oh, hey, Grayson,” Vick says. 
 
    “Hey,” I say, giving him a nod. “Vick, this is my dad, William. Dad, this is Vick. He’s a friend from school.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” Dad shakes Vick’s hand, and they exchange pleasantries. 
 
    I want to ask Vick if I can talk to his boss, but after the way Dad reacted, I figure it’s best to keep my mouth shut until I talk to Dad about other options. I tune them out and look around the restaurant. My eyes widen at the sight of a head full of familiar reddish-brown hair. Is that really Isabelle? I can’t be absolutely certain without seeing her face, but every instinct I have is telling me it's her. What are the odds? 
 
    “You two can sit wherever you want. Plates are on the buffet, and here are your cups.” Vick sets two plastic cups on the counter. 
 
    “Thanks.” Dad pays for our food, hands me a cup, and then makes a beeline for the buffet. 
 
    “We should find a table first.” I head for the dining room before he can object. The place is busy, and a lot of the tables are occupied so I wander around for a moment, intentionally making my way past Isabelle’s table. 
 
    “Grayson?” she says. 
 
    Play it cool. Smiling, I stop in front of her table. “Oh, hey, Isabelle.” 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” She shifts, and her gaze darts around nervously. 
 
    “Having dinner with my dad. You?” 
 
    “Same.” She nods at the older gentleman sitting across from her. “Dad, this is Grayson Alexander. He’s new to school. This is my dad, Dennis.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, sir,” I say. My dad stops beside me. “This is my dad, William. Dad this is Isabelle Carson and her dad, Dennis. Isabelle and I go to school together.” 
 
    “Why am I not surprised that the first friend you make is a pretty young woman?” Dad laughs, and I glare at him. 
 
    Isabelle’s cheeks turn pink. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet both of you,” Dad says. “And now we’ll leave you to eat in peace.” He nudges me, but I don’t move right away. 
 
    “Why don’t you two join us?” Dennis offers. “Come on, Isabelle. Move over here next to me.” 
 
    I wait for her to object, but she doesn’t. She picks up her drink, plate, and silverware and moves to sit next to her father. Dad and I sit across from them. Isabelle’s gaze is focused on her half-eaten food. Is she upset we’re sitting here? Should I offer to find another table? Dad is already talking with Dennis about work and football and how we’re adjusting to life in Michigan. 
 
    “Excuse me, I’m going to get some food.” I stand with my cup in hand. I make my way to the buffet, grab a plate, and pile it with food. Then, I fill my cup with soda. On my way back to the table, I pass my dad, who is on his way to get seconds. My stomach does a flip at the realization I have to sit with Isabelle and her dad—alone—until my father gets back. This should be interesting. I sit and dig into my food. Maybe if I keep stuffing my mouth, her dad won’t ask me any difficult questions. 
 
    After a couple moments of tense silence, Dennis asks, “So, how are you liking Michigan so far?” 
 
    “I like it a lot.” I take a sip of soda. “It’s a lot like New York with the weather and stuff.” 
 
    “I’ve been to New York several times for work. Nice place.” Dennis nods. 
 
    Thankfully, my dad returns, and he and Dennis resume their conversation, taking the focus off me. Isabelle’s head is still down, but she’s no longer eating. She’s staring at her lap. What on earth is she looking at? A second later, my phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out. Isabelle sent me a chat request on TTYN—Talk to You Now—a popular messaging app. I accept and read her message. awkward much? 
 
    Her username is BibleBelle, and that’s the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. just following your lead. 
 
    “How many times have I told you? No cell phones while we’re eating.” Dad gives me a stern look. 
 
    “Sorry, sir.” I clear my throat and tuck my phone back into my pocket. 
 
    “Kids these days.” He shakes his head. 
 
    “Want to go to the arcade?” I ask Isabelle. 
 
    She turns to her dad, and he nods. “Let’s go.” She stands and tosses her napkin on her plate. 
 
    I follow her into the arcade, and other than a couple of younger kids playing a basketball game, the place is empty. I pull a twenty out of my wallet and feed it into the token machine; then I divide the tokens equally between us. 
 
    “So, what game do you want to lose first?” I ask. 
 
    “Well, considering you’re going to be the loser, you pick.” 
 
    She’s smart, funny, beautiful, and she’s competitive, too? Is there anything about this girl that isn’t perfect for me? 
 
    “All right. That one.” I point to a motorcycle racing game. 
 
    “That’s not fair. I’ve never driven a motorcycle. You have.” 
 
    “I’ll give you a lesson before we start. Deal?” 
 
    Isabelle narrows her eyes as if trying to figure out if I’m lying or trying to trick her. “Okay. Deal.” 
 
    The game is set up so there are two bikes contained within a dome structure. She climbs on one and drops two tokens into the slots to get the game started. 
 
    “Scoot forward.” I motion with my hands for her to move. When she does, I swing my leg over the seat and settle in behind her. These bikes are intended for only one person, so there’s not much room. 
 
    She chooses one player, and the game starts. I place my hands over hers on the handlebars. Her hands are softer than I expected. 
 
    “This button makes you go, and this one makes you stop,” I explain. 
 
    Nodding, she pushes the button to go, and on the screen, the bike lurches. She yelps and slams on the brake button. 
 
    I laugh. “It’s just a game, Belle. Relax.” 
 
    She twists her head to look at me. “I guess just Belle is better than Belle the Bible Thumper.” 
 
    “Then, from now on, you’re just Belle.” I grin. 
 
    Her gaze drops to my mouth, but then she quickly turns her attention back to the game. “All right, so what am I supposed to do on this stupid game?” 
 
    I blow out a breath, but my heart is still racing so hard and fast, I’m convinced she can feel it. “The trick is to find your center of gravity and use it. Sitting upright puts you off balance. Lean forward.” I gently push her forward until she’s in the right position. “Good.” I once again cover her hands with mine. “Now, press the go button.” 
 
    She does, and the bike on the screen takes off quickly down the straight road. Ahead, a curve looms. I don’t say anything because I want to see what she’ll do. She cranks the handlebars to the right, and the bike wipes out. I laugh, and she playfully elbows me. 
 
    “What did I do wrong?” she asks. 
 
    “You’re driving like it’s a car. It’s not. You need to use your body.” 
 
    She continues the game, and this time, when she approaches the curve, I move my hands to her waist. I have no business touching her at all, let alone like this, but I can’t deny how nice it feels. 
 
    “Lean into the turn,” I say, guiding her body to the right. “And then straighten.” 
 
    She does exactly as I say, and she maneuvers the turn like a pro. I watch over her shoulder while she continues the race. This close, the scent of her floral perfume wraps around me, and I inhale deeply. 
 
    The race ends, and she comes in sixth place. She straightens, bringing her back flush to my chest. “Good job, just Belle." 
 
    She gathers her hair and drapes it over her right shoulder then twists her head to the left so we’re face to face. “Thanks for the lesson.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” My voice cracks, and I momentarily freeze at our proximity. My gaze lingers on her mouth, my thoughts consumed with kissing her. “You’re a fast learner.” 
 
    “Well, you’re a good teacher.” She smiles. 
 
    I feign shock. “Is that a compliment?” 
 
    “Nope.” She laughs. 
 
    “Of course not. Want another practice run?” 
 
    “No, I think I got it.” 
 
    “You sure?” I raise a brow. 
 
    She hesitates and rubs her palms on her jeans, grazing her hand over mine, and I instinctively tighten my grip on her. Her sharp intake of breath sets my heart racing. 
 
    “I got this,” she says. 
 
    “All right. Your loss.” Reluctantly, I get off her bike and climb onto the other one. 
 
    Isabelle scoots back and wiggles on the seat like she’s trying to get comfortable. She’s got a boyfriend. She’s got a boyfriend. She’s got a boyfriend… I focus on getting the game started. She beats me off the starting line, but I quickly and easily pass her. I’m in the zone, hyper focused and determined to win. But then there’s a tap on my rear wheel, and I spin out of control. Isabelle zooms past me. 
 
    I glance over, and she’s giggling like crazy. 
 
    “You’re such a cheater,” I say. 
 
    She laughs harder. A moment later, she crosses the finish line—in first place. She pumps her fists and lets out a victorious whoop. I shake my head, but I can’t stop smiling. Even if she did cheat to win, I don’t care. Seeing her like this—face flushed, eyes sparkling, hair a mess, and happy—is so much better than winning any game. 
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ISABELLE 
 
      
 
    GRAYSON’S STARING AT ME, AND all I can think about is how warm his body was against my back. How firm and gentle his hands were on my waist and hips. Everywhere he touched me itches with the memory. It’s crazy and scary all at the same time. It’s crazy because Cam and I just broke up last night—it’s too soon to even think about getting into a new relationship. And it’s scary because I’ve never felt such an intense connection to anyone before. Would God really put such a temptation in my life? 
 
    “So, what game would you like to cheat at next?” Grayson asks. 
 
    “I didn’t cheat.” I stick my tongue out, climb off the bike, and survey the other games. “How about that one?” 
 
    The game itself is shaped like a jeep and the object is to shoot killer robots that have taken over a local town. I’ve never so much as held a gun before, let alone shot one, but this is the only game that will put me and Grayson close together. 
 
    He gives me a knowing smirk, like he knows exactly why I chose that game. “You’re on.” 
 
    We sit on the small bench seat, our legs touching. He puts in tokens, and we pick up our plastic guns. 
 
    “Do you have any unfair advantages I need to know about?” I ask. 
 
    “Nope. Are you going to cheat again?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    He nudges my shoulder with his, and my insides swirl in a frenzy of emotion. “Give me a heads up this time so I can play some defense, okay?” 
 
    “In your dreams, Grayson.” I pull the trigger to start the game. Robots attack in droves, and we shoot at them. I’m pretty sure I miss more than I hit, but I don’t care. I’m having more fun than I’ve had in months. My cheeks hurt from smiling and laughing so much. 
 
    We play several more games. After we’ve spent the last token, Grayson holds up two fistfuls of tickets and gestures toward the prize counter. “Let’s go see what kind of useless junk we can buy.” 
 
    We approach the prize counter, laughing and elbowing each other, just as Vick emerges from the prize storage room. 
 
    “Hey, Vick!” My face is warm, and probably red, too, and I’m slightly out of breath. 
 
    “We’re winners!” Grayson sets the tickets on the counter with a flourish. "Show us what we have won, ticket master.” 
 
    “You’re such a dork.” I laugh. 
 
    “Yes, but I’m a dork who is going to buy you some fine gifts.” He waves his arm along the top of the glass case that holds candy, plastic trinkets, pencils, and erasers. “Get whatever you want.” 
 
    “You two look like you’re having fun,” Vick says, his gaze lingering on me. 
 
    My face flushes hot, then cold. I’m not sure if it’s the exhilaration of competition or embarrassment. But why should I be embarrassed? I’m positive Cam told Vick about our breakup, so I’m not doing anything wrong. But will Vick tell Cam I’m here with Grayson? Sure, Cam is the one who broke up with me, but if he thinks I’ve already moved on, it will hurt him, and I don’t want to do that. 
 
    “I’m glad. Fun looks good on you.” Vick tosses his head to the side, and the hair across his forehead flops back. 
 
    Tension eases from my body. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Okay, so what do you want?” he asks. 
 
    I peruse the gifts while Vick and Grayson make plans to hang out after school tomorrow. I wonder how Cam will react when he finds out his friend is hanging out with Grayson. For reasons I don’t understand, Cam doesn’t like Grayson. I reach the end of the prize case and grin. 
 
    “I want those,” I say, pointing to the bottom shelf. 
 
    Vick pulls two cheap-looking trophies from the case and hands them to me. They’re identical plastic, gold-colored cups on thick bases stamped with “#1 Player.”      
 
    “Anything else?” Vick asks. 
 
    “Yeah, do you have a marker back there?” 
 
    He gives me a funny look but retrieves a black, permanent marker from a drawer and hands it to me. I take one of the trophies and change the 1 to a 2 before handing it to Grayson. He studies it, and I press my lips together to stop from laughing. 
 
    “Funny,” he says drily, but there’s a mischievous spark in his eyes. 
 
    “You know what they say about second place, right?” Vick asks. “You’re the first loser.” He laughs and fist bumps Grayson. 
 
    I can’t remember the last time I had this much fun with Cam—maybe I never did. He’s definitely more serious than Grayson. 
 
    “Isabelle?” Dad’s voice cuts through the arcade. “It’s time to go.” He doesn’t wait for me to respond before he walks away. That’s my cue to meet him at the car in five minutes or less. 
 
    My good mood vanishes. When I got home from school and Dad said we were going to dinner together because he needed to talk to me, I thought maybe things were going to change at home. But Grayson and his dad showed up before my dad could talk to me, so I still have no idea what’s going on. 
 
    “Yeah, I should probably find my dad, too,” Grayson says. “See ya later, Vick.” He waves, and together, we walk out of the arcade. 
 
    He’s staying close to me, and I’m not complaining. I really don’t want to leave yet, but I have no choice. I take comfort knowing I’ll see Grayson in school tomorrow. And we’re friends on TTYN now, so I can chat with him tonight, too, if I want. 
 
    “I had fun,” I say. 
 
    “Me too,” he says. 
 
    We stop near the front door, neither of us making an effort to leave. I hold up my trophy. “Thanks for the prize.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” He steps out of the way of a couple who are leaving, putting him much closer to me. “Thanks for cheating.” 
 
    “I didn’t cheat,” I say, but I can’t keep a straight face. 
 
    The door swings open again. A family with two little girls walks in. 
 
    “We should probably move out of the way.” Grayson chuckles. 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea.” I move back toward the dining room. 
 
    “Uh, Belle. Don’t you have to go?” He hooks his thumb toward the door. 
 
    “Oh. Yeah. Right.” I laugh nervously. 
 
    He tilts his head, his expression inquisitive. “You’re stalling.” 
 
    Clearly, I’m not good at subtlety. “Well, you’d be—” The words die on my lips. In the back, corner booth, I see Cam. He’s sitting beside Andrea, his arm around her shoulders. And she’s smiling up at him. 
 
    All the food I ate threatens to make a reappearance. My heart thunders in my ears, deafening me to all other sounds. Bile rises hot and thick in my throat. Cam and Andrea? This has to be a mistake. There’s no way my best friend would do this to me. Then again, she has been acting weird around me. Hannah’s question races through my mind: Are you sure he’s not seeing someone else? Dear God, please tell me I’m wrong. But I’m not. I know I’m not. The evidence is clear as day, staring me in the face. 
 
    “Belle?” Grayson’s voice is distant, as if he’s calling to me through a miles long tube. 
 
    Cam chooses that moment to look up, and our gazes collide. His eyes widen. A second later, Andrea looks up, too. Guilt colors her expression as she stares directly at me. Cam moves like he’s going to stand, and I’m frozen in place. I can’t face him. 
 
    “Belle. Hey. What’s wrong?” 
 
    I blink, and suddenly, Grayson is in front of me, blocking my view of Cam and Andrea. Grayson’s hands are on my shoulders, and he’s peering into my eyes with concern. I can’t speak, so I simply point. Grayson turns to see what I’m pointing at, and then he turns back to me. 
 
    His face is taut with anger, and the muscle in his jaw ticks. “Is he cheating on you?” he asks, each word deliberate. 
 
    “No,” I whisper. Not technically. At least, I don’t think. But the hurt is as deep and raw as if he is cheating. Tears pool in my eyes. I need to get out of here. “I’m sorry. I have to go.” I twist away from Grayson and rush outside to Dad’s car. I get in and slam the door. He’s on his phone and doesn’t bother to acknowledge me. “Can we go, please?” 
 
    Without a word, he sets his phone in the console and pulls out of the parking lot. I squeeze my eyes shut, willing the tears to stay away until I’m home and alone in my room. I focus on breathing evenly, but it doesn’t help. All I can see is Cam with his arm around Andrea. How could he lie to me about this? And how could my best friend betray me in such a terrible way? Now I know why she’s been so weird. 
 
    Another of Hannah's questions pierces my memory—Are you sure there’s not someone waiting for him? My eyes snap open. Does she know? Was she trying to warn me? Betrayal, deep and sharp, slices through me. 
 
    “I gave your mother an ultimatum,” Dad says, breaking the silence. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She needs help, Isabelle. Professional help. I told her if she doesn’t clean up her act, I’m filing for divorce.” 
 
    His words land like a house that’s been whipped around and torn apart during a tornado. Divorce? I lean forward and rub my temples, trying to process his words. But they don’t make sense. Nothing does. 
 
    “You’re not going to help her?” I ask, my voice weak and barely audible. 
 
    “I’ve tried. I’ve talked to her until I’m blue in the face. I’ve suggested counseling and rehab, and she refuses all of it.” He sighs. “I just can’t do it anymore.” 
 
    Numbness settles over me. I can’t think or speak or feel. And I don’t want to. How can my father just turn his back on my mother, on the woman he promised to love forever, for better or worse? God, please help him see how wrong this is. 
 
    “I wanted you to hear it from me,” he continues. “And I want you to know that no matter what happens, I’ll always love you. Nothing will ever change that, okay?” 
 
    I nod like I’m one of those bobblehead dolls, unable to control my movements. I wait for him to say more, to say he’ll take me with him, that he’ll fight Mom for custody. But his silence says more than his words ever can. 
 
    I battle tears that refuse to stay hidden. For Cam. For Andrea. For my parents. For my brother—if he were still here, none of this would be happening. His death tore my family apart. It's still tearing my family apart. And I’m an utter failure at trying to hold everything together. 
 
    Dad pulls into the driveway but doesn’t shut off the car. “I have a big presentation at work tomorrow, so I need to head back to the office for a couple more hours.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say to that. Thanks for dinner, Dad, and for ruining my life? Yeah, that won’t go well for me. Nothing I can say will change his mind, so I get out of the car without a word. He waits until I’m inside before leaving. 
 
    The house is dark and silent. I slide down the door, tuck my knees to my chest, and let the tears come. 
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GRAYSON 
 
    
AT SCHOOL THE FOLLOWING DAY, I’m anxious to find Isabelle. She ran out of Parker’s so fast last night, and then she wouldn’t answer any of my messages. She said Cam wasn’t cheating on her, but he was there with another girl, and she had that look on her face. The one of stark realization and betrayal. I know that look too well—my father wore it for months after my mother cheated on him. 
 
    Fresh worry burrows inside of me, and I practically run through the hall. When I get closer to Isabelle’s locker, I slow down. She's standing in front of Cam, shoulders stiff and back ramrod straight. I can only imagine how tense her expression must be. Cam's face is red, and he’s gesturing wildly with his hands. I approach cautiously, not wanting to interrupt but desperate to know what’s going on. To help Isabelle if I can. 
 
    “There’s nothing to explain.” Isabelle’s voice is even and controlled. “I know what I saw, Cam.” 
 
    “It’s not what you think.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I think anymore. You broke up with me, remember?” 
 
    My steps falter. Cam broke up with Isabelle? When? He’s dumber than I thought, but her interactions with me last night suddenly make a lot more sense. No wonder she didn’t push me away or tell me to get my hands off her. If I had known this last night… it probably wouldn’t have mattered. Making a move on her at a cheesy pizza joint while both our fathers were close by was stupid. 
 
    But now all bets are off. She’s fair game. 
 
    “That’s the best part of breaking up. Neither of us has to care anymore,” she continues. “And really, it’s God you need to explain yourself to. Not me.” 
 
    Cam says something I can’t hear and storms off. Isabelle’s shoulders relax, and then she rests her forehead on her locker. 
 
    “Everything all right?” I ask. 
 
    She gasps with surprise and jerks upright. “You scared me.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I shove my hands into my pockets. “I overheard you and Cam.” 
 
    Groaning, she crosses her arms. “Well, now you know, I guess.” Her eyes are bloodshot, as if she spent all night crying. 
 
    The idea of her crying over someone like Cam makes my blood boil. She’s way too good for him. I hope she sees that. “Want to talk about it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Okay. When you change your mind, you know where to find me.” 
 
    “What makes you think I’m going to change my mind?” 
 
    My lips twitch with the desire to smile. I shrug. “I don’t know. Call it a guy’s intuition.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    I sigh, hating how sad and defeated she is right now. Where is the funny, smart-mouthed girl who can’t resist giving me a hard time? 
 
    “I got you something.” I pull my bag around to the front of my body and dig through it. “But I’m not sure I should give it to you.” 
 
    “Uh… okay?” Confusion blankets her face. 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t really thinking when I made it, and it’s probably really insensitive.” 
 
    “Just give it to me,” she says with exasperation. 
 
    “If you say so.” I hand her a trophy similar to the ones we got last night. Except this one has been altered—I taped a piece of paper across the front, replacing “#1 Player” with the words: #1 Cheater. 
 
    I hold my breath, praying she doesn’t take this joke the wrong way. I should’ve just kept my mouth shut. 
 
    She stares at it, and then, slowly, the corners of her mouth lift into a genuine smile. “I didn’t cheat. It’s not my fault you suck at arcade games.” 
 
    Relief washes over me. “I demand a do-over.” I slice a look at her to gauge her reaction. It’s too soon to ask her out on a date. I hope she doesn’t take it that way. If I screw up now, I might never get a second chance. Together, we head toward our Spanish class. Isabelle is quiet, and I want to smack myself for being so dumb. 
 
    “When?” she asks. 
 
    “What?” I open the door to our class and motion for her to go first. 
 
    “When do you want a do-over?” She takes her seat, and I sit next to her. 
 
    Wow. I fully expected her to laugh it off and not answer me—or worse, tell me no—but now she’s asking me when? I have no idea what to say. “Tonight?” 
 
    “Sorry. I’m busy tonight. And so are you, remember?” She lifts her eyebrows, waiting for me to say something. 
 
    I’m busy tonight? Doing what? I search my mind for what I should know… “Oh, right. I’m hanging out with Vick. Okay, how about tomorrow?” 
 
    “I’m busy tomorrow, too.” She shrugs. “Sorry.” The smirk on her face tells me she’s not really sorry. 
 
    “Ah, I see. Last night was beginner’s luck, and you’re afraid if I get a do-over, I’ll beat you, so you’re stalling.” 
 
    “Wrong.” 
 
    “Prove it.” I twist in my chair to face her. “This weekend. You and me and Parker’s arcade.” My heart thunders as I wait for her to answer. Even though I know it’s not a date, my nerves are frazzled. She’s single now, which means anything is possible. 
 
    “I promise I’m not stalling, but I really am busy all weekend.” She lowers her gaze to her hands. “Next week?” She looks up, hopeful. 
 
    Disappointment wraps around me. At least she didn’t give me a flat-out no. Still, waiting almost a full week to hang out? That sucks. But what choice do I have? “Next week works for me.” 
 
    She glances in my direction and grins. “I hope you’re ready to lose again.” 
 
    The bell rings, cutting off my reply. Señorita Guzmán starts class and informs us that we’ll be learning the dance for our presentations. Groans ripple through the room, but I couldn’t be happier. As a class, we head to the gym, where an old CD player has been set up on a small table in the corner. 
 
    After fifteen minutes of instruction and demonstration, Señorita Guzmán says, “Ahora tu intenta.” Now you try. 
 
    I step up to Isabelle and hold my arms in the proper frame position. “Ready?” 
 
    “Ah-ah.” Señorita Guzmán tsks. “Español.” 
 
    Isabelle hesitates a moment before placing her hand in mine. When Señorita Guzmán      walks away, Isabelle whispers, “I can’t believe we have to do this.” 
 
    “Is the thought of dancing with me that repulsive?” I place my other hand on her waist, and she puts hers on my shoulder. She’s close enough that I can count the freckles on her face. 
 
    “No, but I can’t promise I won’t hurt you.” She frowns. “I have no rhythm at all.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I have enough for both of us.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. 
 
    I grin. 
 
    Señorita Guzman demonstrates the steps one more time and then counts the timing. “Uno, dos, tres…” She snaps her fingers with each count. “Y ve!” And go. 
 
    All four pairs of students move, all of us out of sync. Isabelle is looking down at her feet. Her entire body is stiff, and her movements are robotic. 
 
    I squeeze her hand. “You’re overthinking it. Just relax.” 
 
    She doesn’t relax, though. If anything, she becomes more self-conscious and awkward. If she doesn’t loosen up, we’ll never pass this part of the project. Then again, it’s only the first practice. Maybe, with time, she’ll improve. I hope. Regardless, I need to find a way to get her to relax and feel the music rather than thinking her way through it. 
 
    “Señor Alexander. Muy bien.” Very good. Señorita Guzmán smiles. 
 
    “Gracias.” 
 
    She moves down the row, stopping occasionally to give tips and advice. Isabelle finally looks up. “How do you know how to do this?” 
 
    “I don’t. I mean, not this dance specifically, but I spent a few years in Argentina.” 
 
    Isabelle stops moving completely. “You did?” Her voice is full of awe. 
 
    I nod. “That’s where my dad first met my mom. We lived there for six years.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s impressive.” 
 
    “Baile!” Dance! Señorita Guzmán glares at us. 
 
    Isabelle and I begin to dance again—if you can call it that. It’s going to take a lot of practice to make it look like we know what we’re doing, but forget actually being good. That’s never gonna happen. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    I haven’t seen Isabelle since Spanish this morning, so when lunch rolls around, I rush to the cafeteria. Everyone is seated inside today, courtesy of maintenance mowing the lawn and repainting the tables, but Isabelle’s not at the table. Hannah is, and so are Vick and the other guys. But Cam and Isabelle are missing. Are they together, possibly working things out? My stomach sinks. 
 
    “Hey, man.” Vick holds out his fist, and I bump my knuckles to his. “We still hanging out today?” 
 
    “Sure. Where’s everyone else?” I ask causally, but I doubt I’m fooling either of them. 
 
    “Isabelle is hiding out in the library. She says she’s behind on a research project, but I think she’s trying to avoid Cam,” Hannah explains. 
 
    Everything in me wants to get up and go find Isabelle, but if she really is hiding, she probably wants to be left alone. I have to respect her privacy. 
 
    “And Cam is right there.” Hannah nods over my shoulder. 
 
    Cam and another guy I haven’t met approach the table and take the seats across from me and Vick. 
 
    “What’s up, Trevor?” Vick juts his chin out at the new guy. 
 
    “Not much, bro.” Trevor’s long, black hair is tied into a ponytail at the nape of his neck. 
 
    “This is Grayson.” Vick jabs his thumb in my direction. 
 
    “Hey,” I say to Trevor. He looks familiar, but I don’t know where I’ve seen him before. 
 
    “Don’t we have English together?” Trevor asks. 
 
    “Yup.” Well, that explains how I know him. 
 
    “Do you have yesterday’s notes? I missed class.” 
 
    “They’re in my locker, but I can give them to you later.” I unwrap my ham and cheese sandwich and take a large bite. The ham is a little dry, but the overabundance of mayonnaise helps it go down a little easier. 
 
    “So, you do know how to swim, don’t you?” Vick asks. He crunches on celery. 
 
    “Yeah. Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m teaching you the basics of surfing today.” He grins and slaps me on the back. 
 
    I nearly choke on my food and have to take a long drink of water to wash it down. “What?” I wipe my mouth. “You’re joking, right?” 
 
    “We’ve all had to suffer through one of Vick’s surfing lessons. It’s your turn now, bro.” Trevor laughs. 
 
    “The water’s going to be freezing,” I say. 
 
    “All right, I’m outta here.” Hannah stands, cell phone in her hand. “Catch ya guys later.” 
 
    She waves and leaves, and part of me hopes she’s going to be with Isabelle. Which is where I wish I was right now. 
 
    “It won’t be too bad. Besides, I have an extra wetsuit you can borrow.” Vick crunches on another celery stalk. “It’s going to be fun.” 
 
    “You have a messed-up idea of fun.” I finish my lunch as the guys talk about the upcoming football season. I’ve never been into sports, so I just listen. When I’m finished eating, I stand and turn to Vick. “I’ll meet you in the student parking lot after school, okay?” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Oh, I, uh, forgot I have to meet with my guidance counselor. And, um, I’m gonna grab those notes for Trevor.” Could I come up with any lamer of an excuse? Truth is I want to find Isabelle. I know I shouldn’t, but I just need to know she’s okay. 
 
    Vick smiles like he knows I’m lying but eventually nods. “Yeah, see ya later.” 
 
    On my way to the exit, Brit intercepts me. I refrain from doing anything to show how annoyed I am. 
 
    “Grayson. Just the guy I was looking for.” She puts her hand on my arm. “Did you finish the physics homework?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I glance up at the wall clock. Will Isabelle still be in the library by the time I get out of here? Probably not. I sigh with aggravation. 
 
    “I don’t understand any of it.” Brit pouts. “Do you think you could help me?” 
 
    “Um, sure, but I’m kinda busy right now.” 
 
    “Right, of course. Why don’t you give me your number, and I’ll call you later?” 
 
    I have a sinking feeling she doesn’t want my number just so I can help her with physics homework, but I’m in a rush, and I don’t want to stand here any longer, so I rattle off my number. 
 
    “I really gotta go.” I step around her and race up to the library, taking the stairs two at a time. 
 
    When I open the door and step inside, I take a deep breath. There’s still twenty minutes left for lunch, so I walk around, looking for Isabelle. She’s not at any of the tables, though. I move my search to the stacks of books, but I still can’t find her. She must have already left. 
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ISABELLE 
 
      
 
    “ARE YOU GOING TO TELL me where we’re going?” I ask as I hook my seatbelt. 
 
    “Nope.” Hannah checks her rearview mirror and then backs out of her parking spot. “But it won’t take long to get there.” 
 
    “You know kidnapping is a crime, right?” 
 
    She laughs. “You got into my car willingly. It’s gorgeous outside, and we need an afternoon off, so sit over there and hush.” 
 
    “Wow, you’re bossy.” I stick my tongue out at her and then stare out the passenger’s side window. “We are still going to your house, though, right?” 
 
    “Eventually.” 
 
    After the last bell rang, Hannah all but dragged me to her car, demanding I go with her under a cloud of secrecy. Originally, I was planning to go home, check on Mom, pack my stuff, and then go to Hannah’s. This sudden change in plans is certainly unexpected. I’m not complaining, though. She’s right—I do need an afternoon away from everything, to decompress and hang out with my best friend. And considering she’s the only friend I have left… 
 
    Last night, I purged Andrea and Cam from my life. I blocked them on all my social media, removed their numbers from my phone, and deleted every picture I had of them. As far as I’m concerned, they no longer exist. I fiddle with the radio while Hannah drives, and before I can find a good song, she’s turning into the gravel parking lot at the beach—Grass Lake. 
 
    “I don’t have my swimsuit,” I say. 
 
    “You don’t need it.” She parks and takes the keys out of the ignition. “We’re just going to hang out.” 
 
    I get out of the car and follow her down the sandy beach. It’s pushing eighty degrees today, so the place is crowded. We find an empty area near the old wooden pier. I can’t believe no one’s torn that thing down yet—or that it hasn’t collapsed. Hannah spreads a blanket and sits. She motions for me to join her. 
 
    “I talked to Andrea today,” she says. 
 
    So much for just hanging out. “And?” 
 
    “She says she’s sorry.” 
 
    “Then she needs to say it to my face.” Anger burns in my chest. So help me God, if Hannah starts defending Andrea… I remove my shoes and my plaid, short sleeve button up shirt, leaving me in just my shorts and tank top. 
 
    “That’s what I told her. But she thinks you won’t talk to her.” 
 
    “She’s right about that.” I pick up a handful of sand and let it slip through my fingers. “Is she still planning to stay at your house this weekend?” I should’ve asked sooner, because if Andrea’s going to be there, I’m not. I don’t want to see her. 
 
    “No. She said she doesn’t want to go unless you want her to.” 
 
    I snort. “Yeah, right. So I can listen to her go on and on about how great Cam is? I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Look, what they did was wrong, and I’m not sure I’d be quick to forgive them, either, but be honest. Maybe Andrea did you a favor. Aren’t you just a little happy now that you’re not with Cam?” 
 
    “What kind of question is that?” Two little kids run in front of us, squealing with laughter as their mom chases them. A stab of longing punches me in the gut. It seems like forever since my mother has done anything remotely fun with me. I’m lucky if she can say my name without slurring. 
 
    “C’mon, Isabelle. It’s me. Your best friend since forever. I know you haven’t been really happy in a while, and then Grayson shows up…” 
 
    I glare at her. “What’s he got to do with this?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Nothing. Everything. You tell me.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and lean back, propping myself on my hands. “Okay, so maybe Cam and I weren’t exactly hot and heavy, but I liked him.” Tilting my face toward the sun, I close my eyes and soak in the warmth. “He’s… safe.” 
 
    “Safe?” She laughs. “We’re seventeen, Isabelle. We don’t need safe. We need fun and wild and passionate and maybe even a little dangerous.” 
 
    Sitting up, I brush my hands off. “You’ve been reading too many romance novels.” 
 
    She sighs with frustration and runs her hand through her hair. Before school started, she cut her bob off completely, closely shaved the sides and back, and left the top long. At first, it was such a drastic change I didn’t know what to think. But she rocks the style. 
 
    “So, you’re telling me you never think about saying screw it and just doing whatever you want?” 
 
    “All the time,” I say, and it’s the truth. There wasn’t a day over the past few months when I didn’t think about doing that. But I can’t. There’s too much at stake if I slip up. 
 
    “Then let’s do it.” She sits on her knees and faces me, her expression bright with excitement. “We’re seniors. Let’s make this the year we never forget. Let’s do all the stuff we’ve been too afraid to do before.” 
 
    It’s always hard to say no to Hannah, but when she gets like this, it’s near impossible. “Like what?” I laugh. 
 
    “I don’t know. Everything! Like, tomorrow night. Let’s get dressed up for the bonfire and flirt with guys we’re normally too afraid to talk to. Let’s dance like we don’t care what anyone thinks. Let’s kiss someone we don’t know.” 
 
    “We know everyone who goes to those bonfires, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, but you know what I mean. Stop being difficult.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I grin. “Where is all this coming from?” Hannah’s one of the nicest Christian girls I’ve ever met. Yet, all the stuff she’s talking about goes against everything we’ve been taught to believe. 
 
    “I guess I’m just tired of always doing and saying the right thing.” 
 
    My stomach clenches. “Hannah…” I say, my tone thick with concern. 
 
    She dismisses me with a wave of her hand. “Why can’t we have a little fun? Oh! I got it.” Her smile widens. “Tell me you’re not interested in that.” She points to my right. 
 
    I look over to see Grayson walking out of the lake, carrying a surfboard. He’s wearing a pair of swim shorts and nothing else. Tanned flesh, dripping wet, glistens in the sun. His dark hair is slicked back, the ends curling around his ears. I blow out a breath and watch as he shoves the board into the sand. Vick approaches and does the same. Then, Grayson flings his head back and laughs. He puts his hand on his stomach, and my gaze is drawn to his abs. 
 
    I groan. “That boy needs to come with some sort of warning.” 
 
    Hannah giggles. “I knew you liked him.” 
 
    “Duh. Who wouldn’t?” 
 
    “Me.” 
 
    “That’s because you can’t take your eyes off Vick.” I slice a look at her, and sure enough, she’s staring at Vick. I point at her. “Yeah, I see the way you’re always staring at him.” 
 
    She grins and adjusts so she’s sitting with her legs stretched out in front of her. “That’s what we’re going to do,” she declares with a firm nod. “I’m going to finally tell Vick I like him, and you’re going to hook up with Grayson.” 
 
    I whip my head around. “What? No. Why do you only have to tell Vick you like him, and I have to hook up? That’s not even close to being fair.” 
 
    “Then we’ll both hook up.” 
 
    “Um, I’m not hooking up with anyone,” I say, my words clipped. I can’t believe she even suggested that. What’s happened to my best friend? 
 
    “Oh, please.” She rolls her eyes. “I’m not talking about having sex with him. Just… be his girlfriend and maybe a little kissing.” She sits up straight and messes with her hair. “They’re coming over here.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes. “You knew they were going to be here, didn’t you? That’s why you wanted to come.” 
 
    “I might have overheard them making plans during lunch.” 
 
    “I’m gonna kill you,” I mumble. Then, I adjust my tank top to make sure I’m not hanging out inappropriately. The closer Grayson gets, the faster my heart beats. I lean back on my hands again, hoping I come off as calm and relaxed. 
 
    “Well, look who’s the stalker now.” He stops in front of me, arms crossed, blocking the sun. 
 
    “Shut up.” But I can’t even get the words out without laughing. “And she’s the stalker.” I point to Hannah. “A kidnapper, too. She forced me here against my will.” 
 
    Hannah elbows me. 
 
    “Thank you, Hannah.” Grayson’s gaze lingers on my legs before moving up to my face, and I can feel the heat erupt on my cheeks. He sits next to me on the blanket, and Vick sits next to Hannah. 
 
    “How was the surf lesson?” Hannah asks. 
 
    “My man Grayson is a natural,” Vick says. 
 
    Grayson rolls his eyes and leans so his shoulder is touching mine. His skin is cool compared to mine, and a tingle zips up my arm. 
 
    “I stood up on the board. That’s it,” he whispers. 
 
    I nudge him playfully, but he doesn’t move and so we sit, shoulder to shoulder. 
 
    “He’ll be riding waves like a pro in no time,” Vick continues. 
 
    Grayson laughs. 
 
    “Y’know, Hannah and I were just talking about all the things we want to do before we graduate, and she mentioned she has always wanted to learn how to surf. You should totally give her a lesson,” I say to Vick. 
 
    If looks can kill, I’m already dead. Hannah purses her lips and glares at me; then she pinches my leg. I yelp and nearly jump into Grayson’s lap. 
 
    “And Isabelle was just telling me how badly she wants to ride a motorcycle,” Hannah says. 
 
    My eyes widen. “No. I did not say that.” 
 
    But she’s laughing, obviously very pleased with herself. 
 
    “Hmm. That’s too bad.” Grayson leans back on his hands, mimicking my position, and his fingers graze mine. Intentionally? “I would have given you a ride.” 
 
    His pinkie brushes against my knuckles. 
 
    Yup. Definitely intentional. 
 
    I glance at him from the corner of my eye, and he winks. My heart flutters. Beside me, Vick is rambling on about giving Hannah a surfing lesson, but I’m too busy getting lost in Grayson’s eyes. They are so green. 
 
    “So, this is why I couldn’t get a do-over today,” he says. 
 
    “Yup.” I cross my ankles and shift a little closer to him. “I have important sunbathing to do.” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to do that in a bathing suit?” 
 
    I lift a brow. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Yup.” He stops caressing my knuckles and covers my hand with his. “I have important gawking to do.” 
 
    “That’s not creepy at all.” 
 
    “Looks like we’ve finally got some swell,” Vick says, nodding at the lake. “Time for another lesson.” He stands. “Will I see you at the bonfire tomorrow night?” 
 
    “We’ll be there,” Hannah says in a flirtatious tone. 
 
    “You’re going, too?” Grayson asks me, and I nod. 
 
    “Perfect.” Vick turns to Grayson. “C’mon, man. The waves don’t wait for anyone.” 
 
    With a sigh, Grayson straightens, and I flex my hand, missing the feel of his touch. 
 
    “Wish me luck,” he says, standing. 
 
    “Good luck,” Hannah says. 
 
    “Don’t drown,” I add. 
 
    He shoots me a knowing smile over his shoulder, and then he jogs away with Vick, the two of them laughing. 
 
    “Vick’s giving me a surfing lesson next week,” Hannah says. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    She shoves me, laughing, and then stands. “I’m hungry. Want to go get some food?” 
 
    As if on cue, my stomach growls. “Can we go to Parker’s?” 
 
    She tilts her head. “Why do you want to go there?” 
 
    I search the water for Grayson. He’s wobbling on his board, but he manages to stay upright. “I need some practice at the arcade.” 
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GRAYSON 
 
      
 
    I STARE UP AT VICK’S massive house. It’s a four-story brick mansion with marble pillars, a circular drive, and a stone fountain. If his parents are this loaded, why’s he delivering pizzas after school? I engage the bike’s kickstand and climb off. 
 
    After my surfing lesson, I went home to shower and change, and now I’m here to hang out with Vick. Dad’s working late again—another rush job—so he told me to have fun. I hang my helmet on the handlebar, walk onto the porch, and ring the doorbell. 
 
    A moment later, the door swings open, and Vick grins. “I was wondering if you were going to show up.” He steps aside and motions for me to enter. 
 
    I step inside and whistle. “Nice house.” 
 
    “The pizza slash arcade business is doing well.” He pushes the door shut. 
 
    “Wait. Your family owns Parker’s?” How did I not make the connection before? His name is Vick Parker. 
 
    “Yeah, I assumed you knew. Everyone does.” 
 
    “Just another reason it sucks being the new guy.” 
 
    “Ah, right. I keep forgetting.” 
 
    If only I could forget, too. I follow him through the marble-tiled foyer and into the spacious kitchen. Stainless steel appliances stand out against the black counters and cupboards. A large island bar sits in the middle of the room, three plush stools on either side of it. Everything is polished to a shine, and I wonder if anyone actually uses this kitchen. 
 
    “Surfing always makes me hungry,” Vick says. “You?” 
 
    “Starving.” I hop up on one of the stools. 
 
    “Good.” He walks over to the oven and pulls open the door. “Because I made a pizza.” 
 
    “Don’t you get tired of eating pizza, being surrounded by it all the time?” 
 
    “I really don’t eat much of it while I’m working, and I play around when I’m home.” He sets a can of soda in front of me and sits on a stool opposite me. “Like, that’s a taco pizza.” He hooks his thumb over his shoulder to indicate the oven. 
 
    “A taco pizza?” I don’t want to tell him how gross that sounds. 
 
    “Traditional pizza sauce spiked with mild taco sauce, topped with seasoned hamburger, diced tomatoes, onions, and cheese, with a layer of crushed hard taco shells over everything.” He opens his soda and takes a drink. “It’s really good. I’ve been trying to convince my dad to put it on the menu, but he keeps refusing.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s a reason for that,” I say. 
 
    “No trashing my pizza until after you’ve tried it.” 
 
    “Fair enough. So, where is everyone anyway?” I look around as if someone will magically appear. 
 
    “Mom’s visiting her sister up north, Dad’s working at Parker’s, and my little sister is probably at some friend’s house terrorizing people.” 
 
    “How old is your sister?” 
 
    “Twelve, but she acts like she’s twenty. You haven’t seen a diva until you’ve met her.” He takes a drink. “What about you? Any brothers or sisters?” 
 
    “Nope. I’m an only child.” 
 
    “Lucky.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that.” Sometimes, I think having a brother or sister would make all the moving a little easier. My cell phone chimes with a notification. I take it out of my pocket. “It’s probably my Dad.” It’s a message from Isabelle. how was surfing? 
 
    Grinning, I type back a response. cold. i kept falling off the board. 
 
    BibleBelle: lol. good thing you know how to swim. 
 
    I laugh, and Vick leans over to peek at my phone. He raises a brow. “Didn’t realize you two were that close.” 
 
    “Oh, uh…” Shoot. Vick is friends with Cam. I don’t want to tell him anything that will get back to Cam and upset Isabelle. “We have a Spanish project we’re working on together.” 
 
    “Sure.” He takes another drink. “Whatever you say.” 
 
    “I’ve literally known her for like three days.” 
 
    He doesn’t respond. Instead, he gets up to check on the pizza. I turn my attention back to my phone. yup. i listened to your advice and didn’t drown. 
 
    BibleBelle: that’s a first ; ) i’m glad you didn’t drown. 
 
    me too. 
 
    “Pizza’s done.” Vick sets it on the counter. 
 
    It smells good, and my stomach growls. I set my phone aside and take the paper plate Vick hands me. My phone rings, and Brit’s name pops up on my screen. I reject the call. 
 
    “Brittany and Isabelle? You’re a busy guy.” Vick plops a slice of pizza onto his plate. 
 
    I take a calming breath, trying not to let his insinuation bug me. “Brit just needs help in physics.” That sounds lame to me, so I’m sure Vick doesn’t believe it, either. 
 
    “Want some advice? Don’t let Isabelle know you’re talking to Brit. Those two hate each other.” 
 
    I take a slice and set it on my plate. “Yeah, I noticed. Why does Brit call you guys Jesus freaks anyway?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Not all of us even go to church.” 
 
    I take a small bite. Chewing slowly, I savor the mix of flavors. It’s not that bad. I take another, larger bite. 
 
    “After Isabelle’s brother died, she started carrying around a Bible. No idea why,” he says. 
 
    “She told me it was her brother’s.” 
 
    Vick freezes with his pizza halfway to his mouth. “Hmm. That makes a lot more sense.” 
 
    “What does?” 
 
    “She misplaced the Bible one day right after his funeral, thought she’d lost it, and she freaked out.” He sets the slice down and wipes his fingers on a napkin. “I’m talking crying and screaming. She tossed her locker and a couple classrooms trying to find it. Turns out Brit had it all along. Ever since then, Brit’s called Isabelle a Jesus freak. Doesn't help that Isabelle still checks Brandon’s locker to make sure his Bible's safe.” He shrugs. “I guess we’re all Jesus freaks now. Guilt by association and all that.” 
 
    The shrine locker… the Bible I found… Isabelle’s reaction upon seeing it… It all makes sense now. She looked relieved when I held it out to her. I take a drink of my soda, letting Vick’s words settle in my mind. No wonder Isabelle hates Brit so much. I’m not sure I like Brit all that much now, either. Maybe I can ask for a new physics lab partner. 
 
    “There were some pretty nasty rumors over the summer that Brit was somehow involved with Brandon’s death,” Vick says. 
 
    “Wait. I thought he died in a car accident?” 
 
    “He did. Like I said, rumors.” Vick resumes eating. 
 
    “So, who goes to church and who doesn’t?” Are all my new friends Christians? So far, no one has tried to get me to go to church, but that doesn’t mean they won’t try eventually. I’m not sure how I’ll react when that happens. 
 
    “Everyone except Trevor and Nolan.” Vick grabs a second slice. “But that doesn’t stop Cam from trying to convince them. My family goes occasionally, holidays and such. What about you?” 
 
    “I haven’t gone to church in a long time. Kinda hard when I’m always moving around, but I believe in God and all that.” We eat in silence for a few moments. “This pizza isn’t all that bad,” I say. 
 
    Vick grins. “I hope you’re not planning to be a food critic.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “As soon as I graduate, I’m moving to Hawaii, taking some business classes, and setting up a surf shop that serves specialty pizzas. I’ll spend my days giving surf lessons.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out. I can’t even decide which colleges to apply to.” I’m not sure I even want to go to college at all. 
 
    “Somewhere in Ohio,” he says. 
 
    I narrow my eyes and tilt my head in confusion. “Why Ohio?” 
 
    “That’s where Isabelle’s going. She’s already applied for early acceptance to Canyon.” 
 
    “Good to know.” I try—and fail—not to smile. “But what makes you think I’m choosing colleges based on where she’s going? I don’t think she likes me all that much.” 
 
    Vick scrunches up his face. “Are you messing with me right now?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Dude, c’mon. She’s into you.” He finishes his pizza and tosses his paper plate into the trash. “I saw the way she was blushing last night when you two were at Parker’s. She couldn’t take her eyes off you.” 
 
    “Did you know Cam broke up with her?” I ask, not wanting to get my hopes up. For all I know, Vick could be dead wrong about Isabelle. 
 
    “Yeah, he told me about it right after he did it.” 
 
    “Did you know he was at Parker’s last night with another girl?” 
 
    He nods. “Andrea. She’s best friends with Isabelle and Hannah.” He pauses then frowns. “Or, used to be.” 
 
    “Dang.” No wonder Isabelle rushed out of there like she did. “I guess I should thank Cam.” 
 
    “For what?” Vick leans on the counter and downs the rest of his soda. He lets out a loud burp and tosses the empty can in the sink. 
 
    “For messing things up with Isabelle. She’s fair game now.” 
 
    He holds out a closed fist, and I bump mine against his. “So, what kind of trouble do you want to get into tonight?” he asks. 
 
    I check the time on my phone—7:49 PM. I don’t want to sit at the house alone, and I have no idea how late Dad will be home. “You’re the one who lives here. You tell me what there is to do.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, not much. We could go see a movie. There’s a dining cinema across town.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “It’s a movie theater with tables and super comfy chairs. They’ll bring you milkshakes and nachos and stuff while you’re watching the movie. It’s really cool.” 
 
    That does sound cool, but… “We just polished off an entire pizza. You’re seriously not going to eat again, are you?” 
 
    He gives me a cheesy grin. “Like I said. Surfing makes me hungry.” 
 
    “If you say so.” I grab my phone off the counter. “I just need to let my dad know.” 
 
    “I should do that, too.” 
 
    Before I can open my messages, my phone rings. Bryan’s Big Rig Shop appears on my screen. I swipe to accept the call. “Hello?” 
 
    “Grayson? It’s me, Uncle Bryan.” 
 
    I haven’t spent much time talking to my uncle on the phone, but I’ll never understand why he feels the need to let me know who he is every time we do talk. “Yeah, what’s up?” 
 
    “There’s been an accident at the shop.” 
 
    I can feel the blood drain from my face. My hand begins to tremble. 
 
    “Your dad’s been taken to the hospital. He’s going to be okay, but he asked me to call you,” he says. 
 
    But my heart is pounding in my ears, and I can barely process what he’s saying. “An accident?” 
 
    “Yes, but he’s going to be okay. Do you want me to pick you up and take you to the hospital?” 
 
    Why isn’t he telling me what happened? It must be really bad. My stomach drops. I’ve already lost my mother. What will I do if I lose my dad, too? I squeeze my eyes shut, forcing all negative thoughts from my mind. 
 
    “Grayson?” 
 
    “Uh, no. I’m at a friend’s house. I’ve got my bike, so I’ll just meet you there.” I end the call and look up at Vick, who’s watching me closely. 
 
    “Everything all right?” 
 
    “No. My dad was in an accident at work. I have to go to the hospital.” The words are surreal, and I’m having a hard time saying them. “Sorry. Thanks for the pizza.” 
 
    Vick follows me to the front door. “Want me to go with you? For moral support and all that?” 
 
    “Thanks, but I think I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “I’ll pray for your dad.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I rush out of his house, hop on my bike, and speed off toward the hospital. When we first moved here, Dad insisted we drive around and locate all the important places—hospital, police station, firehouse. At the time, I thought it was silly, but now I’m glad he made me do it. But that’s my father, always thinking ahead and overly prepared. 
 
    When I get to the hospital, I park and run inside. The guard at the door shouts, “Slow down, boy.” 
 
    I ignore him and stop at the emergency room desk. “My father was just brought in. William Alexander.” I fight to draw in a deep breath. 
 
    The receptionist nods without looking up. “This way.” She stands and waves for me to follow. I do, and she takes me to an exam room. Yanking the privacy curtain open, she reveals my father like she’s some sort of magician. “Your son, I assume?” she says to my dad, completely ignoring me. 
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief at the sight of him. He looks fine—he’s not hooked up to a bunch of machines, and he’s sitting up on his own. That’s good, right? “Dad, what happened? Are you okay?” I take a seat in the chair positioned next to his bed. 
 
    He nods. “Thanks, Tonya.” The nurse smiles and leaves. Then Dad turns back to me. “A wrench slipped.” He holds up his hand, which is wrapped in a brown ace bandage. “Twenty stitches, but no nerve damage that we know of.” 
 
    I slowly shake my head, tears stinging my eyes. I blink hard to keep them at bay. “So, you’re okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” He holds out his good hand, and I give him a tight hug. “I’ll be out of work for a couple weeks, but I’ll make a full recovery.” 
 
    My throat burns with the effort of trying not to cry, and I can’t speak. 
 
    “I’m just waiting for the doctor to write me a script for pain meds, and then we can get out of here.” 
 
    I release Dad and sniffle. “I was worried.” 
 
    “You really think a stubborn bolt is going to keep your old man down?” 
 
    I swallow hard. How can he joke about this? Sure, it’s just a hand injury, but it could have been much worse. I shove my trembling hands into my pockets. “Do you want me to get you anything?” 
 
    “Nah. I’m good now that you’re here.” 
 
    I return to the chair and grip the arm rests. Then I do something I haven’t done since before my mother died—I pray. 
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ISABELLE 
 
      
 
    “YOU CAN’T BE SERIOUS.” I spin around in front of the mirror. 
 
    “You look hot,” Hannah says, putting her hands on my shoulders to stop me from moving. “Now hold still.” 
 
    I sigh and stand still so she can put the finishing touches on my outfit. I don’t know what I was thinking agreeing to let her dress me tonight. I’m still trying to figure out why I’m even going to this party. Andrea and Cam will probably be there, and I’m not ready to see them together. Not to mention, being here with Hannah, getting dressed to go out without Andrea feels all sorts of wrong. 
 
    After a moment, she steps back and whistles. “Oh, yeah. There’s no way Grayson won’t notice you.” 
 
    I take another look in the mirror. Dark blue jeans adorned with an oversized belt that sits perfectly on my hips are a stark contrast to my normal straight-legged, slightly baggy jeans. The outfit is complete with a silky, bright red, long-sleeve, V-neck shirt. I can’t deny I look pretty good, but this is so far out of my comfort zone. 
 
    “Here, wear these.” Hannah hands me large, gold hoop earrings. 
 
    I slip them into my ears. They’re heavy, but they do perfect the outfit. My tight, high ponytail shows off the earrings nicely. I glance at Hannah—she’s wearing a denim skirt and a tank top with a light sweater. She looks good, too, and a fresh wave of nerves stirs in my stomach. 
 
    “Are you done dressing me up now?” I ask. 
 
    “You’ll thank me later.” Gathering her keys and wallet, she ushers me out of her room. 
 
    By the time we get to the beach, half the school is already here. I search for Grayson’s motorcycle but don’t see it anywhere. Did he change his mind and decide not to come? I hope not. He’s the whole reason I’m here. 
 
    Hannah parks, and we make our way down the beach. The bonfire is blazing and crackling, giving us just enough light to not trip over anything. This stretch of beach isn’t used, and therefore isn’t maintained. There’s always garbage and debris scattered along the shore. 
 
    “Remember, tonight is all about having fun, okay?” Hannah says. “If we want to do something, we’re going to do it.” 
 
    I roll my eyes, thankful it’s too dark for her to see. She’s been going on nonstop about cutting loose and having fun. I have no idea what’s going on with her lately. While it’s an exciting thought, it’s also slightly terrifying. We make it to the bonfire, and Trevor waves. I wave back as I glance around. 
 
    Brittany and her friends are sitting directly across from where I’m standing. They all have cans of… something in their hands. I hope it’s not beer. They’re laughing, and Grayson sits between Brittany and Jessica. He’s laughing, too, and anger sparks in my chest. All that stuff he said the day he sat with Brit during lunch about not wanting to upset me is clearly a load of garbage. Well, if he wants to give his attention to Brit, I’ll give my attention to someone else. 
 
    “Hey, there’s Vick.” I clutch Hannah’s elbow and drag her with me. 
 
    “Hello, ladies,” he says, his gaze not flinching from Hannah. 
 
    Beside me, Hannah giggles. 
 
    “Want one?” Vick holds up a can of cheap pop. 
 
    It’s not beer. Thank God. Tension eases from my shoulders. “No, thanks,” I say. 
 
    Vick drapes his arm around Hannah’s shoulder and takes a swig from his can. “Well, if you change your mind, they’re over there.” He points to a large metal bucket a few feet away. 
 
    “Looking good, Isabelle,” Trevor says. 
 
    I tuck my hands into my back pockets and rock on my heels. “Thanks.” I dated Trevor for a little while before Cam. It wasn’t anything serious, but Trevor’s a nice guy. I no longer see him as boyfriend material, though. He’s just a friend now. But Grayson doesn’t know that, and I’m counting on him watching me. 
 
    I casually look over my shoulder, but he’s still too entranced by Brit. I tear my gaze away from him, and it lands on Cam. He’s sitting on the ground, and Andrea is perched between his legs. His arms are wrapped around her, and he’s nuzzling her neck. I curl my hands into fists, my fingernails biting into my palms. So, my ex is here flaunting his new relationship with my former best friend, and the guy I thought was into me is flirting with my worst enemy. This party sucks. 
 
    If I could have my way, I’d get back in Hannah’s car and go home, but I know she wants to stay and hang out with Vick. She’s liked him for so long, and I don’t want to ruin her chance with him simply because my life is a mess. Maybe it’s time I do something about it. 
 
    I straighten my shoulders and lick my lips. From the corner of my eye, I see Grayson finally notice me. He tracks my every step as I make my way toward Andrea and Cam. Smiling, I give him a little wave. Hannah was right—I’m going to have to thank her. 
 
    I hesitate, second guessing what I’m about to do. But then I hear Brittany say Grayson’s name around a giggle, and something inside of me snaps. 
 
    “Enjoying my leftovers?” I ask, coming to a stop near Andrea. I glare down at her, momentarily enjoying my position of dominance over her. 
 
    She looks up at me, eyes wide. Then, slowly, she stands. “They’re hardly your leftovers when he dumped you.” She crosses her arms. 
 
    I narrow my eyes. This is not the Andrea I know. Sure, I’m the one who confronted her, but she’s the one who stole my boyfriend. “You always were a terrible friend, Andrea.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’ve learned from the best.” 
 
    “All right, knock it off.” Cam stands and puts his hands on Andrea’s shoulders. “You’re making a scene.” He looks at me when he says that. 
 
    I scoff. “So what?” 
 
    “This isn’t like you, Isabelle. You’re above this.” 
 
    Like he has any room to talk. One day, he’s dating me, and the next, he’s here groping Andrea in front of everyone. 
 
    “God teaches us to forgive, remember?” he asks softly. 
 
    “Yeah, He also teaches us not to lie and cheat, but that didn’t stop either of you, did it?” I throw my arms wide and address the crowd of poorly disguised eavesdroppers. “Did it?” My voice is strangled with raw aching pain, and my hands shake with rage. 
 
    Brit makes a roaring noise. “The Jesus freak has claws.” 
 
    “C’mon, Belle. Don’t waste your time on these two.” Grayson takes my arm and tries to drag me away, but I jerk out of his hold. 
 
    I look between Cam and Andrea. Neither of them shows the slightest bit of remorse for what they’ve done, and I realize they don’t care. The guy I thought I might love and the girl who was my best friend couldn’t care less about breaking my heart. How is this possible? 
 
    “Isabelle,” Hannah says softly. “Don’t do this here.” 
 
    “What?” I whip around to glare at her. All day she’s been telling me to do whatever I want, and now that I am, she’s telling me not to? With a huff, I walk away from all of them. Okay, so maybe confronting Andrea here wasn’t such a great idea—it certainly isn’t the Christian thing to do—but the look on her face did make me feel slightly better. I walk away from the bonfire and flop down on the sand. Resting my head on my bent knees, I groan. 
 
    “Remind me never to make you angry.” Grayson lowers himself onto the sand beside me. 
 
    Despite my anger, I laugh and lift my head. “Isn’t your fan club going to miss you?” 
 
    “Who? Brit? For the record, I was sitting there first. She and her friends surrounded me.” 
 
    “You really should stay away from her.” I stare out at the lake. 
 
    “Are you jealous?” He nudges me, and a tingle ripples through my body. Why does even the most innocent touch from him set me off like that? 
 
    “Being jealous would mean I like you.” 
 
    “Ouch.” He places his hand over his heart and pretends to be wounded. “And here I thought we were friends.” 
 
    “There you go being wrong again.” 
 
    He laughs, and the sound carries on the breeze. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart. I do like him. A lot. But there’s no way I’m telling him that—I don’t care what deal I made with Hannah. 
 
    “If you don’t want me hanging out with Brit, I won’t,” he says. 
 
    I jerk my head toward him. “Seriously?” 
 
    He nods. “If it comes to a choice between you and her, it’s you.” 
 
    Whoa. Okay, so maybe he does like me the way I like him. I swallow hard and fight the urge to smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    “That’s it? No sarcastic comeback?” 
 
    “Nope.” I shake my head and turn to stare out at the lake again. We’re silent for several moments. 
 
    Grayson moves closer and nudges my leg with his. “Want to go back to the bonfire?” 
 
    “Not really.” Just sitting here with him is enough for me, but I have a feeling he wants to go back. “I’m so embarrassed.” 
 
    “Why? Because you called out Cam and Andrea for what they did to you?” He shakes his head. “They deserved it.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I didn’t have to do it here, in front of everyone.” I sigh. “Just seeing them together like that… Cam says I need to forgive them because that’s what God teaches us.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Grayson’s tone is sharp. “Don’t you see what he’s doing?” 
 
    I stare at him, confused, waiting for him to continue. 
 
    “He’s hiding behind God to justify what he did, and I’m sorry, Belle, but there’s no justification for cheating on you. None.” He gives a hard shake of his head, and the moonlight catches his eyes—they’re green as ever, but they’re hard, too. Cold. Angry. 
 
    Why is he so upset? It’s not like he was cheated on. 
 
    “Maybe,” I finally say. “But he’s right. God does teach us forgiveness, and if I don’t forgive them, doesn't that make me bad?” 
 
    “It makes you human.” 
 
    I glance back toward the bonfire. The flames reach high into the night sky, crackling and sending off sparks. Laughter filters down the beach. Grayson’s right. I am only human. But Cam’s right, too. I need to find a way to forgive their betrayal. 
 
    “Do you believe in God?” I ask Grayson. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you want to go to church with me tomorrow?” 
 
    He heaves a breath and hangs his head. “I don’t do church anymore. C’mon, let’s go back to the party.” He stands and holds his hands out to me. 
 
    I hesitate, staring up at him. What does he mean he doesn’t do church anymore? If he believes in God, why wouldn’t he go to church? I want to ask him, but I worry if I push the issue, he’ll walk away from me. At the same time, him not going to church is a deal breaker for me. I take his hands, and he yanks me to my feet, straight into his arms. I put my hands on his chest and can feel how hard his heart is beating. 
 
    “You look great,” he says. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He slides his hand across my back, and I suck in a sharp breath. 
 
    “Cold?” he whispers. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I say on an exhale. 
 
    He grins as if he knows exactly why I’m shivering. If I don’t say or do something to get my mind off the feel of his arms around me, I’m going to do something I regret. 
 
    “Why don’t you do church anymore?” I cringe as soon as the words leave my mouth. 
 
    Releasing me, Grayson steps back and drags a hand through his hair. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “I’ve got all night.” I hug myself to stop from shivering again, this time from the cold. 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s not something I really want to talk about.” 
 
    “Okay.” But the disappointment weighs heavily on my chest. I avert my gaze to my feet and push sand around with the toe of my shoe. 
 
    “Belle?” Grayson puts his finger under my chin and tilts my head up. “Why did you ask me to go to church with you?” 
 
    “Because it’s Cam’s church. His dad is the pastor. His mom leads the youth group. Andrea is in the choir, and her mom coordinates Bible study. I don’t want to skip church, but I’m not sure I can handle an entire service with them.” I don’t know why I just admitted that to him, but it feels good, like a weight’s been lifted. 
 
    Since Brandon’s death, my entire family has forsaken God. Cam and his family made church a second home. I had started to feel like maybe God and I would be okay, after all, but now I’m not sure I’m strong enough to handle church alone. I can’t sit in the pews, by myself, and praise a God who took so much from me. I know He has His reasons for taking Brandon from us, and Cam always reminded me of that fact, but Cam can't do that anymore. And Cam can't spiritualize away what he and Andrea did to me. 
 
    “So, you want me there for backup?” 
 
    “Forget I asked.” I spin around to leave, but he grabs my hand, stopping me. 
 
    “The last church I went to… well, let’s just say it didn’t end well. The congregation turned on me and my dad, and we were as good as kicked out.” 
 
    It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask what he did to get kicked out of a church, but I’m guessing he won’t tell me. 
 
    “It was six years ago, and I haven’t been inside a church since,” he says and releases my hand. 
 
    “What happened?” I whisper. 
 
    “My mother got tired of my father always being gone, so she got involved with our local church. She got really involved.” He sits back down, and I do the same, huddling close to him. For warmth. Yeah, right. “She started having an affair with the pastor.” 
 
    “No,” I gasp. 
 
    He nods. “She was meeting him one day at a local hotel. The building caught fire. She and the pastor died. The church blamed my father, saying if he’d been a better husband, none of it would’ve happened.” 
 
    “Oh, Grayson.” I loop my arm around his and rest my head on his shoulder. Tears pool in my eyes. “I’m so sorry.” Everything makes sense now, though. His ability to quote scripture. His intense hatred for Cam’s cheating. His refusal to go to church with me. 
 
    He rests his head on mine, and we sit in silence for several moments. 
 
    “Y’know, not all churches are like your old one. Real Christians won’t judge you based on the actions of others.” 
 
    He straightens and pulls his arm away from my hold. “You really think if I show up at Cam’s church tomorrow, people there won’t judge me?” 
 
    “They won’t,” I say, but I’m not so sure. It is Cam, after all, and he hasn’t been shy about his dislike of Grayson. 
 
    “All right. Fine. I’ll go to church tomorrow, but if I’m right, you go out on a date with me.” 
 
    My eyes widen. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Scared?” His smile is pure arrogance. 
 
    “No,” I say slowly. “I’m just trying to decide if I want to be right this time or not.” 
 
    He nudges me with his shoulder. “I knew you liked me.” 
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GRAYSON 
 
      
 
    “CHURCH?” DAD RAISES A BROW but doesn’t move from his position on the couch. “You really think that’s a good idea?” 
 
    I shrug and loosen my tie—just one more thing I don’t miss about going to church. 
 
    “You know, going to service to impress some girl isn’t a good idea.” 
 
    I never should’ve told him Isabelle invited me. I should’ve told him I was hanging out with friends; it wouldn’t have been a lie. I sigh and slip my arms into my jacket. “She’s not the only reason I’m going.” 
 
    He gives me another raised eyebrow, a disbelieving look. “I just don’t want you to get hurt again.” 
 
    “I won’t.” I only hope I’m not lying. Isabelle is convinced her church will welcome me with open arms, and I refuse to admit how badly I want her to be right. When Mom died, I didn’t just lose her—I lost all my church friends, too. Is it so wrong that I want to reclaim a part of my old life? To remember what it was like before she destroyed our lives? 
 
    “When you get back, you and I can sit down and start looking at some colleges.” He doesn’t phrase this as a question, and I know it’s not. I give him a simple nod in response. The last thing I want to do is fight with him right now. 
 
    “Take the truck,” Dad says. His gaze is on the television. “It’s supposed to rain today.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I retrieve the keys from the hook in the kitchen. “I’ll be home in a few hours.” 
 
    He grunts, and I leave. Last night, Isabelle sent me the address, and not surprisingly, the church isn’t far from my house. Everything is fifteen minutes away or less. As I make my way through town, the sky is dark and cloudy. Hopefully, it won’t rain until after service is over. 
 
    When I pull into the parking lot, it’s full. My stomach lurches, and I momentarily consider going back home. But then I see Isabelle standing by the door, and a smile pulls at my lips. I know how important God and church are to her, and if I have any hope of dating her, I need to at least make an effort to share in this part of her life. And it’s not like I’ve never worshipped before—it used to be a normal, consistent part of my life. 
 
    I park, adjust my tie one more time, take a deep breath, and head for Isabelle. The church is on the smaller side with clean, white siding, and a new-looking sign that reads: Lakewood Valley Christian Church. Solar lights on either side light up the words in a soft glow. 
 
    “I’m impressed you own nice clothes,” Isabelle says as I approach. 
 
    I laugh. “Figured it wouldn’t be appropriate to show up in jeans and black boots.” 
 
    She smiles, and her face lights up. She’s wearing a simple blue, flowered sundress that stops an inch above her knees. A headband holds her hair back, and a touch of makeup brightens her face. “I have to admit, I was starting to think you weren’t going to show up.” 
 
    “I considered turning around a couple times,” I confess. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you didn’t.” She holds out her hand, and I take it, lacing our fingers. Right now, I’m glad I didn’t, too. “This is going to be good.” 
 
    I wish I felt an ounce of her enthusiasm. “You look really nice.” 
 
    “Thanks. So do you.” She squeezes my hand and leads me through the doors. 
 
    As soon as I step over the threshold, sweat breaks out on my forehead. I take a deep, calming breath and remind myself this isn’t my old church. No one, other than Isabelle, knows my past or how my mother shamed and ruined an entire congregation. Here, I’m just a new guy checking out a new church. 
 
    Isabelle walks down the aisle, head held high, and stops at a pew near the middle. She whispers hello to an elderly couple and then slides into her seat. I sit beside her and wipe my suddenly sweaty palms on my pants. Then, I glance around. Hannah is on the opposite side of the aisle, a few rows ahead of us. She’s staring at me with what I can only guess is confusion. I smile, and she turns away. Dread pools in my gut. What did I do to upset her? 
 
    I blow out a breath and continue to look around—there’s an equal number of elderly couples and young families with children in attendance. My old church was mostly older people who were very set in their ways and very unforgiving. My gaze snags on Cam. He’s in the front pew with Andrea. He narrows his eyes, leans over to whisper in Andrea’s ear, and then she turns to look at me. 
 
    I shift uncomfortably and nudge Isabelle’s knee with mine. “I don’t think this was such a great idea.” I nod toward the front pew. 
 
    Isabelle straightens. “Ignore him.” 
 
    That’s easy for her to say when she’s not getting death glares from him. 
 
    A moment later, Cam stands and walks toward us. He stops, smiles to the other people sitting in the pew, and then crouches so he’s eye level with me. “What’s he doing here, Isabelle?” He talks as if I’m not sitting directly between him and her. 
 
    “The same thing we’re all doing here, Cam. We’re praising God,” she says sweetly. 
 
    Cam scowls. “You could have given me a heads up.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize I had to get your approval to invite someone to church.” She turns to him, and her eyes are fiery with defiance. “I’m sure your mother and father will be thrilled he’s here. They’re always encouraging us to reach out and help grow the congregation.” 
 
    Cam stands and storms back to his seat. I shake my head but bite my tongue to keep from telling Isabelle I was right—I’m not welcome here. If Cam’s little outburst isn’t an indication, then Hannah’s snub is. 
 
    She grumbles something incoherent under her breath and crosses her arms. Worship music starts to play, and a hush falls over the church. After an introductory hymn, a tall, husky man stands in front of everyone. 
 
    Isabelle leans over to me. “That’s Cam’s father. Pastor Jeff.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    Pastor Jeff clears his throat. “Let us pray.” In unison, everyone bows their heads, me included. “Dear Heavenly Father, thank You for bringing all of us into Your house this morning so that we can praise You for Your unconditional love and forgiveness. In Your name we pray. Amen.” 
 
    A chorus of “amens” ripples through the room. 
 
    “Let us start by welcoming each other and greeting our brothers and sisters in Christ.” 
 
    Chatter erupts, and people begin to move around. I stand awkwardly as Isabelle says hello to the people around us. Several of them ask her about her parents—her father is in Chicago for business, and her mom is home with the flu. A little old lady with a hunched back and thick glasses secured around her neck with a fluorescent yellow string stops next to me. She takes my hand and smiles, but she doesn’t speak. 
 
    “Hello,” I say. 
 
    She nods and then moves on to the pew behind me, giving everyone she encounters the same friendly smile and handshake. No one else bothers to speak to me, and I don’t go out of my way to talk to them, either. 
 
    “That’s Mrs. Stratton. She’s ninety-eight,” Isabelle whispers. “She’s been coming to this church since she was a child.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s impressive.” 
 
    “C’mon, I’ll introduce you to Pastor Jeff,” she says, nudging me out of the pew. 
 
    Before I can move, Pastor Jeff calls for everyone to open their hymnals to page forty-six. 
 
    “I’ll introduce you after,” Isabelle says. She grabs a hymnal. I stare down at the book she holds open. Soft singing fills the nave. Goose bumps erupt on my arms. The chorus of voices is uplifting, but I’m not quite feeling the desire to sing along, so I silently move my mouth to the words. 
 
    After a couple more hymns, everyone settles into the pews. Cam’s father arranges his Bible on the pulpit and smiles at his congregation. It’s eerie how much he and Cam look alike. 
 
    “This book”—he holds up his Bible—“has been called God’s instruction manual for life. But the reality is we aren’t always sure which page to turn to. Sometimes, the decisions we have to make in life aren’t easy ones. I was talking with my son a few days ago. He was facing a difficult decision that would not only affect him but others he cared for deeply. I won’t share any personal details because I don’t want to embarrass him.” He winks at Cam. 
 
    Beside me, Isabelle groans. I slice a look at her—her jaw is clenched, and her cheeks are red. I blink, realization slowly clicking into place in my head. Is Pastor Jeff seriously using Cam and Isabelle’s break-up as a sermon illustration? I shift uncomfortably, worried what kind of emotional toll this is having on Isabelle. 
 
    She sits unusually still. I reach over and take her hand, but she doesn’t so much as glance at me. I’m guessing, based on her reaction, that she, too, knows Pastor Jeff is talking about Cam’s decision to break up with her. 
 
    “Seeing him struggle with making this decision,” he continues, “got me thinking about all the difficult decisions I’ve had to make in my lifetime.” Pastor Jeff spends the next thirty minutes sharing personal stories of tough decisions he’s faced. His honesty is refreshing. 
 
    Halfway through his sermon, Isabelle relaxes and gives my hand a small squeeze. I smile, and she returns the gesture. I settle into the pew and listen to Pastor Jeff.  I’m not sure what I expected, but I’m impressed with how well-spoken and charismatic he is. He’s funny, too, which makes the sermon pass quickly. 
 
    “And so, I’m always led right back to Proverbs 3:5. ‘Trust in the LORD with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine own understanding.’ When faced with your own difficult choices, lean on God to help you make the right decisions, for He will guide you.” 
 
    The choir sings again, and when service ends, Isabelle stands and smooths her hands down her dress. “So, what did you think?” 
 
    “It was nice,” I say. And it was—I really did enjoy the sermon. Under different circumstances, I could see myself coming here regularly. 
 
    “Isabelle.” Hannah waves and walks over to us. 
 
    Curious eyes watch us. Conversation around us almost stops or people move away, but their gazes linger. This is exactly what people did at my last church—they’d smile to my face, but then they’d stare and whisper. I momentarily close my eyes, fighting back the bad memories. But it’s too late. My chest constricts, making it nearly impossible to draw in a breath. My vision blurs, and sweat drips down my back. 
 
    He beats her, you know? That’s why she was with the pastor. He was helping her escape. 
 
    Well, I heard he was caught with some foreigner when he was deployed. 
 
    Such a shame. That poor boy has to grow up without his mother. 
 
    The whispered accusations from my previous church whip violently through my mind. I can’t breathe. I need to get out of here. 
 
    Hannah takes hold of Isabelle’s arm and lowers her voice. “You two need to leave.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Cam is not happy, and I just heard him say something to Andrea about you bringing in the trash.” Hannah smiles apologetically at me. “Sorry.” 
 
    I hold up my hands, which are clammy and shaking. “Don’t worry about it. I know when I’m not welcome.” I dig my keys from my pocket. “Thanks for inviting me, Belle, but I’m going to go.” 
 
    She reaches for my hand. “Please don’t go. You’re just as welcome here as anyone else.” The pleading in her eyes makes me hesitate. 
 
    But then I motion toward the front of the church where Cam and a group of people keep glancing in my direction. “Yeah, I doubt that. I’ll see you in school tomorrow.” I turn and walk out of the church without bothering to look back. Each step is harder than the last. I’m walking away from Isabelle when she needs me most. Isn’t that another thing they accused my dad of doing to my mom? I want to run back to her, but I can’t bear the whispers, the dirty glances, the ignorant judgement of people who claim to love God but can’t love a broken person right in front of them. There’s a verse about that, too. God, how am I supposed to find my way back to You if I don’t even have the strength to stay with Isabelle when she begged me to stay?  I’m a jerk. 
 
    Safely in the truck, I rest my head on the steering wheel. Well, that went exactly as I expected it would. I only wish Isabelle didn’t have to witness it all. I’m sure she wants to believe her church isn’t full of judgmental, superior people pretending to be Christians. But I know better. That behavior in there is very un-Christian. 
 
    I start the engine and hook my seatbelt. Dad’s right—organized religion is a joke. At least he won’t have to worry about me coming back here. I hope Isabelle understands, but if she doesn’t… I don’t want to think about what that could mean for us. 
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ISABELLE 
 
      
 
    “WHY DID YOU SAY THAT to him?” I jerk my arm away from Hannah. “What’s wrong with you?” Even though my best friend is standing in front of me, all I can see is the tormented look on Grayson’s face right before he left. 
 
    “What’s wrong with me?” Hannah points at herself. “What’s wrong with you?” She glances around like she’s trying to make sure no one is listening. “What were you thinking bringing him here? You know this is Cam’s church, and you know he doesn’t like Grayson.” 
 
    I tilt my head, studying her. “Last I knew, this was my church, too. And since when does Cam get to decide who can and can’t worship here?” 
 
    She crosses her arms and shakes her head. “Look, you know I think you and Cam breaking up is a good thing, but you know how he is.” 
 
    Yeah, he’s a spoiled rotten kid hiding behind a “good Christian boy” façade. But I don’t say that. I take a deep breath. “I know how he is, but he can’t stop people from coming here.” 
 
    “I agree, but you had to know bringing Grayson was going to cause trouble.” 
 
    Honestly, I never once thought it would cause trouble. Yes, I know Cam doesn’t like Grayson, but there have been other people who’ve come here that Cam hasn’t liked, and he’s never thrown a fit like he did today. 
 
    “Isabelle, dear.” Ms. Rhoades weaves through the lingering groups of people until she’s standing beside me. “Who was that handsome young man you were sitting with today?” 
 
    “Grayson Alexander. He’s new in town.” 
 
    “Oh, how nice.” She fidgets with her necklace. “I wish I’d gotten the chance to say hello.” 
 
    I’m glad she didn’t get the chance. I mean, she’s nice and all, but she’s nosey, and I can’t imagine the types of questions she’d ask him. 
 
    “How’s your mother feeling?” she asks. 
 
    “Oh, um, she’s recovering, but she’s still not back to normal.” 
 
    Hannah eyes me suspiciously, but I ignore her. Not even she knows my mother is an alcoholic, but she is one of the few people who can tell when I’m lying. 
 
    “The poor dear.” Ms. Rhoades frowns and shakes her head. “I’ll say an extra prayer for her tonight.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I glance toward the pulpit. Pastor Jeff is still there, surrounded by parishioners vying for his attention. I want to talk to him, too—privately—but with the crowd he’s in the middle of, I have a feeling I won’t get the chance today. 
 
    “I’ll stop by later with a casserole,” Ms. Rhoades says. 
 
    Panic clutches at my chest. “That’s really not necessary, Ms. Rhoades. I don’t mind cooking and taking care of her while she’s sick.” I force a smile. 
 
    “You’re such a good child.” She pats my cheek in what I assume is supposed to be a kind, grandmotherly gesture, but her touch is a little harsher than necessary, and my cheek stings. “But it’s really no trouble at all.” 
 
    I have a feeling no matter what I say, she’s not going to give up. I sigh. “Thanks.” 
 
    “See you later.” She waves and walks away. 
 
    Hannah tilts her head. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yup.” I nod. “Well, I better get home.” 
 
    “Hey, wait.” Hannah grabs my hand. “I’m sorry if I was rude to Grayson, but maybe you should talk to Cam and try to smooth things over.” 
 
    I stare at her a moment. If she thinks I’m going to ask for Cam’s permission to bring Grayson to church, she’s got another thing coming. Not that Grayson will ever come back here—not after the way he was treated. I pull away from her hold. “I’ll see you in school tomorrow,” 
 
    I drive home faster than I probably should, but my nerves are frayed. What if Ms. Rhoades shows up at my house before I get there? I can’t risk her finding out the truth. I step on the gas a little harder and arrive home in record time. When I pull into the driveway, thick smoke billows from the back of the house. 
 
    My heart beats frantically. No. Please, God, don’t let my house be on fire. I slam the car into park and jump out, not bothering to shut it off or close the door. I race inside. 
 
    “Mom!” I scream. 
 
    The interior of the house is free from smoke, and none of the fire alarms are going off. 
 
    “Mom!” I send up a small prayer that she’s okay. “Mom!” 
 
    “What?” she snaps as she steps through the sliding glass doorway that leads to the backyard. 
 
    “What’s going on? I saw smoke. Are you okay?” My mind races with worst case scenarios. “Is the house on fire?” 
 
    “No.” She gives me a dirty look. “I built a fire in the backyard.” Her blonde hair is wet and pulled back in a messy ponytail. 
 
    “You built a bonfire?” I ask, completely stupefied. 
 
    “Yup.” She walks past me—actually walks rather than her usual stumble—and straight into Brandon’s room. She reappears a moment later, her arms filled with his belongings: clothes, shoes, books. 
 
    I watch in horror as she marches back out the sliding doors and tosses the items onto the fire. I half sob, half scream. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” I run outside after her. “You’re burning Brandon’s stuff?” 
 
    I can’t believe what I’m seeing, and I will myself to wake up, praying this is just some awful nightmare. But it’s not. The flames spark higher in the air, and what few reminders I have of my brother disappear before my eyes. Tears streak down my cheeks. 
 
    “One of the online grief support groups says the best way to move on is to rid your life of anything that reminds you of your loss.” She turns to head back inside. 
 
    “Mom!” I grab her arm. “Stop. You can’t burn all of Brandon’s stuff.” My voice is strangled by my tears. 
 
    She jerks out of my grasp and nearly loses her balance. I wait for her to topple over, but she doesn’t. Instead, she marches toward the house. Adrenaline spikes in my veins. I have no idea how to stop her. I start to go after her, but then stop and turn back to the fire. 
 
    “Dad,” I mumble. I need to call Dad. But my cell phone is in my car. I can’t let Mom do this. I barge into the house and block the doorway to Brandon’s room. “You’re not burning anything else,” I say as forcefully as I can. 
 
    Her arms are once again full of his stuff, and I stand straighter, pulling my shoulders back so she knows I’m not backing down. Mom narrows her eyes, and we have an uncomfortable, silent stare-off. Finally, she drops her arms, and Brandon’s belongings fall to the floor. In the next moment, she lands on her knees. She buries her face in her hands, and sobs wrack her body. 
 
    My breath catches, and I slowly approach. I kneel beside her and put my trembling arm around her shoulders. She twists and wraps me in a hug. 
 
    “I miss him so much,” she cries. 
 
    “Me too, Mom.” 
 
    I don’t know how long we sit on the floor, hugging and crying, but when Mom finally pulls back, her face is red and splotchy. She wipes her cheeks. “He’s supposed to be here.” 
 
    “I know.” I sniffle. I can’t help but wonder how different things might be if he were still here and I wasn’t. Would Mom be this upset? Would she drown her grief with alcohol? Would Dad be here supporting them rather than hiding behind work? Would Brandon hold them together better than I have? 
 
    “He’s supposed to be here,” she says again, her tone more desperate than before. 
 
    “I know, Mom. But this”—I motion around at his now half-empty room—“this isn’t going to make you feel better.” 
 
    She wipes her nose with the back of her hand. “It hurts so much. All the time.” 
 
    “I know,” I whisper. My throat burns with the effort of suppressing a fresh wave of tears. 
 
    She hangs her head and rubs her temples. “My head is killing me.” 
 
    I sit back, giving her some space. “Have you eaten anything today?” 
 
    “No.” She groans. “I’m starving. Is there any food in this house?” 
 
    I take a deep breath and resist the urge to mouth off. Telling her she’s been too drunk to grocery shop won’t bode well for me. “I don’t think Dad’s gone shopping recently, but I’ll see what I can find.” I disappear into the kitchen, heart racing, and scour the cupboards. 
 
    My hands won’t stop shaking, and my knees feel like rubber. From the kitchen window, I can see the fire still blazing. I’m going to have to put that out before one of our neighbors calls the fire department. Did Dad disconnect the garden hose yet? I hope not. 
 
    A moment later, a chair scrapes across the linoleum, making my heart jump in my chest. I turn to see Mom sitting at the table, head in her hands. “I should go shopping.” 
 
    A rock lands in my gut. I can’t remember the last time Mom left the house, but she’s in no condition to drive right now. Or be seen in public. 
 
    “I can go with you, if you want.” Then I can drive. 
 
    “You don’t have to shout.” She gives me a dirty look. 
 
    “I wasn’t shouting,” I say quieter, and now I’m basically whispering. “Or, if you want to give me the money, I can go shopping, and you can lie down.” 
 
    “I need to get out of this house.” She stands and wobbles, then steadies herself with the back of the chair. “I just need to change.” 
 
    I slouch against the counter. The last thing I want to do today is chase my drunk mother around the grocery store, but what other choice do I have? I can’t let her go alone. At least we won’t be home when Ms. Rhoades shows up. I go upstairs and change out of my dress and into jeans and a T-shirt. After putting on socks and sneakers, I go back downstairs. 
 
    Mom is standing near the front door, purse slung over her shoulder. I can’t remember the last time I’ve seen her in anything other than sweatpants and ratty T-shirts. But she’s wearing jeans and a deep purple sweater. She almost looks good, like the mother she used to be before Brandon’s death. 
 
    “I need to put the fire out; then we can go.” I don’t give her a chance to respond. I head outside, unravel the garden hose from its stand, turn on the water, and aim it at the fire full force. It doesn’t take long for the flames to die out, and with it, my heart sinks. I have no idea how much Mom burnt or what’s left of Brandon’s, but I’m going to have to go through his room later. 
 
    When the last of the flames flicker out, I drop the hose on the ground and go back inside. “I’ll drive,” I say to Mom, and I don’t give her a chance to argue. 
 
    She follows me out of the house and walks around to the passenger’s side. Then, she bends over and heaves. I close my eyes—I don’t need to see her to know she’s puking all over the driveway. When the heaving and gagging stop, I approach and hesitantly put my hand on her back. 
 
    “C’mon, I’ll help you back inside.” 
 
    “No.” She swats my arm away. “I’m leaving this house today. I don’t care if it kills me.” 
 
    “You’re sick, Mom. You need to rest.” My tone is bordering on frantic, and I glance around. None of our neighbors are outside, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t watching from their windows. I can’t let any of them see what’s going on. “Please? Just lay down for a little while. When you wake up, we can go somewhere. I promise.” 
 
    She straightens and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. Then she nods. “Okay.” 
 
    Relief washes over me. I escort her inside and straight to her room. She kicks off her shoes, and they hit the wall with a thud before settling on the floor in a pile. I pull back the covers, and she climbs into bed. 
 
    “Get my purse.” She coughs and then groans. 
 
    I half expect her to throw up all over the floor. When I’m relatively certain she won’t, I get her purse from where she dropped it on the living room floor. 
 
    “Here.” I hold it out to her. 
 
    She rummages around inside until she finds her wallet. “Use this and go get some food.” She holds out her debit card. “The passcode is eight-four-two-nine.” She recites the number like I don’t already know it by heart. I’ve been using her card for months now, but I’m in no mood to try to explain this to her—again. 
 
    I slide the card into my back pocket. “Is there anything you want?” 
 
    “Chips.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Isabelle.” She clutches my hand; hers is hot and clammy. “I’m sorry.” She hiccups. “I haven’t been a very good mom to you. Not since Brandon…” Fat tears slide down her cheeks. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I swallow against the burn in my throat. “It’s okay, Mom.” But it’s a struggle to get this lie past my lips. It’s not okay. I’ve needed her more than ever, and she hasn’t been there for me. 
 
    She yanks the covers over her head and rolls onto her side. And just like that, the glimpse of my old mother is gone, and I’m once again left with the woman who is always too drunk to notice me. I let out a heavy sigh and go back downstairs. On the way, I close Brandon’s bedroom door, not having the emotional strength to look around in there right now. 
 
    The house is still fairly clean, so there’s not much for me to do on that front. But I’m reluctant to leave. If Ms. Rhoades shows up while I’m gone… Sure, Mom isn’t drunk right now, and she can pass as being sick. Still. 
 
    I chew on my bottom lip. Maybe I should hang out here a while and clean a bit more. I look out the front window. Ms. Rhoades’s car isn’t in her driveway. She usually goes to her son’s house for Sunday dinner. I could probably get to the store and back before she shows up. That’s what I’ll do. 
 
    I grab a sheet of printer paper from Dad’s office and write a grocery list. Then I head to the store. The sky darkens as I walk inside, and I hope I can get in and out before it rains. I’m almost finished getting the items on my list when I round the corner toward the checkout lanes and come face to face with Brittany. 
 
    Her hair is pulled back in a tight bun, and she’s wearing the green Lakewood Valley Grocery Store vest, her name tag proudly displayed on her chest. Ugh. I forgot she works here. But I’m so anxious to get food and get home that I didn’t even think about driving across town to the only other grocery store. 
 
    She looks at me for a long moment, and then the corner of her mouth lifts in an annoying smirk. “Skipping church today? Such a bad little Christian.” She tsks and shakes her head. 
 
    I scowl but don’t reward her with a response. Instead, I push my cart around her. Brittany steps in my path, and I nearly hit her. 
 
    “Move,” I say. 
 
    She grips the sides of my cart and leans closer as if she’s trying to intimidate me. “I don’t know what games you’re playing with Grayson, but knock it off.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes. She’s warning me to leave Grayson alone. I can’t stop from laughing. “You don’t seriously think he’s into you, do you?” I stand taller. “FYI, Brit, he was in church with me today.” Giving the cart enough of a shove so she moves, I walk away. 
 
    “He felt sorry for you,” she calls. 
 
    Ignoring her, I continue on my way. 
 
    “He told me so when I talked to him earlier.” 
 
    That makes me stop. The tips of my ears burn. Grayson is talking to Brittany outside of school? Why? He told me last night that he wouldn’t do that. 
 
    The click of Brittany’s heeled boots echoes around me. Then, she holds her phone in front of my face. “See?” 
 
    Despite my best efforts not to, I read the messages between her and Grayson. 
 
    Brittany: want to hang out today? 
 
    Grayson: can’t. i promised belle i’d go to church with her. 
 
    Brittany: ew. why? 
 
    Grayson: she’s having a hard time right now. she needs a friend. 
 
    Brittany: so it’s like a pity date. 
 
    Grayson: lol. 
 
    Bile rises in my throat, and I shove her hand away, not caring if I knock her phone to the ground and it breaks. Tears sting my eyes as I rush to the closest checkout lane. Not only did Grayson lie about choosing me over Brittany, he’s laughing about me behind my back. 
 
    I pile groceries onto the belt, blinking back tears, trying to get out of here as fast as possible. Behind me, Brittany is laughing, but I refuse to turn around. She’s already taken so much from me; I won’t let her take my dignity, too. 
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GRAYSON 
 
      
 
    “BIG LABOR DAY PICNIC AT my house this weekend,” Vick says as I pass him in the hallway. 
 
    I stop. “What time?” 
 
    “One. It will probably go all day. It’s an adult thing, so you can bring your dad if you want.” He shifts his books from one hand to the other. “And you don’t have to bring anything.” 
 
    “All right, cool. I’ll let my dad know.” The doctor still has him out of work, so I know that won’t be an issue, and he loves to socialize. It will be good for him to meet some new people—at least, that’s what he’s always telling me. “Who else is coming?” 
 
    “I’m inviting everyone.” He drags his hand through his hair, pushing it out of his face. “Fair warning. Cam and Andrea will probably be there.” 
 
    “Which means Belle probably won’t be,” I say, finishing his unspoken thought. 
 
    Vick shrugs. “She might come if you’re going to be there.” He pats my shoulder. “Ask her, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure thing.” 
 
    “Catch ya later.” 
 
    I head for Spanish, excitement swirling inside of me knowing I’ll see Isabelle soon. I feel bad for how I just ran out of church, and I messaged her to apologize, but she didn’t respond. I hope she’s not too mad at me. In my defense, it’s not like she doesn’t know my history with church. 
 
    When I walk into class, she’s already there. My pulse quickens. “Hey.” 
 
    She doesn’t reply. She doesn’t even look at me. Whoa. She really is mad. I frown. 
 
    “About yesterday…” I clear my throat. “I’m sorry for how I ran out of church. It was rude. But everything I went through with my old church and my mom…” 
 
    Slowly, Isabelle turns to face me, a single brow raised. “It’s fine. I’m sorry for how Cam and everyone else treated you. I expected more from my church.” 
 
    I slump in my chair. I never once considered how yesterday affected her. Of course, she thought her church would be more welcoming, and now that she knows they’re not, she must be struggling with that. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I say. “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    Without another word, she faces the front of the room. I study her a moment before turning my attention to Señorita Guzmán. I can’t shake the feeling that there’s more bothering Isabelle than what happened at church. I want to ask, but as guarded as she’s being right now, I know she won’t tell me. 
 
    Class progresses slowly—we’re watching another video, this one about the importance of dance in the Spanish culture—and when it finally ends, I feel like I’ve just wasted several hours of my life. I gather my backpack and wait for Isabelle. We walk out of the room together, but she’s still unnaturally silent. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I ask. 
 
    She nods and makes a beeline for her locker. 
 
    I follow. 
 
    “Look.” She turns to face me, her back against her locker. “I’m sorry about yesterday, and I don’t expect you to ever go back there, but church is important to me, so maybe it’s best if we just stop whatever this is.” 
 
    “What?” Where is this coming from? So, I had a bad experience at her church. That’s no reason to stop being friends—or moving toward more, which is what I really want. “Are you saying you don’t want to be friends anymore?” 
 
    Isabelle hangs her head. “I’m saying I don’t want to waste my time with someone who doesn’t share my beliefs.” 
 
    “So, now I’m a waste of time?” My tone is sharp, and I feel slightly bad about that, but she’s being unreasonable. 
 
    “That’s not what I said.” She looks up, and her eyes are blazing with anger. “Besides, why would you want to be friends with me anyway? Yesterday was just a pity date, right?” 
 
    I stare at her, dumbfounded. What on earth is she talking about? And then it hits me—my messages with Brittany. How does Isabelle know about that? 
 
    “It was not a pity date,” I say through clenched teeth. 
 
    “That’s not what you said to Brittany. In fact, you laughed about it.” She spins around and dials her locker combination. 
 
    I have no idea what Brittany said to her, but I imagine it wasn’t the whole truth. I pull my cell phone from my pocket and open my messages. Then I stick my phone in front of her face. “That’s what I said to Brit.” 
 
    it’s not a pity date. i’m actually excited to go with her. 
 
    Isabelle is silent, and I hope she’s reading the messages. An agonizingly long moment later, she lets out a heavy sigh and turns around again. “You told me you weren’t going to hang out with her anymore.” 
 
    “Messaging her is not hanging out with her.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “Whatever.” She slams her locker closed and shoves past me. 
 
    “Belle, wait!” 
 
    But she’s already swept up in the crowd of students. I resist the urge to kick the closest locker. What just happened? I meant what I said Saturday night—I’ll choose Isabelle over Brittany any day. I simply haven’t had the chance to tell Brittany yet. And really, did I have to? There’s no reason to be unnecessarily mean to her. I can just distance myself. I’ll definitely need to see about getting a new physics partner. 
 
    I walk into study hall and take my seat in the back of the room. Isabelle isn’t here yet, and I pray she doesn’t find a reason to skip class. There are words written on the whiteboard: Please sit quietly and work on your assignments. Mr. Ashton will be a few minutes late today. 
 
    The bell rings, and Isabelle rushes into class. The room is loud with conversations and laughter; no one is bothering to follow the written instructions. I’m not surprised. It’s still early enough in the semester that teachers haven’t assigned a lot of homework. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say as soon as Isabelle sits. 
 
    “Let me see your phone again.” She holds out her hand. 
 
    Without hesitation, I set my phone in her palm. I watch over her shoulder as she scrolls through my messages with Brittany. Isabelle won’t find anything incriminating, and I take some comfort in that knowledge. When she reaches the end of the messages, she sets my phone down in front of me. I take it and put it back into my pocket. 
 
    “Why do you hate her so much?” I ask. 
 
    “You’ve heard the way she talks about me. Do I need another reason?” she snaps. 
 
    “No,” I say cautiously. “But I have a feeling there’s more to it than her teasing you.” Some of the things Vick told me race through my mind—rumors that Brittany was somehow involved in Brandon’s death. 
 
    “Brittany and I used to be friends,” she says. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Good friends.” She nods and leans closer. “But then we got to high school, and she changed. She was boy crazy, and she decided one day that she wanted my brother.” 
 
    My eyes widen, but I don’t speak for fear she’ll stop. 
 
    “He was a year older than us, and he wasn’t really interested in her like that.” Isabelle’s voice is barely above a whisper, and she picks at her fingernails. I can imagine how hard this is for her to talk about, so I remain silent. Waiting. She sighs. 
 
    I place my hand over hers. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” I say softly. Although, I hope she will. I’m desperate to understand. 
 
    She flips her hand over so we’re palm to palm. I lace our fingers. “My brother was a Jesus freak, too.” She smiles, but the sadness in her eyes makes my breath catch. “I think that’s why he wasn’t interested in Brittany, because he knew they were polar opposites. He tried a few times to talk to her about God.” Her deep breath is shaky. 
 
    “I take it she didn’t really listen.” I laugh, hoping to lighten the mood a little. I can’t stand to see Isabelle so upset. 
 
    “No.”  She slips her hand from mine and wipes her palms on her jeans. “The night of his accident, she called him and said she wanted to talk to him about God, that she’d been thinking about everything he told her. I begged him not to go. I knew she was just using that as an excuse to get him to come over. But he refused to listen to me. So, he grabbed his Bible and went to her house.” 
 
    My stomach churns. Part of me wants to tell her to stop talking, because I don’t need her to tell me what happens next—I can figure it out on my own. But a bigger part of me wants her to confide in me like this. 
 
    “I don’t know what happened while he was there. I tried asking Brittany, but she refused to tell me. Or she'd tell me different stories about that night. Once, she said they had sex, but I know that’s a lie. Brandon wouldn’t have done that—it went against everything he believed.” She wipes at her cheeks, and it’s only then I realize she’s crying. 
 
    I swallow hard and fight the urge to pull her into my arms. 
 
    “It was storming like crazy when he left her house. The cops say his car hit a deep pothole filled with rainwater, and he lost control. He slammed into a tree and died instantly.” She sniffles and wipes her face again. 
 
    “Belle,” I whisper. My voice is strangled with emotion. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “It’s because of her that my brother’s dead. If she hadn’t tricked him—lied to him to get him to go over there—he wouldn’t have been driving during that storm. He wouldn’t have lost control of his car. He’d still be here. And she's not even sad that he's gone. What kind of person just doesn’t care?” Her chair scrapes sharply against the tiled floor. Rising, she gathers her backpack and rushes out of the room. 
 
    I stare after her, completely lost for words. Do I go after her? Do I let her have some space? No, she’s upset and crying. I can’t let her be alone right now. I gather my stuff and hurry out of the room, thankful that Mr. Ashton still hasn’t arrived. I race into the hallway, fully expecting Belle to be gone, but she’s sitting on the floor, knees tucked to her chest with her head down. 
 
    I ease down next to her and hesitantly put my arm around her shoulders. She turns into my embrace and buries her face against my chest. Her body shakes with her tears, and I close my eyes. God, please help her through this. Help her handle all this grief and find peace. 
 
    “All I keep thinking is that she’s going to do the same thing to you,” Isabelle mumbles. 
 
    My heart stops, and my breaths come harder and sharper. “What?” 
 
    “I worry that she’ll convince you to be with her and then something bad will happen to you, too.” She pulls back and wipes the tears from her cheeks. “I know. It’s stupid.” 
 
    “Hey, no.” I cradle her face in my hands. “It’s not stupid. But now I know the truth—you do like me.” I use my thumbs to wipe away fresh tears. “Here.” I take out my cell phone, delete all my messages with Brittany, and then block her number. “I’m done, okay? No more Brittany.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I smile. 
 
    “Sorry for”—she waves at her face—“all this.” 
 
    “You and your brother were close, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She averts her gaze. “I miss him so much.” 
 
    “I miss my mom every day.” Even though she cheated on my father and left a legacy of lies and betrayal, she was still my mom. And I love her. 
 
    “What are you two doing out here?” Mr. Ashton stops in front of us. His face is flushed, like he just finished running a marathon, and his grip on his travel mug is so tight his knuckles are white. 
 
    “Sorry,” I say. “Isabelle isn’t feeling too well, and I was checking on her.” 
 
    Mr. Ashton tilts his head. “Do you need to see the nurse?” 
 
    “No, I’m okay.” Isabelle stands. “May I have a bathroom pass, though?” 
 
    He nods and motions for her to follow him into class. I follow, too, and reclaim my seat. Isabelle leaves the room again, and I know I won’t see her until later. I fold my arms on the desk and rest my head on my arms. Now that I know more about Isabelle’s brother and Brittany’s part in the whole thing, it will be easy to distance myself from her. And that’s exactly what I’m going to do. 
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ISABELLE 
 
      
 
    SINCE I SPILLED MY GUTS to Grayson about Brandon’s accident—two days ago—I’ve been doing everything in my power to avoid him. I’m not sure why, though. He’s been nothing but understanding and supportive. But I told him something no one else knows, and then I cried in front of him. There’s no way I can face him after that. Too bad I can’t skip Spanish, too, because practicing our dance every day is not helping my cause. 
 
    “Mom?” I walk inside and drop my bag to the floor. The house is quiet, and I do my routine check of each room. She’s once again face down on her bed, passed out. For a few moments on Sunday, I thought maybe things were improving, that Mom might actually stop drinking and get her life together, especially after she apologized to me. But by the time I got home from the store that day, she was drunk. Again. 
 
    I close her bedroom door and trudge into the kitchen. My appetite vanished days ago, so I don’t bother cooking dinner. Dad probably won’t be home tonight anyway. He hasn’t been home since before he left for his work trip to Chicago. I grab a bottle of water from the fridge and head upstairs. 
 
    My cell phone rings, and Lakewood Valley Christian Church appears on my screen. It’s probably Martha calling to see if I want to come back to choir. I swipe to accept the call. “Hello?” 
 
    “Isabelle? This is Pastor Jeff. How are you?” 
 
    Why on earth is Cam’s father calling me? Even when Cam and I were dating, his father never called me. I flop down on my bed. “I’m okay. How are you?” 
 
    “Good.” He sounds distracted. “Is this a good time to talk?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, it’s fine.” Nervous energy buzzes through my veins. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. At least, I hope not. I’m worried about you,” he says in a rush. “Martha tells me you quit choir, and Cam says you’re no longer attending youth group. Is everything okay with you?” 
 
    “Yes.” How dare Cam tell on me like that? He should be happy I’m not in youth group. He can be with Andrea without having to worry about my feelings—not that he cares anyway. 
 
    “Well, I guess I’m not sure if your heart is still in this church, what with you pulling away from everything and everyone. If you’re struggling in your walk with God, I can help.” 
 
    I stand and pace. “No, I’m okay with God. I think.” What exactly did Cam tell his father? And how much is the truth? Anger sparks in my chest and spreads like wildfire. “Did Cam tell you I brought a friend to church on Sunday and everyone was rude to him?” I momentarily regret my words—and my harsh tone—but when I think about how Grayson was treated, I no longer care. 
 
    “He briefly mentioned something about you being there with another boy.” Pastor Jeff clears his throat. “Please, tell me what happened.” 
 
    I recount the events, explaining how angry Cam was and how no one other than Mrs. Stratton said hello to him. 
 
    “Well, that’s certainly… upsetting.” He clears his throat again, and I can imagine him wiping his brow and shifting in his chair. He does that when he’s nervous. But he isn’t apologizing for how Cam or his congregation behaved. Nor is he suggesting I invite Grayson again so Pastor Jeff can meet him. 
 
    “It’s very upsetting. I have never been so embarrassed.” There’s an accusatory edge to my tone, and I try to temper it when I speak again. “I was so excited to share my church with him, and now he’ll probably never want to come back.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” Rustling noises muffle his words. “But with all due respect, Isabelle, my concern is for you. I don’t know this boy you brought, but I do know it upset my son greatly.” 
 
    Is he for real? 
 
    “Which is what prompted me to make this call. It’s no secret how hard I, and everyone else, has worked to grow this church into what it is today. God has truly blessed our congregation.” He slips into his sermon voice, and I refrain from groaning as he continues. “A church is like a living, breathing body, and when even one person sows disunity, the whole thing begins to break down. And, well, considering you’ve excluded yourself from all of the church’s groups, I can’t help but wonder—do you still want to be a part of Lakewood Valley Christian?” 
 
    I freeze, and my eyes widen with realization. That’s why he’s calling—to ask if I want to be a member of his church? Is my membership dependent on my involvement with choir and youth group? Is he going to ask me to leave? Tears pool in my eyes. I’ve already lost so much. What will I do if I lose my church, too? 
 
    “Isabelle?” he asks, interrupting my internal freak out. “Maybe you need to pray about this and see where God leads you.” 
 
    Isn’t my pastor supposed to support me and guide me in my walk with God? Didn’t he literally just tell me he’d help me? If so, why does it feel like he’s trying to push me away? I squeeze my eyes shut and force in a lungful of air. Everything Grayson told me about his old church rushes through my mind—the judgment he endured. The humiliation. The complete lack of grace and forgiveness. Is that what’s happening here, too? 
 
    “Isabelle?” he says again, the aggravation evident in his tone. 
 
    “I think you’re right, Pastor Jeff. Maybe I need to take some time to myself to pray about it.” 
 
    He exhales loudly. “The church doors are open to you whenever you want to come back.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I end the call and toss my phone on the bed. What else can go wrong this year? 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The following morning when I’m standing at my locker, Hannah marches up to me and pokes me in the arm. “What is the matter with you?” 
 
    “What?” I rub my arm, trying to ease the sting her finger left. 
 
    “Did you seriously quit church?” 
 
    I groan. The only way she can possibly know that is if Pastor Jeff told Cam and Cam told Hannah. So much for confidentiality. 
 
    “Yes,” I say after a moment. 
 
    “Next thing I know, you’ll be turning your back on God altogether.” 
 
    “Why shouldn’t I? He hasn’t done anything for me lately.” 
 
    She narrows her eyes and gives me a look meant to strike me dead. Okay, so maybe I crossed the line with that, but seriously. I go to church regularly, pray, live a wholesome life, and even minister to those who will listen. And what has it gotten me? A dead brother. An alcoholic mother. A father who can’t wait to file for divorce and walk out on us. A boyfriend who lies and cheats with my best friend. I’ve been a good Christian, and my only reward is a God who ignores my prayers and destroys my life. 
 
    “Listen, I—” 
 
    She holds her hand up to silence me. “First, you drop out of choir. Then you stop going to youth group. You verbally attack Andrea at the bonfire. And now you’re quitting church. What is the matter with you?” Disgust drips from her words. 
 
    “I told you why I quit choir and youth group. And Andrea had it coming for what she did to me.” I scowl. “And for your information, Pastor Jeff called me yesterday and basically told me to stop coming. I simply agreed with him.” 
 
    Hannah scoffs. “It’s like I don’t even know you anymore.” 
 
    I stare at her, dumbfounded. “I’m sorry. Did you miss the part where I said Pastor Jeff asked me to leave?” I cross my arms. “Or the part where Cam broke up with me? How can you possibly expect me to stay in choir and youth group when he’s there?” 
 
    “Oh, please.” She huffs. “You always do this.” 
 
    “Do what?” The tips of my ears burn with anger, and my stomach somersaults with dread. Why is she yelling at me? 
 
    “Blame everyone else for your problems. You’ve blamed Brittany for Brandon’s death, as if she dug that pothole in the road by hand and filled it with water one cup at a time.” 
 
    That’s a low blow, and she knows it. I open my mouth to speak, but Hannah glares at me again, so I snap my mouth shut. 
 
    “You’re blaming Cam for your choices about church. You’re blaming Andrea for falling in love with Cam.” 
 
    “You said you agreed that they were wrong for what they did.” 
 
    “They are. Absolutely. But he wasn't right for you anyway, and eventually, you have to forgive them.” 
 
    “It’s been less than two weeks!” I shout, throwing my hands in the air. People slow down and cast curious glances our way. I grab Hannah’s elbow and pull her into an alcove that used to house a water fountain. “Why are you so mad at me?” 
 
    “I’m not mad, Isabelle.” She sighs. “I’m just… I want my best friend back, okay? I don’t like this person you’re becoming.” 
 
    I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “You don’t like the person I’m becoming? What about you, Hannah? Your behavior is crazy lately. It’s like a broken rollercoaster. One minute, you’re fine. The next you’re talking about letting go and doing whatever we want. And then the next you’re turning on me and yelling at me like you’re my mother or something.” 
 
    She crosses her arms and shakes her head as if she can’t believe I just spoke to her that way. “You want to know why? Fine. I’m tired of always being put in the middle, okay? You and Andrea aren’t speaking, but in case you forgot, I’m still friends with both of you. And I have both of you talking to me about the other. I have Cam interrogating me about you and what you’re doing and what’s going on with Grayson.” She drops her arms to her sides. “I’m sick of it, Isabelle. I have a life, too, y’know. I have problems and feelings. But no one seems to care about that.” 
 
    I stare at her, completely lost for words. The final bell rings, signaling we’re both late for class. 
 
    “Look, when you figure things out and decide to take some responsibility for yourself, you know where to find me.” She spins on her heel and walks away. 
 
    I blink back tears and rest my head against the wall. How can she turn on me like this? She’s supposed to be my best friend. I bet she didn’t yell at Andrea or Cam like she just yelled at me. I rub my eyes and hurry into the bathroom before a teacher catches me in the hall without a pass. After splashing water on my face and then drying it off with a paper towel, I head to my math class. When I walk in, Cam looks up and frowns. I have the sudden urge to go push him out of his chair. 
 
    “Do you have a late pass?” Mr. Mitchell asks. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Go get one.” He shoos me toward the door and closes it as soon as I’m in the hallway. 
 
    He’s sending me to the principal’s office? I consider just going home instead, but being there is worse than getting in trouble here. I get my late pass and go back to class, which drags on forever. Cam attempts to catch me in the hall, but I ignore him and head straight for the cafeteria. 
 
    My usual table is empty, which isn’t uncommon when I’m the first one here. I pull out a chair and sit. If I didn’t spend so much time alone at home, I’d find somewhere else to sit for lunch, but I can’t stomach the thought of spending the most social period of the day alone. Even if I’m not wanted at this table, at least there are people around. 
 
    My appetite still hasn’t returned, so I just sit and wait. Vick and Grayson show up, but no one else does. Not Cam. Not Hannah. Their absence is a punch in the gut, and it takes all of my self-control not to break down into tears. I don’t really care that Cam’s not here, but Hannah? She’s chosen her side, and it’s not mine. 
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GRAYSON 
 
      
 
    “OKAY, TELL ME WHAT I did wrong now.” I cross my arms and stand behind Isabelle. 
 
    Her head is buried in her locker, and she’s mumbling incoherently. “The list of what you didn’t do is shorter.” She straightens and turns around. 
 
    I laugh, but she doesn’t so much as crack a smile. I sigh. “Seriously, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She shoves her books in her bag and zips it closed before hefting it over her shoulder. “I have to get home.” 
 
    When she attempts to walk past me, I move in front of her. “There’s something going on.” 
 
    She averts her gaze, and her bottom lip trembles. I study her face, and the glint of tears in her eyes punches the breath from my lungs. All right, there’s definitely something going on, and I’m not letting her leave here alone until I know she’s going to be okay. 
 
    “Come with me.” I take her elbow and guide her into the band room, which is currently empty. We sit on the carpeted stairs that line the far end of the room. I lace our fingers and hold our hands in my lap. “What’s going on, Belle?” 
 
    She shakes her head, keeping it down. 
 
    Gently, I lift her head and peer into her eyes. They’re not as vibrant as they normally are, and there’s a permanent frown pulling at her mouth. I hate seeing her like this. “Did I do something to upset you?” 
 
    “No.” Her shoulders slump. “I promise it’s not you.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say slowly, dropping my hand from her face. “Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    She shakes her head again. “Not unless you have a time machine and can go back to the first day of school. Before my life started to fall apart.” 
 
    “Before I arrived, you mean?” I scoot away, putting as much distance between us as I can on the narrow step. 
 
    “No, that’s not what I mean.” She stands. “And don’t you dare put words in my mouth.” Isabelle storms out the door, and I rush after her. 
 
    “Hey!” I catch up to her just as she pushes out the side door that leads to the student parking lot. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Look, it’s not you, okay?” She hitches the strap of her backpack higher on her shoulder. “My life is just… complicated right now. Everything is a mess and falling apart.” 
 
    “It can’t be that bad.” 
 
    “Trust me. It is.” She pulls out her keys and glances at her car. 
 
    “Why? Because things aren’t going exactly as you want them to?” A hint of a smile tugs at my lips, but I don’t let it form when I see how not funny she thinks this whole thing is. 
 
    “Are you seriously making fun of me right now?” She narrows her eyes, and her jaw clenches. 
 
    “No…” Jeez, she really is upset. What happened to make her so angry? 
 
    “Just because I had a plan for my life doesn’t make me a bad person. It makes me smart.” She points at her chest, and her cheeks turn several shades of red. “Not all of us can just go through life doing whatever we want and have things work out perfectly. Some of us have to be responsible and make plans and think ahead, Grayson.” 
 
    “Whoa.” I hold up my hands in a show of surrender. “Easy.” 
 
    “No.” She slices her hand through the air. “I’m tired of everyone telling me what I should be doing. What I should or shouldn’t say. How I’m supposed to act and feel and think.” 
 
    “Then stop listening to everyone else,” I say. 
 
    She opens her mouth to say something and then snaps her jaw closed. 
 
    “Seriously, Belle. If people telling you what to do is making you so unhappy, just stop listening to them. Me included.” I grin. “What’s the point of being alive if you’re not going to enjoy life? I mean, we’re not in this world long enough to be miserable all the time, right?” 
 
    Isabelle tilts her head and stares at me. “I don’t even know what to say to that.” 
 
    I shove my hands into my pockets. “You don’t have to say anything.” 
 
    “I really gotta go.” 
 
    “Well, if you want someone to talk to who won’t tell you what to do or say or think or feel, you know how to get ahold of me.” I turn and walk toward my motorcycle. I walk slowly, hoping she’ll call my name or ask me to stop. But she doesn’t. 
 
    I take the long way home, wondering the whole time what’s up with Isabelle. Besides the whole Cam and Andrea situation, what can possibly be so terrible in her life? Is it something at home, with her parents? Hannah wasn’t at lunch today—are the two of them fighting? 
 
    When I get home, I find Dad in the kitchen. His injured hand is poised over the sink. A blood-soaked towel is wrapped around his palm, and he’s cursing like a sailor. 
 
    “Dad! What happened?” I rush over to him. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I think I popped my stitches.” He winces. 
 
    “Do you want me to call an ambulance?” The amount of blood dripping from the towel makes me nauseous. The metal tang fills the room. 
 
    “No. Get me a clean towel, would ya?” He unwraps the bloodied one, and I have to look away. 
 
    I grab a clean towel from the drawer and hand it to him. He rewraps his hand, leaving the soiled towel in the sink. “You’re probably going to have to drive me to the hospital.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” I nod. 
 
    With his good hand, he digs his keys from his pocket and tosses them to me. We get to the hospital and check in at the emergency room. Dad’s been so busy since we moved here that he hasn’t had time to find either of us a regular doctor. So, until he does, we’re stuck using the hospital for all our medical needs. 
 
    “How’d you do it?” I ask, nodding at his hand. This towel isn’t as soaked as the last one, which is a good sign. Maybe it’s not as bad as I originally thought. 
 
    “I was trying to unclog the drain in the upstairs bathroom.” 
 
    I shake my head. “You know you’re not supposed to do any manual labor until the stitches are out.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” he grumbles. 
 
    The waiting room is packed, so I pull out my cell phone and settle in for a long wait. I send Isabelle a message. are you okay? I’ve never seen her as upset as she was today, not even when she cried in the hallway. 
 
    After a three hour wait, Dad’s finally called back into a room. Isabelle still hasn’t replied to my message. It takes another two hours to see a doctor, have Dad’s palm re-stitched, and get a prescription for pain meds. By the time we leave, I still don’t have any messages from Isabelle. She can’t possibly be mad at me, can she? 
 
    “Let’s hit the drive through on the way home,” Dad says as soon as we’re back in the truck. “I’m starving.” 
 
    I start the truck. We’re silent as I drive through town and pull into the first fast food parking lot I see. We order, and I find an empty spot to park so we can eat. The engine rumbles, and the cab fills with heat. I unwrap Dad’s food and hand it to him. The last thing either of us needs is another trip to the ER tonight. 
 
    “So, how’s school going?” he asks around a mouthful of fries. 
 
    “Good. I’m making friends, and I like all my classes.” 
 
    He nods and takes a drink of his soda. “Have you met with your guidance counselor yet?” 
 
    I refrain from groaning. “I have an appointment next week.” That’s not true, but I’ll make the appointment tomorrow, and Dad won’t know the difference. 
 
    “You’re running out of time, Grays.” 
 
    “I know, Dad.” When I got home from church on Sunday, I was in such a rotten mood, I refused to look at colleges with Dad. I knew he was disappointed, but he didn't push the issue. Guess my reprieve is over. 
 
    “And what’s with that girl I met?” 
 
    My stomach sinks at the mention of Isabelle. Yesterday, I wouldn’t have stopped talking about how great she is and how much I like her. But now? Now I’m not sure she even likes me anymore. 
 
    “We’re friends.” I shove several fries into my mouth, hoping he’ll drop the subject. 
 
    “I was thinking…” He swallows another bite of food. “Maybe we could drive up north this weekend. Find a campground somewhere and hang out. Do some fishing and hiking.” 
 
    I glance at his hand. “Do you think that’s a good idea? I mean, should you be pitching tents and yanking on fishing poles?” 
 
    “You can do all that. I’m a better supervisor anyway.” He winks. 
 
    Getting away from everything and everyone for a couple of days does sound like fun, and I can’t remember the last time Dad and I did anything like camping. But I already sorta made plans. “Actually, my friend Vick is having a Labor Day party. He invited us.” 
 
    Dad raises a brow. “Us?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess it’s a big thing. His parents will be there. So will other parents and some of my friends.” I finish my cheeseburger, wad up the wrapper, and toss it in the bag. “You’re always telling me I need to socialize and make friends.” I pat his shoulder. “Shouldn’t you take your own advice?” 
 
    He grins and shakes his head. “You’re too smart for your own good, kid.” 
 
    I shove a few fries into my mouth and wash them down with a large gulp of soda. 
 
    “Is that what you want to do? Go to your friend’s house?” 
 
    I nod. I still don’t know if Isabelle will be there, but I don’t want to go away for the weekend and then find out I could have spent time with her. But then it hits me—I never even told her about the party. Vick asked me to, but every time I’ve talked to Isabelle, something more pressing comes up. Shoot. I’ll have to text her when I get home. Hopefully, she’ll answer me this time. 
 
    “Grayson?” Dad’s voice yanks me from my thoughts. 
 
    “Oh. Um. Yeah, I do. Vick’s a great guy. I have a feeling you’ll like his family.” Not that I’ve met them yet. They could turn out to be horrible. 
 
    “Okay, then we’ll go to your friend’s party,” Dad says. 
 
    We finish eating in silence. Dad pops a couple of his pain pills and swallows them with a mouthful of soda. After tossing our trash in the garbage can, I drive home. Dad’s asleep by the time I pull into the driveway. I gently shake him awake and watch him stumble out of the truck. Can he walk inside, or should I help him? He makes it to the front door without incident, and I follow him inside. 
 
    “Night,” he mumbles. 
 
    “Night, Dad.” But he’s already in his bedroom. I make sure the house is locked up and then retreat to my room. I send Isabelle another message, apologizing for earlier and telling her about Vick’s party. An hour later, I still don’t have a response. Dear God, please let Isabelle be okay. 
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ISABELLE 
 
      
 
    BACKPACK SLUNG OVER MY SHOULDER, I trudge out to the student parking lot. My feet feel like they’re coated in cement, and my temples throb with an impending headache. Grayson’s motorcycle is parked directly behind my car, blocking my only route of escape. He’s leaning against his bike, arms crossed, looking more relaxed than I’ve ever felt. 
 
    “I was beginning to think you were spending the night here,” he says, straightening. 
 
    “I had a few things to take care of,” I say, although I’m not sure why. I don’t owe him any explanations. And after the way I’ve been treating him this week, I’m not sure why he’d even want any explanations from me. 
 
    “Do you have anywhere to be right now?” 
 
    I glance around. The lot is nearly empty—other than going home and cleaning up after my mother, I don’t have anywhere to be. It’s not like I have a boyfriend or any friends to hang out with anymore. That’s a depressing realization. 
 
    “No,” I say. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I want to take you somewhere.” 
 
    I sigh with exhaustion. My patience is ready to snap, and the thought of verbally sparring with Grayson right now makes me want to scream. At the same time, he actually wants to spend time with me. Considering the list of people who want to do that is non-existent, how can I possibly say no? “Where?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise.” He grins. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I hate surprises.” 
 
    “Okay, then I’m taking you someplace where we can get ahead on our Spanish project.” 
 
    “Someplace we can get ahead on our Spanish project…” Nothing about his demeanor makes me think he’s lying. “You waited out here for an hour and a half just so we can work on our project?” 
 
    “What can I say? I’m determined.” 
 
    “Stubborn is more like it.” 
 
    He laughs.  “C’mon. I promise it’ll be fun.” 
 
    I shift on my feet and adjust my too-heavy backpack. “I don’t know.” Honestly, I’m not sure I even know how to have fun, and given how things have been going lately, I’ll probably ruin whatever Grayson has planned. 
 
    “Please?” 
 
    The look in his eyes is so hopeful, and everything inside of me wants to say yes. But he still hasn’t told me where he wants to go. 
 
    “Do you have important Bible thumping to do? Is that why you won’t go?” His expression is dead serious, not a trace of humor anywhere on his much too handsome face. 
 
    I scowl. “Keep saying that, and I’m going to take my Bible and literally thump you over the head with it.” 
 
    He throws his head back in a laugh so unrestrained it makes me want to laugh, too. “I don’t believe for one second you’d actually do that. You like me too much.” 
 
    “You’re a jerk,” I say, but his laughter has infected me. And it feels so good to just let go. To laugh over something so silly. To make jokes and not worry about upsetting anyone. It’s so easy being with Grayson. After the week I’ve had, don’t I deserve a break? 
 
    “So, is that a yes?” His eyes are alight with excitement and mischief. He’s like a kid on Christmas morning, and who can say no to that? 
 
    “Yes,” I say with an exaggerated eye roll. “I’ll follow you in my car.” I open the passenger door and toss my backpack on the front seat. 
 
    “Uh-uh,” he says with a shake of his head. Then he pats his motorcycle. 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No.” I cross my arms. “Why don’t we take my car? There’s plenty of room for both of us.” 
 
    “There’s plenty of room on my bike.” He holds out a helmet, encouraging me to take it. 
 
    I hesitate. “You expect me to get on that… death rocket? With you? Who drives like the roads are your personal racetrack?” 
 
    “Yes.” He sets the helmet on the trunk of my car, claps his hands, and steps closer to me. “That’s the Belle I want to hang out with today.” 
 
    I tilt my head. “What?” 
 
    “The snarky, fun Belle who isn’t afraid to crack a joke and let loose. Not the grumpy, closed off Belle who’s been storming the hallways all week.” He holds out his hand. “Trust me.” 
 
    Throwing all caution and reason away, I take his hand. “You better not kill me on that thing.” 
 
    “Never.” He winks. 
 
    I climb onto the bike, and he hands me the helmet. I tug it on over my head and secure the buckle under my chin. It’s a little too tight, and my ears are squished. This certainly doesn’t help my headache. It’s hard to breathe with it on, and claustrophobia sets in. “How far away is this place?” 
 
    “Not far.” He pulls his helmet on, then sits in front of me. “You’re going to want to hold on.” 
 
    “To what?” I look to each side and behind me. There are no handles anywhere. 
 
    “To me,” he says over his shoulder. 
 
    This is such a colossally bad idea. It’s not too late to change my mind. I can tell him I forgot I have an appointment or something. He revs the engine, and I close my eyes. I’ve never been on a motorcycle before. Truth be told, they terrify me. 
 
    Then I remember his words from yesterday: What’s the point of being alive if you’re not going to enjoy life? And he’s right. I’ve played it safe for seventeen years, always doing the right things, saying the right things. Perfection takes a toll, and it’s a price I no longer want to pay. 
 
    I scoot forward and wrap my arms around his stomach. He sucks in a breath, and I bury my face between his shoulder blades. His body is warm and strong, and I instantly feel safe. 
 
    “Ready?” he shouts. 
 
    “No.” I squeeze my eyes shut. 
 
    I can feel his laughter rumbling through his body, but the sound is drowned out by the loud engine. “Follow my lead, okay? If I lean, you lean. Got it?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    He takes off, and I tighten my hold on him. I don’t dare lift my head or look around. I don’t want to see how fast we’re going. The ends of my hair whip around violently, telling me all I need to know about our speed. Dear God, please don’t let us crash. 
 
    Years later—or maybe it’s only minutes, I’m not really sure—he comes to a stop and kills the engine. The bike rocks as he engages the kickstand, and I cling to him so I don’t topple over. Slowly, I lift my head from his back and look around. We’re at the beach. I take off my helmet and suck in a lungful of air before trying to tame my hair. 
 
    “It’s kind of cold to go swimming, isn’t it?” I ask. 
 
    He takes my helmet and hangs it on the handlebar. “I told you. We’re working on our project.” 
 
    “At the beach?” 
 
    “Yup.” When I’m off the bike, he takes my hand and leads me toward the shore. 
 
    At this time of day, the beach is deserted. We’re alone. A light breeze carries off the lake and ruffles my hair. Thankfully, I wore jeans and a sweater today. “Are you going to explain how being here is going to help us with our project?” 
 
    “Patience.” He flashes a quick smile. “Take your shoes off.” 
 
    I stare at him as if he’s lost his mind. “My shoes?” 
 
    He nods as he unlaces his boots. I do the same until I’m standing barefoot in the sand. It’s cool beneath my feet, and I curl my toes into the soft ground. There’s nothing like the feel of sand slipping between your toes. 
 
    He removes his leather jacket and tosses it on the ground. Then, he rolls up his shirt sleeves, revealing tanned, muscular arms. He pulls his phone from his back pocket and scrolls through it. Seconds later, the music we’ve been forced to listen to and dance to for the past week begins to play. He sets the phone on his jacket. 
 
    “Uh, now what?” I ask, forcing myself not to stare at him. 
 
    “Now, we dance.” He takes my hands and places them on his waist, keeping his hands over mine. I swallow the lump in my throat, trying—and failing—not to focus on the fact that I’m touching his slim, svelte body. “We need to work on your hips, Belle. You’re way too stiff.” 
 
    “My hips are as loose as they’re going to get.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    I give him a disbelieving stare, but it doesn’t seem to faze him. 
 
    “The sand is uneven, and that makes it easy to manipulate. See?” He digs the balls of his feet into the sand and moves his hips in rhythm to the music. 
 
    I flex my fingers against his waist and memorize the way his body feels as he moves. The ease and precision of each sway of his hips is mesmerizing, and I can’t look away. He makes it look so easy. Effortless. 
 
    “You try.” He moves his hands to my waist, and I freeze. “Just squish your feet into the sand. Like this.” He demonstrates, and his body moves with such grace and precision. 
 
    I do as he says, and my hips sway as if I know what I’m doing as opposed to just winging it like I’ve been doing since we started practicing two weeks ago. 
 
    “That’s it. Now, count out the steps.” 
 
    The second I have to remember the steps, though, and actually do them, I stiffen. It all feels so unnatural. 
 
    He releases me with a sigh. “You’re overthinking it again. Turn around. Come here.” He pulls me to him so my back is pressed tightly to his chest, and then his hands are on my hips again. 
 
    My heart is pounding so hard it’s the only thing I can concentrate on. I don’t know what to do with my hands, so I tentatively place them over his. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” he says. 
 
    I do as he instructs. God, give me the strength. For what, I’m not really sure, but my mind is screaming at me that I need Him right now, more than ever. 
 
    “Don’t think, okay? Just… feel.” 
 
    Yeah, like feeling is my problem. 
 
    “Follow my movements.” And then he moves behind me, his hips swaying as he guides my body to move. 
 
    In the year that Cam and I dated, not once did we ever get this close, and I never really wanted to. But with Grayson, I want so much more. The thought scares me, and I momentarily freeze. 
 
    “Relax, Belle.” His voice is low. “Trust me.” 
 
    I force all thoughts from my mind and focus my energy on this moment—our grade depends on me learning how to do this dance well. 
 
    “Good.” He moves his hands so they’re on top of mine, and then he laces our fingers, never once losing the beat. 
 
    “How are you so good at this?” I ask. 
 
    “My mom loved Argentina. We lived there for a few years, probably the happiest years of her life. I don’t like to talk about it a lot, but I remember the dancing. Even after we moved back to the States, she and my dad used to dance like this, and I’d watch, just mesmerized. That, and internet videos.” He releases my hands and skillfully spins me so I’m facing him. 
 
    I laugh. “Guess I’m going to have to start watching some of those.” 
 
    We spend the next hour practicing our dance, and by the time we finish, I’m much more confident about the steps. The music ends, but Grayson doesn’t release me, nor I him. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whisper. 
 
    He steps closer, and my heart races. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    I’m stunned he doesn’t have a witty comeback. 
 
    “I figure a few more beach practices and we might actually get a passing grade on this dance.” And there it is—his signature snark. 
 
    Smiling, I shake my head. “Now, if you only knew how to cook…” 
 
    A fat raindrop splashes on my arm. Then another. And another. The sky opens, and a deluge of rain falls. I scream and cover my head with my arms, as if that will help. 
 
    Grayson scoops his jacket from the ground, drapes it over our heads, and together we run toward the rickety, abandoned pier. We climb underneath it, but it’s so old and worn that it doesn’t provide much protection. Rain seeps through the warped slats. Grayson keeps his jacket over our heads, and we huddle together. I reach up and hold one side of the jacket and scoot closer to him. 
 
    “You promised this would be fun,” I say. 
 
    “You don’t think this is fun?” 
 
    “No.” We turn to look at one another at the same time, and our faces are a breath’s width apart. I inhale deeply, but instead of fresh, calming air, I’m bombarded with his scent mixed with the rain. 
 
    “We’ll have to agree to disagree on this, then, because this is the most fun I’ve had in a long time.” His eyes search mine. 
 
    “On this?” I raise a brow. “We pretty much disagree on everything.” 
 
    “Only because you argue with everything I say.” 
 
    “Because you’re always wrong,” I whisper. My heart is in my throat. 
 
    His gaze dips to my mouth, and I instinctively lean closer. So does he. The rain pounds everything around us, drowning out all sounds, save my thundering heart. 
 
    “Belle. My snarky, beautiful little Bible thumper.” A hint of a smile lifts his mouth as he slides his hand along the side of my neck. “Please tell me I’m not wrong about this.” 
 
    He places a featherlight kiss on my forehead, my cheek, my jaw. I tilt my head, giving him permission to kiss me, even though I shouldn’t. I shouldn’t even be here with him, but I am, and I don’t want to be anywhere else. 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” I say, struggling to get the words out before he moves to my mouth and slants his lips over mine. 
 
    My eyes flutter closed, and I lean into his kiss. I drop my hold on the jacket and thread my fingers through his hair. Exactly as I suspected—it’s soft as silk. And then he’s kissing me. It’s unlike any kiss I’ve ever shared with anyone. Intense. Mind-blowing. Terrifying. Everything about Grayson unravels me, and if I’m not careful, I’m going to tell him all my deepest, darkest secrets. He makes me want to. 
 
    I gasp and push Grayson away. Hurt flashes behind his eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I…” I scramble out from beneath the pier. It’s still pouring, but I don’t care. I need to get home. Away from here. Away from Grayson. Away from what I’ll do if I spend another second with him. 
 
    “Belle!” he shouts, but I barely hear him over the rain. “Belle.” He clutches my elbow, stops me, and then spins me to face him. “Why are you running? I thought… you said…” 
 
    Tears stream down my face, and I’ve never been happier to be standing in the rain. At least Grayson can’t see my tears. I cross my arms and hug myself, but a shiver shakes my body. “I need to go home.” 
 
    How can I trust myself with him when he’s effectively shattered every wall I’ve built? 
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GRAYSON 
 
      
 
    “TALK TO ME,” I SHOUT over the thunderous rain. She wanted that kiss as much as I did. I know she did. She said so. “What’s wrong? What did I do wrong?” 
 
    She shakes her head, and her bottom lip trembles. I can’t tell if it’s because she’s cold or because she’s crying. God, please don’t let her be crying. I drag my hand down her arm and lace our fingers. She doesn’t pull away. 
 
    “Please, Belle.” If she doesn’t tell me what’s wrong, I don’t know what I’ll do. 
 
    “Take me back to my car.” 
 
    “I can’t drive the bike until the rain slows down. It’s not safe.” I’ve obviously already upset her; I’m not about to do anything else to harm her. “Let’s go back under the pier and wait for the rain to stop.” 
 
    “I just want to go home.” Her voice is strained, and that’s when I know for certain: she’s crying. My heart sinks. All I want to do is make things better. She averts her gaze, refusing to look at me. 
 
    “This is about Cam, isn’t it? You still love him, don’t you?” I drop her hand, and a lead weight lands in my chest. “What do you see in that guy?” 
 
    “You don’t know anything about him,” she snaps. 
 
    “I know he doesn’t treat you the way he should. He bosses you around. Yells at you like you’re a child. He cheated on you!” I run my hands over my face and head, trying to wipe away the water that won’t stop falling. Then I take a deep breath. Yelling at her isn’t going to help. It makes me no better than Cam. I step closer. “You’re different when he’s around. You’re not the same carefree girl I always get to see.” 
 
    “No, I’m different around you.” She pokes my chest. “I’m not this person I pretend to be when I’m with you. Cam knows the real me.” 
 
    “Does he?” I ask. As suddenly as the rain started, it slows to nothing more than a steady drizzle. “Because I think it’s the other way around. I think you pretend to be this perfect, good, Christian girl for him because that’s what he wants.” I take both of her hands, praying she’ll admit what I already know. “He doesn’t deserve you.” 
 
    “And you do?” 
 
    I flinch at her harsh words. “No… I don’t deserve you, either. But I can admit that. Can he?” 
 
    She yanks her hands from mine and paces away. 
 
    “Can you honestly tell me that he’s willing to do whatever it takes to make you happy? Because I will.” I point at myself. “I won’t try to change you into this perfect image of what I think you should be.” 
 
    She whips around and glares at me. “Did you ever stop to think that maybe I like the person Cam wants me to be?” She marches up to me, fire in her eyes. “Maybe I go along with it because it’s what I want.” 
 
    “No.” I shake my head. “I don’t believe that for one second.” I’ve seen the way she acts around Cam—it’s like she’s afraid to say or do the wrong thing. But with me, she cuts loose and has fun. She can joke and laugh. It’s like my mere presence lifts this unseen weight she carries around constantly. And I don’t care what she says, I know straight to my soul that she likes being herself without worrying what others will say or do. 
 
    “Well, believe it. It’s the truth. Being with Cam was easy, okay? I knew who I was with him. He represented a time in my life when things were simpler, when my brother was still alive. When my life wasn’t such a mess.” She takes a deep breath. “Back when things were perfect.” 
 
    Why is she standing here lying to me? What is she so afraid of? 
 
    “You don’t have to be perfect, y’know?” I say. 
 
    “What?” She gives me a dirty look. “Believe me, I’m far from perfect.” 
 
    “Then stop pretending you are. And stop pretending Cam is. He’s a cheater.” 
 
    She stares at me defiantly. 
 
    “Being with him won’t bring your brother back, Belle.” I march back to the pier and grab my jacket. I attempt to shake some of the rain off it, but I’m so angry, I don’t care that it’s probably ruined. So what if it’s the last thing my mother gave me before she destroyed our family. It’s just a coat. It can be replaced. 
 
    “C’mon,” I say as I walk past Isabelle. “I’ll take you back to your car now.” 
 
    I don’t say another word—neither does she—the entire ride back to the school. But all I can think about is how much I’ve messed up. How could I not see she’s still in love with her ex? I’m such a jerk. It’s not all my fault, though. She kissed me back. Heck, she gave me permission! 
 
    “Thanks,” she says in a clipped tone when I pull to a stop. She gets off my bike and opens the driver’s door of her car. Then, she hesitates like she wants to stay something. 
 
    I wait a moment, but she doesn’t speak. “No one is perfect, Belle, and God doesn’t expect us to be. Every one of us is so perfectly imperfect. That’s what makes us all so unique. Try not to forget that when you and Cam…” I shake my head in defeat. “Never mind.” 
 
    I take off before she can respond. I can’t stand to listen to her defend him anymore. 
 
   


  
 

 

21

ISABELLE 
 
      
 
    I GET IN MY CAR and slam the door. Then I rest my head on the steering wheel and give in to the sobs that wrack my body. How did I make such a huge mess of things? And how did all of this become about Cam? Grayson is wrong—about everything. I like kissing Grayson. I like the way he cupped my neck with his warm hand. I like the way his lips felt against mine. The way my heart raced and my mind spun. 
 
    Grayson is everything Cam isn’t. Grayson is fun and carefree. He’s smart and funny, and he pushes me in ways that make me question myself, my world. He makes me see things in ways I never knew possible. He doesn’t make me feel like I have to forget about Brandon—or like I have to remember him. To Grayson, Brandon’s life and death are a part of my story, just like his mom is a part of his story. They’re a part of us, but they aren’t us. Grayson never knew my brother, and he never knew me when Brandon was alive. Grayson only knows the person I am now. And for all of his teasing and pushing, he’s made me a better person. He doesn’t judge me or make me feel like I’m not good enough. He makes me want to come clean about how horrible my life is and ask for help. 
 
    I can’t say the same about Cam. Sure, he’s a nice guy, and I’ll always have fond memories of hanging out with him and Brandon, but every time he tells me how to behave and how to be a good Christian, he makes me feel worse. Like I’m doing everything all wrong. 
 
    But Grayson’s right. No matter how great my memories are of hanging out with my brother and my boyfriend, being with Cam won’t change the fact that Brandon’s dead. Clinging to those memories, to those days when things were easier, is only making things worse. I have to let go of the past. 
 
    I don’t know how long I sit in my car crying, but at some point, a muffled ringing comes from my backpack. I dig out my cell phone and see Cam’s mom’s name on the screen. Why is she calling me? A fresh wave of tears falls. I hastily wipe them away and clear my throat. 
 
    “Hey,” I say as cheerfully as I can muster. 
 
    “Are you okay? Where are you?” His voice is frantic. “Me and Hannah have been calling you for the past hour.” 
 
    I rub my forehead to ease the pounding. “Sorry. My… I…” I take a deep breath and close my eyes. I cannot keep lying to people. “I was with Grayson, and I lost track of time.” There’s a long pause. “Cam?” 
 
    “You were with Grayson?” His words are cold and oddly detached. “Like, on a date?” 
 
    “No,” I say quickly. “We were working on our Spanish project. Then it started to rain really hard, and we had to wait for it to stop.” I press my lips together to stop myself from rambling. I don’t owe him any explanations or apologies, but giving them is like second nature. 
 
    “Oh.” His heavy sigh echoes through my ear. “Well, as long as you’re okay. You should call Hannah. She’s worried.” And then he ends the call without giving me a chance to respond. 
 
    I stare at my screen. Call Hannah? Yeah, right. Clearly, Cam didn’t get the memo that Hannah and I aren’t speaking to each other. Swallowing against the lump in my throat, I toss my phone in the passenger seat and finally pull out of the parking lot. When I get home, all the lights are on, and dread fills me. Lights on means Mom is up. Please don’t let her be drinking. I can handle her when she’s passed out drunk, but when she’s actively drinking, she’s a nightmare. 
 
    I drag myself inside. The TV is on, the volume turned all the way up, but Mom is nowhere to be found. Head pounding and eyes burning from my sob fest, I make my way through the house, one room at a time, until I finally find her in Brandon’s room. She’s curled up on the floor, sound asleep. 
 
    I debate waking her and making her go to her own room but ultimately decide she can stay in here as long as she wants. I close the door and leave her. There are bigger problems I need to deal with other than my drunk mother sleeping on the floor of my dead brother’s room. Still, it’s going to be the longest Labor Day weekend ever. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    I spend the entire weekend cleaning, sleeping, getting ahead on homework, and intentionally avoiding Vick’s party, despite Grayson’s repeated messages asking if I was going. I have nothing against Vick; he’s always been nice to me, even now, after everything that’s happened with Cam, but I’m not exactly in a partying mood. I know Grayson’s probably upset with me for ditching both the party and him, but he doesn’t understand. No one does. By the time Tuesday rolls around, I’m anxious to be back in school. 
 
    Checking the time on my cell phone for what feels like the millionth time, I tap my foot impatiently. Where is Grayson? If he’s skipping school today… Finally, he appears at the end of the hall, and I track him as he makes a beeline for his locker. 
 
    “You’re wrong, you know,” I say. 
 
    “About what this time?” He doesn’t bother to look at me when he speaks. 
 
    “Everything you said at the beach last week.” 
 
    He keeps his back to me as he searches his locker for who knows what. I get the feeling he’s doing it just to avoid facing me. Well, I’m not going anywhere, so unless he plans on moving into that locker, he’s going to have to look at me eventually. 
 
    After another few moments, he closes his locker and turns around. “Prove it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If I’m wrong about you still being in love with Cam, prove it.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that?” 
 
    He clutches my hand and yanks me toward him and out of the way of a group of freshmen who are running down the hall like they just broke out of prison. Lowering his head, he captures my gaze and holds it. His eyes burn with desire. Whoa. “Kiss me.” 
 
    “What? Now?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “Here?” I glance around at all the people lingering in the hall. “Now?” 
 
    “Yes, Belle. Right here. Right now.” There’s an edge to his words, and he raises a brow, challenging me. “Unlike you, I’m not afraid to give you a do-over.” 
 
    I move closer. “All right. Fine.” My lips tingle in anticipation, and my heart is flopping around somewhere near my feet. I flatten my palm against his chest and slowly move it up to his neck, letting my fingers tangle in the hair at his nape. His eyes darken, but his gaze never wavers from mine. 
 
    Rising up on my tip toes, I place my mouth near his. He drops his books to the floor, and they land with a loud smack. Grayson puts his hands on my hips and pulls me even closer. My heart leaps from my feet to my throat, making my breath catch. But everything inside of me buzzes with anticipation. I’ve never wanted to kiss anyone as badly as I want to kiss him right now. He leans down a fraction of an inch, our lips almost touching. 
 
    I close my eyes and lean close. My head swims with the knowledge of what I’m about to do, but I push all thoughts from my mind and focus solely on him. The noisy hallway fades to a distant hum. 
 
    And then, the bell rings. 
 
    “Looks like we’ll have to finish this later.” I step back. My breaths are sharp, and my heart is lodged in my throat. “We don’t want to be late for class.” 
 
    His head falls back against his locker with a thud, and he groans. Loudly. Then he scoops his books off the floor and walks to class, leaving me staring after him. My stomach drops. He’s really mad, and I just made it worse. But really, what will kissing him prove? Sighing, I follow him to Spanish. 
 
    Today, we’re watching a documentary about some Spanish politician—I don’t know. I’m not really paying much attention. I keep glancing at Grayson, willing him to look my way, but he doesn’t. Not once during the entire fifty-five-minute class, and when it’s over, he races out of the room. 
 
    I have no idea where he thinks he’s going—we have study hall together next period. But when I get there, Grayson isn’t. And he doesn’t show up, either. I try to catch up to him in between classes, but he’s much better at hiding from me than I am at finding him. Surely, I’ll be able to find him at lunch. 
 
    When I enter the cafeteria, I go straight to our table and take inventory: Hannah, Vick, Cam, Trevor, Nolan, Jake, Kyle… no Grayson. Pulling out a chair, I flop down. It’s official—he’s avoiding me. He can’t really be that mad about this morning, can he? I thought we were messing around like we always do. I mean, he can’t really think a stupid kiss will make everything better. But deep down, I know it’s not just some stupid kiss. It would mean something, just like it meant something yesterday. I blow out a heavy breath. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” Hannah asks. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    She frowns. “You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?” 
 
    “Sorry.” I shrug. “I didn’t realize you were talking to me.” 
 
    “Look, I was mad the other day, okay? I shouldn’t have lashed out the way I did. You know I’m always here for you, and you’re obviously going through some stuff.” Hannah pushes her food around on her plate. “I prayed about it, and I realized I need to show some grace and forgiveness.” 
 
    My shoulders slump, and I pick at my fingernails, refusing to look at her. “I’m sorry.” I’m not sure what I’m apologizing for, but it feels like the right thing to do. And I miss my best friend, so I’m willing to do what it takes to make things better between us. “You know you can always talk to me, too, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m sorry, too.” She gently nudges my shoulder with hers. “So… we’re okay, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re okay.” Honestly, I can’t wait to tell her about kissing Grayson and get her opinion on what it all means. And I truly want to know what’s been bugging her, so I hope she’ll talk about it. 
 
    “Good. So, I was thinking… we should go shopping for homecoming dresses this weekend.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Sure. Sounds fun.” It doesn’t. Not only do I not have a date, I’m pretty sure Cam is going to be there with Andrea, which means I’m going to be the pathetic, single, ex-girlfriend dancing by herself. After what happened with Grayson this morning, I doubt he’ll want to go with me. Ugh. 
 
    Hannah leans over and whispers in my ear, “Vick asked me to go with him.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    “That’s great. You two are going to have a great time.” I smile. “He’s a really great guy, Hannah.” 
 
    She eyes me suspiciously. “How many more times are you going to say great?” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Okay, what’s going on?” She twists her body so she’s blocking everyone else from view. “Is this about Grayson? What happened between you two?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Grayson says, approaching from behind. “Absolutely nothing.” He sits and looks directly at me. “Isn’t that right, Belle?” 
 
    “Belle?” Cam asks. “No one calls her that except—” 
 
    “Shut up, Cam,” I snap, glaring at him. When I’m certain he isn’t going to finish that statement, I turn my attention to Grayson. “What is your problem today?” 
 
    “Like you don’t know.” 
 
    “Let’s pretend I don’t.” I cross my arms and lean back in my chair. “You seem to think you know everything all the time, so enlighten me.” 
 
    Everyone at the table falls silent, watching to see how this is going to end. I’ll admit—I’m curious, too. I rarely air my dirty laundry in public, but if this morning is any indication, this is the only chance I’m going to get to talk to Grayson. So, if he wants to do this here, in front of our friends, then that’s what I’m going to do. 
 
    The corner of his mouth twitches slightly. It’s enough for me to know he’s enjoying this little game we’re playing. He leans forward and folds his arms on the table. “You are the single most infuriating person I have ever met.” 
 
    “Oh, snap,” Vick whispers under his breath. 
 
    “You drive me crazy,” Grayson continues. 
 
    “By all means, Grayson, tell me how you really feel. It’s not quite clear.” I scowl. 
 
    “One minute, you’re yelling at me. The next, you’re laughing and having a good time. And the next, you can’t stand to be near me. You’re kissing me; then you’re not. Then you are. It would be really nice if you could just pick one emotion and stick with it.” 
 
    “You kissed him?” Hannah says, gaping at me. 
 
    “He kissed me,” I say through gritted teeth. 
 
    “You loved every second of it.” Grayson’s eyes sparkle like freshly polished emeralds. His eyes only do that when he’s excited, which is usually when we’re taking shots at each other and having fun. Despite everything he just said, I want nothing more than to kiss him right now. 
 
    “That’s why I was the one begging for another kiss this morning, right?” I bite the inside of my cheek to stop from smiling. “Because I loved it so much?” 
 
    “Low blow, Belle.” There’s the tiniest trace of humor in his tone. 
 
    I shrug. “I’m just calling it like I see it.” 
 
    “Is that so?” He leans back and laces his hands behind his head. He’s silent for a moment, and I begin to wonder if he’s going to say anything else. “All right.” He nods slowly. “I’ll give you that one. I did ask for another kiss this morning.” 
 
    I sit forward, my stomach suddenly a ball of nerves. He never gives in like that. 
 
    “But if we’re calling it like we see it…” He lifts one shoulder as if nothing in the world matters. “Then it’s only fair that I call out how you were too scared to actually kiss me.” 
 
    “I was not scared.” Okay, not my best comeback, but he’s being ridiculous. 
 
    He flashes me the most mischievous smile I’ve ever seen, and my eyes widen as soon as I realize what he’s about to say. “Prove it.” 
 
    I clench my jaw and stare at him as I take a couple controlled breaths. Kissing him in a crowded hallway is one thing. But kissing him here, in front of our friends—in front of Cam? Grayson has lost his mind. “I don’t have to prove anything to you.” 
 
    “You’re right. You don’t.” He stands. “But not proving it says a lot.” He walks out of the cafeteria. 
 
    “Well, that was intense.” Hannah laughs. 
 
    “That was the best thing I’ve ever seen.” Vick holds up his hand for me to give him a high five. 
 
    I get up and walk out, leaving him hanging. 
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GRAYSON 
 
      
 
    “GRAYSON!” ISABELLE CALLS DOWN THE hallway. I stop and wait for her to catch up. “What was that back there?” 
 
    “That was me proving a point.” 
 
    “And what point was that?” 
 
    “That you’re still so concerned with Cam and his feelings. That you’re terrified of letting anyone close. That I’m a nice distraction for you but not good enough for anything more. I don’t know.” I rub my hands over my face. “Take your pick.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” she says. 
 
    “Whatever.” I shake my head and turn to leave. 
 
    “Don’t walk away from me.” 
 
    I spin around. “Then stop making it so easy.” 
 
    We’re now standing chest to chest, and as I stare down at her, I’m struck with just how badly I want this girl. She drives me nuts, but she also challenges me and makes me laugh. And God help me, I can’t stop thinking about that kiss. I have no idea what she’s so afraid of, but it doesn’t matter. She’s worth the risk. 
 
    I caress her cheek with my hand, and she leans into my touch. “Go to homecoming with me,” I whisper. 
 
    She looks up at me with those big, brown eyes, and it’s like a sucker punch to the gut. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Seriously.” 
 
    “Okay.” She nods. “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.” I let out a sigh of relief and rest my forehead against hers. “Now, for the love of everything holy, please let me kiss you again before I lose my mind.” 
 
    “You have to shut up long enough to—” 
 
    I crush my mouth over hers, silencing her. She wraps her arms around my neck and eagerly accepts my kiss. Everything about her is amazing, but the way she fits in my arms is pure perfection. 
 
    “Mmm,” she says, her eyelids fluttering open. “I think we’re going to need another do-over.” 
 
    “Just one?” 
 
    She smiles. “As many as it takes to get it right.” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m a bad kisser?” 
 
    Isabelle laughs. “No. Just like everything else you do, you’re really good at it.” 
 
    I lean down and give her another kiss, which is interrupted by someone whistling. I glance over Isabelle’s shoulder to see Vick and Hannah standing at the other end of the hallway. 
 
    “That’s my boy, Grayson,” he hollers. “You get that girl.” 
 
    Hannah slaps him, and he laughs, rubbing the spot she hit. 
 
    The first bell rings, and I sigh. I really don’t want to leave her right now. “We should probably get to class.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably.” But she doesn’t move away from me. 
 
    “I’m getting a do-over tonight,” I say, grinning. 
 
    “For what? Getting beat at the arcade? Or kissing?” 
 
    “Both.” I take her hand into mine and lace our fingers. “Can we hang out today after school?” 
 
    “That depends. Are you going to make me sit outside in a rainstorm?” 
 
    I laugh. “No. I was thinking we could go to my house and work on the cooking part of our project.” 
 
    Her face pales. 
 
    She doesn’t need to say anything for me to know the scenarios that are running through her mind. They’ve crossed mine, too. “Don’t worry. My dad will be home.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” She nods. “Sure.” 
 
    “See you later.” With a chaste kiss to her lips, I force myself to go to class. I can’t wipe the smile from my face as I race down the hallway and rush into the room seconds before the final bell rings. 
 
    “So.” Vick grins and nods at me with all the arrogance of a guy who knows something no one else does. “You and Isabelle, huh?” 
 
    I playfully punch his arm. 
 
    “Do you two always go at each other like that?” he whispers. 
 
    Miss Keaton writes an assignment on the white board. “This is due by the end of class.” She points to what she wrote. “I don’t care if you want to work with a partner, but let’s keep the noise level to a minimum, okay?” Her normally soft voice is nasal, like she’s sick, and there are bags under her eyes. 
 
    “Not always,” I say, flipping open my history book. I’m sorry Miss Keaton is sick, but I’m glad I don’t have to listen to her talk for fifty-five minutes. I honestly don’t think I can sit still that long. 
 
    “I haven’t seen her act like that since before… her brother died,” Vick says. 
 
    I glance at him, confused. “Act like what?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Confident. Strong. Fun. She really held her ground with you. I didn’t know she still had it in her, but it’s good to see her like that again.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I think there’s a lot about her that you don’t know.” I read over the first question and groan. Essay questions? I don’t have the focus for this. 
 
    Thankfully, Vick doesn’t say anything else, and I spend the period writing what are probably weak answers to the questions, but by the time the bell rings, I’m done. I drop my paper on Miss Keaton’s desk and walk into the hallway. 
 
    “Hey, did you ask Isabelle why she bailed on my Labor Day party?” Vick asks as he falls into step beside me. 
 
    “No. Want me to?” 
 
    “Nah, I was just wondering.” 
 
    “Okay.” Then why did he even bring it up? He can be weird at times. I wave to Vick and veer off toward my locker. When I get there, Isabelle is waiting for me. My heart races at the sight of her. “Hey.” 
 
    She steps to the side so I can get to my locker. “I’m driving my car to your house today.” 
 
    “What’s wrong? Don’t like my motorcycle?” 
 
    “Your motorcycle is fine. It’s your driving that terrifies me.” 
 
    “Hey now,” I say with fake offense. “My driving is fantastic.” 
 
    “If you say so.” She hugs her books to her chest. 
 
    I switch out my books, close my locker, and face her. Her cheeks are flushed, and her eyes are bright. She is so beautiful, and I thank God for creating her and putting her in my life. “Belle?” 
 
    “Yeah?” Her voice is breathless. 
 
    I slide my hand along the side of her neck, holding her so she can’t look away. “I want to make sure there’s absolutely no confusion about what’s going on here.” 
 
    She narrows her eyes but doesn’t speak. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I lick my lips, suddenly worried that maybe I’m misreading the situation between us. But I’ll never know unless I say something. Here goes nothing. “I don’t just want to hang out and work on our project and go to homecoming. I want to be the only guy you kiss and hold hands with and yell at. I want to be your boyfriend, Isabelle.” 
 
    Her expression remains stoic for a moment too long, and I worry our relationship will be over before it ever begins. But then she breaks into a breathtaking smile. “I think I can manage that. On one condition.” 
 
    My heart stops. “What’s that?” 
 
    “You don’t ever call me Isabelle again.” She pats my chest. “To you, I’m just Belle, okay?” 
 
    I sigh with relief. “Okay.” Taking her hand from my chest, I place a kiss on her palm before lacing our fingers and heading down the hall with her. When I first met her, she was adamant that I didn’t call her Belle, and now that’s all she wants. I wonder why. Then I remember what Cam said during lunch… 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Why can I only call you Belle?” I squeeze her hand gently, hoping she knows I’m not looking to start a fight. “Everyone else calls you Isabelle.” 
 
    She keeps her gaze on her feet. “I like the way you say it.” 
 
    I can’t shake the feeling there’s more to it than that. We stop outside the door to her next class, and I tug her a little closer. “Is that all?” I ask softly. 
 
    She sighs. “My brother is the only person who ever called me Belle. When he died, I couldn’t stand to hear it, but I don’t know. Hearing you say it…” She pauses. “It just sounds right. When I’m with you and you call me Belle, I feel like I’m that girl again. The girl I was before he died. And I really liked who I was back then.” 
 
    I press my lips to her forehead in a tender kiss, and her eyes flutter closed. I don’t know how to feel about what she just told me. Sad that she’s been living a lie for the past few months? Or honored that she trusts me enough to use a name that’s so precious to her? 
 
    Reluctantly, I pull back and stare into her eyes. “Okay.” I brush a strand of hair from her face and tuck it behind her ear. “I’ll call you Belle.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “But I have a condition, too.” 
 
    She raises a brow. “What?” she says slowly. 
 
    “You have to give me a do-over at the arcade.” 
 
    Belle flings her head back and laughs. “You really need to get over that. I beat you. Deal with it.” 
 
    “You cheated.” 
 
    She takes a small step closer, putting us chest to chest, a teasing grin pulling at her mouth. “Prove it.” 
 
    I can’t stop the loud laugh that escapes me, and I shake my head. This girl is going to make me crazy, and I love it! The bell rings to alert us that it’s time for our last class of the day. “Meet you at your locker after class and we’ll head to my house?” 
 
    She nods. “Yup.” 
 
    I stare after her as she walks away, and I once again wonder how I’m lucky enough to have her in my life. But it’s not luck. It’s God. He gave me Isabelle—Belle, and for the first time in years, I want to give my life to Him again, to openly praise Him like I used to. I turn to head to my class when I catch Cam glaring at me. If looks could kill… I give him a pleasant smile and walk by him, which causes him to glare harder. 
 
    Maybe he’s finally starting to realize what he lost when he broke up with Belle. Unfortunately for him, it’s too late. Belle’s with me now, and I’m not going to do anything to mess this up. 
 
    When I get into class, I send Dad a quick message to ask if Belle can come over. I know he won’t care, but I don’t want to surprise him, either. Who knows what he’ll be doing when I get home. Maybe if he knows I’m having company he won’t do anything that will require another trip to the ER. 
 
    Dad: this the girl from the pizza place? 
 
    It’s not like I’ve mentioned any other girls to him, and even if I had, does it matter? yes. I hit send just in time for the teacher to give me a stern look. I shove my phone into my pocket and spend most of the class staring at the clock, willing time to go faster. 
 
   


  
 

 

23

ISABELLE 
 
      
 
    BUTTERFLIES FILL MY STOMACH AS I walk inside Grayson’s house. It’s not like I haven’t met his father before, but this is different. I’m in his house. 
 
    “Dad, we’re home,” Grayson calls. He swings the door shut, and the sound of it closing makes me jump. “Relax.” He gives my hand a gentle squeeze. 
 
    Grayson’s dad appears from the hallway. “Hey, Grays,” he says, and I can’t help but smile at the nickname. He nods at me. “Isabelle.” 
 
    “Hello, Mr. Alexander,” I say. 
 
    “We’re going to work on our Spanish project,” Grayson says, tugging on my hand. 
 
    I follow him into the kitchen where there’s a square, four-person table situated in front of a large window. Grayson flops his backpack on top of the table and walks to the fridge. “Want something to drink?” 
 
    “Um, water’s fine.” I pull out a chair and sit. My nerves are still on edge, and I try to distract myself by looking around. There are no decorations anywhere on the walls—nothing stuck to the front of the refrigerator, no piles of papers lying around—the counters are spotless. Either Mr. Alexander is an excellent housekeeper, or they haven’t finished settling in. 
 
    Grayson places a bottle of water in front of me and then sits in the chair beside me. “You’re nervous.” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I stare at him incredulously. “Seriously? It’s been a big day. Got a new boyfriend. And now I’m hanging out at his house. With his dad. You’d be nervous, too, if you were at my house with my parents.” 
 
    “Probably.” He places his hand over mine on the table and caresses my knuckles. Immediate goose bumps spread like wildfire up my arms. “But my dad is cool, so please relax, okay?” 
 
    I nod. At least his dad isn’t hovering—that makes being here slightly less awkward. 
 
    “I’m going to go grab my laptop from my room. We can search for recipes that are unique to our city and decide what we want to try to cook.” He leaves me alone in the kitchen. 
 
    I open my water and take a sip. It’s so cold it stings my throat when I swallow. Scooting my chair closer to the table, I move my bag to the empty seat next to me and dig out my cell phone. There’s no message from my mom or dad asking where I am—they never care enough to ask anymore. I should’ve gone home first to check on Mom, but she’s probably just passed out again. 
 
    A moment later, Grayson returns with his laptop. He sets it on the table and reclaims his seat, moving it closer to me. “So, do you have any secret cooking skills I don’t know about?” 
 
    “I know how to cook easy stuff.” 
 
    He opens his browser and types in “food unique to Santo Domingo.” Pages upon pages of results pop up, and we begin the arduous process of clicking through them. 
 
    “Oh, that looks good.” I point to a picture of pollo guisado. “You like chicken, right?” 
 
    “Love it,” he says as he clicks on the name. The recipe pops up, and we take a moment to read it. “Doesn’t sound too hard.” 
 
    His leg brushes against mine under the table, and my heart jackhammers in my chest. I force in a deep breath and hold still, not wanting him to move his leg. And he doesn’t. But he does drape his arm across the back of my chair. I wait for the feel of his hand on my shoulder or his fingers in my hair—he doesn’t do either, though, and I try to hide my disappointment by staring at the laptop and pretending to be absorbed in the website. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” he asks. 
 
    I turn to look at him, and he’s staring at me, his green eyes twinkling. Our faces are inches apart, and there’s suddenly a lump in my throat. 
 
    “About the recipe?” I ask, my words catching. 
 
    “Mm-hmm.” The sound of his throaty hum sends a shiver up my spine. He moves his hand from the chair and massages the back of my neck. 
 
    I close my eyes. My heart threatens to burst from my chest, so I take a calming breath and reopen my eyes. Grayson’s fingers stop moving and cup the back of my neck. He draws me closer until his lips brush mine. I let out a soft sigh, close my eyes again, and welcome his kiss as I awkwardly wrap my arms around him. 
 
    And then I remember his father is in the next room. I pull away with a gasp. “Your dad,” I whisper, eyes wide. 
 
    Grayson chuckles. “He’s outside.” 
 
    “He is?” 
 
    He nods. “I heard him go out.” He hasn’t let go of my neck—not that I’m complaining—and his gaze drops to my mouth. 
 
    I nervously lick my lips, wanting nothing more than to kiss him again. But I really don’t want his father to walk in and catch us, so I remove his hold on my neck and lace our fingers. “Did he leave?” 
 
    “No, he’s probably just sitting on the porch.” He rubs his thumb across my knuckles, and another shiver wiggles up my spine. What is it about Grayson Alexander that makes me react this way? 
 
    “Okay, so, we’ll do this recipe, then? We should print this out. Or I can write it down, if you want.” I release his hand and reach for my backpack when he stops me. 
 
    “Belle?” 
 
    And now the flutters start, too. I’m such a mess around him. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Does kissing me make you uncomfortable?” 
 
    “What? No.” I shake my head. 
 
    He lifts a brow, pinning me with a look of utter disbelief. 
 
    “I like kissing you,” I say. “A lot.” I emphasize that harder than necessary. 
 
    Grayson grins. 
 
    I do my best to ignore how adorably arrogant he looks right now. “That’s what makes me uncomfortable.” 
 
    He tilts his head, his confusion deepening. “So… you like it and that’s what you don’t like about it?” 
 
    I laugh at how ridiculous that sounds. “Yes. I mean, no. I worry because I like it too much, and I'm afraid it will lead to… other things.” My face flames with embarrassment. “Things I’m not ready for.” 
 
    “Right.” He nods with understanding. “Well, I’m saving myself for marriage, so…” He shrugs a shoulder. 
 
    “Seriously? Or are you just saying that to make me feel better?” 
 
    “I’m serious.” There’s no trace of humor in his tone or expression, and I relax in my chair. “I was raised with the same beliefs as you, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah.” But I do forget, probably because he doesn’t actively talk about his beliefs, and I’ve never seen him pray. And then there’s the whole church thing. “I quit church,” I blurt. 
 
    His brows spike up to his hairline. “You what?” 
 
    I lower my head and fidget with my hands. “I quit my church.” 
 
    “Why?” he asks slowly. 
 
    “Because of how they acted last week.” 
 
    “Wait.” He stands and paces away before returning and clutching the back of his now empty chair. “You quit going to church because of me? Do you realize how messed up that is?” 
 
    I whip around and glare at him. Is he really standing there judging me? “No, Grayson. I didn’t quit because of you. I quit because the people I thought I knew behaved in a way I can’t support. And when I talked to Pastor Jeff about it, he pretty much blew me off and told me I could leave.” 
 
    Grayson is silent for far too long, and then, with a shake of his head, he walks out of the kitchen. I follow, mostly because I don’t want to stand in the middle of his kitchen alone, but also because I want to know what he’s thinking. He flops down on the couch, elbows on his knees and head in his hands. 
 
    “You can’t seriously be mad at me about this,” I say. 
 
    “I’m not mad.” He looks up at me, and his expression is bordering on torment. “I’m angry, Belle, and disappointed. I never should have gone to church with you.” 
 
    “Are you giving me an “I told you so” right now?” My arms hang at my sides, and I tilt my head. 
 
    “No.” He sighs and pats the couch cushion. 
 
    I sit so we’re shoulder to shoulder. The warmth and nearness of him calms my nerves a bit. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Belle.” He turns to look at me. “I just never wanted you to experience what I have. So, I’m sorry that I went with you and that you lost faith in your church.” 
 
    I slip my arm around his and rest my head on his shoulder. “It’s not your fault.” I was the one who insisted he go; I never thought he’d be right about what would happen. 
 
    “No, but still. You shouldn’t have to deal with this. It’s not fair.” 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” I say softly. “With your mom and your church.” I hold my breath, praying he doesn’t get mad at me for asking. I’m such a hypocrite, asking him to tell me about something so personal and hurtful when I’m lying about… everything. 
 
    He leans back, taking me with him, and wraps his arm around my shoulders. I curl up against him, content to stay here, just like this, all night. “I told you she was cheating on my dad, right?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Well, after the fire, when we found out she was in the room with our pastor, the rumors started to fly. Everything from she was a prostitute and the pastor was only there to help her, to my dad was abusive and the pastor was helping her flee.” He shakes his head with disgust. “He died a saint, and her reputation was trashed. The entire congregation shunned us, so we stopped going to church altogether.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Grayson.” I drape my arm across his stomach. 
 
    “The whole thing was a nightmare, but I never lost my faith in God. Just in church.” He drags his free hand up my arm, leaving a trail of goose bumps in his path. “Please don’t make the same mistake, Belle. You can’t quit church completely.” 
 
    “I know.” But how can I explain how messed up things are without telling him about the rest of my dysfunctional life? “I’m not sure I can handle going back to that church, though. With Cam and Andrea and his parents…” Just the thought of it makes my stomach clench. 
 
    Grayson presses a kiss to my forehead, and I close my eyes. He’s much too sweet, and I don’t deserve him, not when my life is a disaster, and I’m such a hot mess. “We can always try out a new church. There are a lot of them in this town.” 
 
    “Really?” I tilt my head back so I can see his face without moving from my position. “We?” 
 
    “Yes, we.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    “Me too.” He leans down and captures my lips in a tender kiss that’s quickly interrupted when the front door opens and his father walks in. 
 
    I jerk back and sit up straight. Grayson laughs, and I elbow him. 
 
    His father raises a brow, his gaze darting back and forth between us. “I’m going to start dinner. Will you be joining us, Isabelle?” 
 
    “Oh, um…” 
 
    “I can cook, Dad. You know you’re not supposed to be using your hand.” Grayson stands and holds his hand out for me. I take it, and he pulls me to my feet. “Want to help? It will be good practice for when we have to cook for our project.” 
 
    I know I should go home and check on Mom, but I really don’t want to. I don’t want to spend another night alone, cooking for myself and cleaning up, wondering when or if my father will come home. For just one night, I want to have a normal family dinner. 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” I say with a nod. 
 
    “Really, Grays? She’s your guest. Don’t make her cook.” Mr. Alexander shakes his head, a frown marring his otherwise stoic face. 
 
    “It’s okay. I don’t mind,” I say. 
 
    “I’ll just order something.” His father disappears into the kitchen and returns a moment later with a stack of take-out menus. He hands them to me. “What do you like?” 
 
    “Oh.” I take the menus and flip through them until I find one for the local Chinese restaurant. I hold it up. “They have the best sesame chicken.” 
 
    “Chinese it is.” Mr. Alexander takes the menus back from me. “Want your usual?” he asks Grayson. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    When his father returns to the kitchen to call in our order, I ask, “What’s your usual?” 
 
    “General Tso’s chicken.” 
 
    Seeing him interact with his dad warms my heart. If only I still had that kind of close relationship with my parents, but all of that died with Brandon. Grayson grabs the remote from the coffee table and sits back down. I do the same, and within a moment, his arm is around me again, and I’m cuddled up to him. 
 
    He scrolls through the channel guide. “See anything you want to watch?” 
 
    Instead of answering, I place my palm against his cheek, turn his face toward mine, and kiss him. 
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GRAYSON 
 
      
 
    I LET THE REMOTE DROP, not caring that it tumbles to the floor, and thread my fingers in Belle’s long, soft locks. I tilt my head and deepen the kiss, savoring her soft sigh and the way her breath catches. 
 
    “Hmm.” I reluctantly break the kiss and lick my lips. My chest heaves with each breath I take. “Okay.” I nod. “You proved it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That everything I said at the beach was wrong. You proved it. Finally.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes, and I pull her closer. “That’s not why I kissed you,” she says. 
 
    “No? Then why did you?” 
 
    Her hand slips from my face, and she pats my chest. “Do I need a reason?” Her eyes sparkle with mischief, and my heart nearly explodes at the realization that she’s my girlfriend. I can’t thank Cam enough for screwing up. 
 
    “Nope. You can kiss me whenever you want,” I say, grinning. 
 
    “Good.” She shifts her body up so we’re even closer, and then she kisses me again. 
 
    “I think that’s about enough,” Dad says, clearing his throat. 
 
    Shoot. I didn’t even hear him come into the living room. I pluck my lips away from Belle’s. Her face is bright red, which only makes her more beautiful. She slinks into the couch, doing everything in her power to avoid looking at me or my father. 
 
    Dad scoops the remote from the floor and sits in his recliner. “Food will be here in about twenty minutes. You should clean up the table so we can sit there.” 
 
    “Sure.” I rise and offer my hand to Belle. Without taking my hand, she stands and follows me into the kitchen. “You okay?” I ask. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, just a little embarrassed.” She tucks her hands into her pockets and glances around. “Your dad will probably never let me come over again.” 
 
    “We were just kissing, Belle. It’s fine.” I put my finger under her chin and gently lift her head. “That’s not the first time he’s caught me kissing a girl. Trust me.” 
 
    She frowns. “Yeah, not really making me feel better, Grayson.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I rub my hands down her arms until I can lace my fingers with hers. “If you want to go home, I’ll understand.” I don’t want her to go, but I also don’t want her to stick around if she’s uncomfortable. 
 
    “No, I’ll stay.” She gives me a small smile. 
 
    We clean up the table, and dinner arrives minutes later. I set out forks and pour glasses of soda for everyone while Dad un-bags the food. We all sit, and Dad says a blessing. From the look on Belle’s face, I think she’s both surprised and pleased that we say grace before a meal. 
 
    “That was really nice, Mr. Alexander,” she says. 
 
    “Thank you, Isabelle.” 
 
    I dig into my General Tso’s chicken. Conversation flows easily—mostly about school, our Spanish project, Dad’s job, and college plans—I can’t help but smile at how well they seem to be getting along. Dad wasn’t very fond of my last girlfriend, so I’m thrilled he likes Isabelle so much. 
 
    “Thank you for dinner,” Belle says when we’re finished eating. “I really should be getting home, though.” She looks at me with an apologetic shrug. 
 
    “I hope we’ll see you again soon, Isabelle,” Dad says. 
 
    “Well, if Grayson here doesn’t mess things up, you’ll see a lot of me.” She winks at me. 
 
    Dad laughs, hand clasped over his chest. “I like this girl, Grays.” 
 
    Despite my smile, I roll my eyes. “C’mon, I’ll walk you to your car.” 
 
    Belle grabs her backpack and flings it over her shoulder. Hand on her back, I escort her outside. She opens the back door of her car and tosses her bag inside before turning to face me. “Thanks for tonight. It was fun.” 
 
    “I wish you could stay longer.” 
 
    “Me too, but I’m sure my parents won’t be happy if I don’t come home tonight.  Besides, we’ll see each other in school tomorrow.” Stepping forward, she slides her arms around my back, and I wrap mine around her, too. 
 
    “Tomorrow's way too far away,” I say with a chuckle. 
 
    “You’ll survive.” She tightens her hold on me. 
 
    “I doubt it.” I lean down and capture her lips in a gentle goodbye kiss. 
 
    Sucking her bottom lip between her teeth, Belle lowers her head. “I really need to go.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea.” I release her, take a step back, and shove my hands into my pockets so I won’t be tempted to touch her again. “Text me later?” 
 
    She nods and opens the driver’s door. “Grayson?” 
 
    There’s something about the way she says my name that melts my insides. “Yeah?” 
 
    She hesitates, and I wait for her to say whatever is on her mind. But after a long moment, she shakes her head. “Never mind.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, you can tell me,” I say. 
 
    “It’s nothing. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Then she gets in her car and leaves. 
 
    That’s strange. I tilt my head and watch her drive away. What did she want to say? I shake the question from my mind. This evening went so much better than I could have dreamed. With a huge smile, I head back inside. Dad’s in the kitchen, filling the sink with soapy water. I sigh with frustration. “Dad, you know you’re not supposed to get your hand wet.” I nudge him out of the way and take over at the sink. 
 
    He doesn’t leave, though. Instead, he rinses the dishes with his good hand and stacks them in the drainer. “So, Isabelle seems nice.” 
 
    “She’s great,” I say a little too enthusiastically. “I like her. A lot.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed.” He stacks the last plate as I drain the dishwater. Drying his hand, he drapes the towel over the cabinet door. “Look, Grays, I know we’ve had the talk already, and I know we’ve talked about waiting to have sex.” 
 
    I groan. “Dad.” 
 
    “Just listen,” he says, and I refrain from saying anything else. “It’s easy to say you’re going to wait, but it’s something entirely different to actually wait, especially when you meet someone you like so much.” 
 
    Heat creeps up my neck, but I remain silent. 
 
    “I hope you’ll stick to your convictions on this, Grayson, but no matter what happens, do not disrespect that girl, you understand me?” He lifts his brow, his hard expression communicating everything he doesn’t say. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good.” He pats my arm and then leaves the kitchen. 
 
    I blow out a breath and slump against the counter. I’ve always been able to talk to my dad about girls and other important stuff. He’s always listened and offered advice, but I never expected that. Then again, I’ve never wanted anyone like I want Isabelle. These feelings and urges scare me, in all honesty. I’m just going to have to be really careful when I’m with her. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to go?” I ask Dad as I adjust my tie again. 
 
    “I appreciate the invitation, but we’ve had this talk, Grays. I’m not going to church.” He gives a firm shake of his head and laces up his work boots. “Besides, I have a ton of work to catch up on.” 
 
    “You’re not supposed to be working yet,” I say, staring at his bandaged hand. 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    I sigh, knowing I can’t argue with him about this. “When will you be home?” 
 
    “Around two or three. Bryan’s closing the garage early because Sarah has some work thing she’s dragging him to.” Dad stands and slips on his coat. 
 
    “Sounds fun,” I say. 
 
    We walk out of the house together. He climbs into the work truck, and I climb into his truck. The weather is progressively getting cooler, and it’s been raining a lot, so I haven’t been riding my bike as much. And considering I’m heading over to pick up Belle so we can check out a new church, taking the motorcycle isn’t a good idea. 
 
    When I get to Belle’s house, I get out of the truck, intent on going to the door to get her. But she steps onto the porch before I make it halfway there. She’s wearing a dark purple dress with a black cardigan and matching shoes. Her hair is held back with a headband. 
 
    “Hey.” She smiles. “Ready?” 
 
    I nod. “You know, I don’t mind knocking on your door and meeting your parents.” I open the truck’s passenger side door and wait for her to get in. 
 
    “My parents aren’t home,” she says. 
 
    “Oh.” I glance over my shoulder. There are two cars parked in the driveway, and only one of them is hers. 
 
    Once I’m in the truck and we’re headed out of town, I say, “So, do you want to hang out at my house after church? Or we can go to your house. I’m good either way.” 
 
    “We can go to your house. Will your dad be home?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I get the feeling she doesn’t want me to meet her parents. Why? 
 
    “Great.” She beams a smile, and I push my doubts away. 
 
    Maybe her parents really aren’t home, and she doesn’t want to be alone in her house with me. I can’t blame her for that. I know how dangerous it is for us to be alone. 
 
    The drive across town is filled with silence. Is she as nervous as I am? It’s been six years since I went to church, and within the last couple of weeks, I’ll have been to two. Hopefully, this one is better than the last. 
 
    I park, and we get out of the truck. “Do you know anyone who goes here?” I take her hand. 
 
    “I don’t think so. But Lakewood Valley isn’t that big, so it’s possible I’ll know someone.” She shrugs. “But it’s not Cam or his family, and that’s all that matters.” 
 
    I squeeze her hand. 
 
    As soon as we enter the building, a middle-aged woman with dyed gray hair greets us and hands us each a folded sheet of paper. “Welcome to the Elmwood Street Christian Church.” Then, she tilts her head. “I don’t think I know you two.” 
 
    “No, ma’am. Today is our first service here,” Isabelle says. 
 
    The woman’s eyes widen with excitement. “Well, welcome. I’m Faye. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “I’m Isabelle, and this is Grayson. We’re seniors at Lakewood Valley High.” 
 
    “We’re so glad to have you join us.” Faye puts her hand on Isabelle’s arm and glances around. “Pastor Rick!” she calls. 
 
    A moment later, a gentleman dressed in a dark blue suit joins us. “Pastor Rick, we have two new people joining us today.” Faye introduces us to Pastor Rick, who eagerly shakes our hands and welcomes us as enthusiastically as Faye did. 
 
    “We have a fantastic youth group,” Pastor Rick says. “My daughter helps lead it. I do hope you’ll both check it out.” 
 
    I look to Isabelle, waiting for her reaction. She smiles, and I nod. “That would be great.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” Pastor Rick claps. “Service is about to start, but come find me after, and I’ll introduce you to Zoe.” He excuses himself and heads to the front of the church. 
 
    Isabelle and I find a place to sit and settle in for the service. The hour passes quickly with lively singing, an insightful sermon, and lots of laughs. It’s the polar opposite of Isabelle’s old church, and I like this place immensely. 
 
    Once the service is over, it’s a cacophony of happy voices. Young kids chase each other through the pews while adults talk animatedly. A group of teens converge near the back of the church, and I nudge Isabelle. 
 
    “Want to go say hi?” I ask. 
 
    She scrunches up her face, and I have no idea what that’s supposed to mean. But before I can ask, Pastor Rick approaches. A slender, petite young woman with his same dark hair and fair complexion follows. 
 
    “Isabelle. Grayson,” he says, his voice boisterous. “I’m glad you’re still here. What did you think of the service?” 
 
    “It was amazing,” Isabelle says before I can. 
 
    I inch closer. “Yeah, it was great.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you enjoyed it.” Pastor Rick turns to the young woman behind him and ushers her forward. “This is my daughter, Zoe. She helps run the youth group. Zoe, this is Grayson and Isabelle. Today is their first time here.” 
 
    “Welcome.” Zoe smiles, her teeth covered in braces. “Will you be staying for brunch?” 
 
    “Oh, um…” I glance at Isabelle. 
 
    She gives a small shake of her head. “Oh, I don’t think we can today. I’m sorry.” She looks to me, panic flashing in her eyes. What’s that all about? 
 
    “No worries.” Zoe flashes another smile. “Youth group meets on Tuesdays. Please say you’ll come.” Her gaze darts between me and Isabelle. 
 
    “We’ll be here,” I say. And I mean it. I only hope Isabelle will come, too. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    It’s been almost a month since Belle and I started dating, and every day is better than the last. I can’t get enough of her—of her smile and her laugh and her snarky remarks and her kisses. Our visit to the Elmwood Street Christian Church a couple weeks ago was such a great experience for both of us that it’s become our normal Sunday routine: church in the morning, brunch in the church basement with some of the youth group kids, and then to my house to watch TV, do homework, and have dinner. 
 
    Despite my hints, she hasn’t invited me to her house at all. Nor has she introduced me to her parents, other than the night at Parker’s when I met her dad. I sometimes worry she’s embarrassed to let me meet them because I’m definitely not Cam. Still, I can’t remember the last time I’ve been so happy. 
 
    “Grayson!” Vick shouts my name. 
 
    I stop outside the cafeteria entrance and wait for him. 
 
    “You’re taking physics, right?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “I’m never going to pass this midterm.” He frowns. “So, I’m forming a study group. Want in?” 
 
    “Um… who else is in the group?” 
 
    He rambles off a list of people, none of whom are in my class, which also means no Brittany. I breathe a sigh of relief. “Count me in.” 
 
    I open the cafeteria door and motion for him to go in first. My gaze immediately searches for Belle. She’s at our table, engrossed in a conversation with Hannah. Her face is flushed, but she’s smiling and laughing. Man, she’s beautiful. 
 
    “Dude, you got it bad.” Vick slaps me on the back. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Isabelle.” He nods in her direction. “You’re in deep with that one.” 
 
    I shrug, unable to argue. He’s right. I am in deep, but I don’t care. I’ll do anything for that girl. “Like you have any room to talk. You’re in just as deep with Hannah.” 
 
    He flings his head back and laughs. “Guilty.” 
 
    I weave around tables and chairs until I reach Belle. Leaning over, I place a quick kiss on her cheek and then sit next to her. She turns to me with a vibrant smile before returning to her conversation with Hannah—something about dresses. I assume they’re talking about homecoming, which is only a week away. 
 
    “What do you think?” Belle asks me. 
 
    “About what?” I ask, snapping out of my thoughts. I really need to focus better when I’m around her. 
 
    She sighs with exasperation, but her smile gives away her true feelings. “Doubling with Vick and Hannah for homecoming. Vick’s dad is letting him take the sports car.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, I figured we’d just take my bike,” I say, fighting to keep my face neutral. 
 
    Belle glares at me. I can’t stop myself from laughing. She smacks me. “You’re a jerk.” 
 
    I wink and take her hand in mine. “We can do whatever you want.” 
 
    She leans forward and kisses me. “Thank you.” 
 
    From across the table, I hear Cam make some sort of disgusted grunting noise. I resist the urge to give him a dirty look. 
 
    “Why can’t you be as sweet as Grayson?” Hannah asks Vick. 
 
    He groans. “C’mon, man, you’re making me look bad.” He tosses a potato chip at me. 
 
    I pick it up and throw it back at him. “Watch and learn.” I give Belle another kiss. 
 
    Cam stands with a huff and storms away. 
 
    “What’s his problem?” I say. He can’t be upset that I’m with Belle, not when he’s the one who dumped her. And it’s not like this is new information—we’ve been together for weeks now, sitting at this table, holding hands and kissing. 
 
    “Andrea broke up with him,” Hannah says. 
 
    “What?” My stomach clenches painfully. What does this mean for me and Belle? Will she want him back now that he’s available again? Nausea rolls in my gut. The feel of Belle’s hand on my leg startles me from my thoughts. 
 
    She looks at me with concern. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I clear my throat and swallow the rising bile. “I, uh, I just need some air.” I stand and walk into the hallway, where I lean against the wall. Bent over, hands on my thighs, I force in several deep breaths. 
 
    “Grayson?” Belle’s voice is soft and filled with concern. 
 
    I look up. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” She approaches cautiously. 
 
    “Nothing.” I straighten. The last thing I’m going to do is be that kind of boyfriend—the one who’s overly jealous and insecure. If Belle decides she wants Cam back, there’s nothing I can do to stop her. It’s better for me if I just accept that now. 
 
    “Liar.” She crosses her arms. “You freaked out the second you found out Cam and Andrea broke up.” 
 
    I clench my teeth. 
 
    “That’s what this is about?” Realization dawns on her face. “You’re worried I’m going to get back together with Cam, aren’t you?” She laughs as if that’s the most ridiculous thing she’s ever heard. 
 
    “Should I worry?” 
 
    “No.” She steps up to me, takes hold of my arms, and wraps them around her. “I’m with you, Grayson. I don’t want anyone else.” 
 
    Relief floods me, and I rest my forehead against hers. “Prove it,” I whisper. 
 
    She closes the distance between us and kisses me. It’s packed with so much emotion I can’t think straight. But I no longer have any concerns about lingering feelings she might have for Cam. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say once she pulls away. 
 
    Her only response is a knowing smile. My heart flutters, and warmth spreads through my body. I’m falling in love with Isabelle Carson. 
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ISABELLE 
 
      
 
    I RUB MY FINGER ACROSS my still tingling lips as I walk to class. I’m not sure if Grayson’s behavior is sweet or troubling. He’s clearly worried I’m going to get back together with Cam, which I guess is sweet in that he cares enough about losing me that he freaked out. But jealousy is never a good thing, and I hope this isn’t going to be a recurring issue with him. 
 
    “Isabelle!” 
 
    Turning at the sound of my name, I come face to face with Andrea. My stomach clenches, and the tips of my ears burn. What does she want? I hitch my backpack strap higher on my shoulder and take a deep breath. 
 
    “Yeah?” I say, much snottier than necessary. 
 
    “Can we talk?” She doesn’t look me in the eyes when she speaks. 
 
    “I have class.” I’m sure she does, too. 
 
    “I know.” She sighs. “After school, maybe?” 
 
    I shift on my feet. She’s the last person I want to talk to, but I am curious as to why she suddenly broke up with Cam. Neither of them cared enough about me when they got together, so what’s the problem now? 
 
    “Please?” she says, finally looking up at me. Her hazel eyes are red and puffy, and her face is pale. 
 
    God teaches us forgiveness, right? Maybe if I get over myself and talk to her, I can get my life back in order. “Okay.” I nod. “I’ll meet you at your locker after last period.” 
 
    She lets out a heavy sigh, her shoulders drooping. “Thank you.” 
 
    Without another word, I turn back around and head to class. It’s impossible to concentrate, though, because I can’t stop thinking about what Andrea wants to say. Is she going to apologize? Does she want to be friends again? Do I? 
 
    The rest of the day ticks by torturously slow, and I’m ready to crawl out of my own skin by the time the final bell rings. I go to my locker and switch out my books, my movements frantic. Part of me worries Andrea will change her mind and leave before I get down to her locker. 
 
    “Hey there, beautiful.” Grayson kisses my cheek. 
 
    His words melt my insides. I close my locker and turn to face him. “Hey.” 
 
    “Want to come over?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say quickly. “But I have something I need to do first. Can I just meet you at your house later?” 
 
    He tilts his head, and that same look from earlier crosses his face—the one of dread and impending heartbreak. “I don’t mind hanging around and waiting,” he says. 
 
    “Andrea wants to talk to me.” I reach for his hand and lace our fingers. I want him to know he has nothing to worry about. “It shouldn’t take too long. But if you want to hang out and wait, that’s cool.” 
 
    He lifts my hand and presses a kiss to the back of it. “Vick is starting a study group for physics. The initial meeting is today, so I can go check that out while you’re talking to Andrea.” 
 
    I nod. “I’ll come find you in the lab when I’m done?” 
 
    “You better.” He tugs me into his arms. Then he kisses me; it’s long and slow, like a lazy river on a hot summer’s day. 
 
    When he releases me, I sway on my feet, dizzy from his kiss. My eyes flutter open. “Mmm. I’ll make this fast. Promise.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting.” With a wink, he heads toward the science lab. 
 
    I head for the closest stairwell and practically run to Andrea’s locker. The hallway is almost empty, and a fresh wave of worry hits me. Thankfully, Andrea hasn’t left. She’s leaning against her locker, books clutched to her chest. I approach, out of breath. 
 
    “Sorry,” I say. “I had to go to my locker, and then I got distracted.” 
 
    “With Grayson?” she asks, a trace of humor in her tone. 
 
    “Well, he is a pretty big distraction.” I laugh. 
 
    She laughs, too, and for a moment, we’re best friends again, talking about boys. But I forget we haven’t spoken much since school started, and our friendship is broken, maybe beyond repair. 
 
    “Thanks for showing up,” she says. 
 
    “So, what did you want to talk to me about?” 
 
    Andrea takes a deep breath. “Can we go somewhere else? Maybe the cafeteria or something?” 
 
    “I think there’s some sort of meeting in the cafeteria. The Spanish room is empty. We can go there,” I suggest. 
 
    She nods, and we walk in silence to Señorita Guzmán’s room. I flick on the lights and close the door before taking a seat next to Andrea. I fold my hands on the table. “So, what did you want to talk about?” I ask for the second time in a matter of minutes. Not very smooth, but we’re not here to have a friendly chat. 
 
    “I wanted to explain what happened and to say I’m sorry.” She hesitates. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “My dad’s company has been downsizing for almost a year, and back in May, he lost his job.” She averts her gaze to her lap, where she’s twisting her hands nervously. “He hasn’t been able to find another one, so he had to get into my college fund to pay the bills.” 
 
    Words escape me, and my expression fills with sympathy for her. Who knew she’s been dealing with so much? 
 
    “Money is so tight that my mom had to go to Pastor Jeff and ask if the church could help us.” Her voice drops to a whisper, and I have to lean closer to hear her. “They did, but now every time I go there, it feels like everyone is talking about us and how we needed charity.” Andrea covers her face with her hands. “Talk about embarrassing.” 
 
    “I had no idea,” I say, still trying to shake off the shock. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She drops her hands and heaves out a sigh. 
 
    “You could have told me,” I say gently and touch her arm. “And Hannah.” 
 
    “I know, but I was just so embarrassed. And you were dealing with Brandon’s accident. I didn’t want you to have to deal with my problems, too.” She looks at me with sad eyes. “Pastor Jeff told Cam about everything because he thought it would help if I had a friend to talk to. So, I did. I spent so much time with Cam, just talking to him. Crying. Praying.” 
 
    My stomach twists. I thought Andrea had been traveling all summer. Guess that’s just another lie she told to hide what had been really going on. Well, at least now I know the truth about why she was always too busy to hang out with me and Hannah this past summer. Not that I hung out with Hannah all that much, either. But now I know why Cam rarely answered my calls and texts. 
 
    “I don’t know how or when it happened, but my feelings for Cam changed. And then one day, we kissed.” She shifts in the chair to face me. “What I did to you was wrong. I know that now. I mean, I knew it when I was doing it, but I was so caught up in my emotions. I’m so sorry, Isabelle.” Tears streak silently down her face. 
 
    This is it—either I accept her apology and put all this behind us, or I hold a grudge and lose the opportunity to restore our friendship. 
 
    “I never should’ve gone behind your back like I did. I should’ve just been honest with you about everything and told you how I felt about Cam. I—” 
 
    I hold up my hand to silence her. The last thing I want is to listen to her tell me how much she likes Cam. “I accept your apology.” 
 
    Her entire body slumps as if I’ve removed a massive weight from her shoulders. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I heard you two broke up.” I don’t know why I said that—it isn’t any of my business, and I really don’t care. But seeing her so upset tugs at my heart, and I can’t stop all the familiar feelings of a lifetime of friendship from resurfacing. 
 
    “Yeah.” She nods. “I broke up with him last night.” 
 
    “Why?” I blurt out. 
 
    “I don’t know.” She shrugs. “Being with him just doesn’t feel right. And I’m pretty sure he’s still in love with you.” 
 
    I laugh—I can’t help it. “Right. That’s why he cheated on me?” I shake my head with disgust and lean back in the chair. “Look, I was so mad at you two for what you did, but I’m over it, okay? I’ve moved on.” 
 
    “I know. Hannah says you’re really happy.” Andrea smiles. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Good.” She sounds sincere. “I miss you, Isabelle. I want to be friends again.” 
 
    Now that she doesn’t have Cam, my friendship is important to her again? I have to stop myself from scoffing and rolling my eyes. “I miss you, too, but how can I trust you?” Fear grips my chest—what if she does this to me again? What if she tries to steal Grayson the same way she stole Cam? 
 
    “I don’t know.” She sighs again, defeated. “Can you at least try? I’ll do whatever it takes to make things right.” 
 
    “I’ll—You seriously think Cam still loves me? Did he tell you that?” I shake my head. “Personally, I don’t think Cam ever loved me. Not really. He only liked me because I always did what he wanted. I was the perfect submissive girlfriend. That’s what he loved. Not me.” 
 
    “Yeah, he wasn’t too happy when I didn’t do what he wanted.” She sniffles and digs through her bag for a tissue. Finding one, she wipes her nose. “He gave me this long lecture on how the Bible says women are supposed to be subservient to men.” 
 
    I cup my hand over my mouth. “He didn’t.” 
 
    “He did.” She giggles. 
 
    When I stop laughing and catch my breath, I say, “He’s not going to make a very good pastor, is he?” We delve into giggles again, and it feels good to have my other best friend back. I wipe my tears of laughter and blow out a breath. 
 
    Andrea reaches out and hesitantly puts her hand on my arm. “Can you ever forgive me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think I can.” I give her an awkward hug. “But Grayson is totally off-limits, got it?” 
 
    “Got it.” She chuckles and releases me. “Honestly, I think I’m done with boys for a while.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re nothing but trouble, huh?” I grin. “Speaking of troublesome boys, I need to go.” I stand and sling my bag over my shoulder. “I have to meet Grayson, but call me later, okay?” 
 
    “Definitely. And thanks, Isabelle. It means so much that you’re willing to give me another chance.” 
 
    I nod, praying I’m not making a huge mistake by offering her my forgiveness and friendship. “I’ll see ya later.” Giving her a small wave, I leave. I don’t know how long Grayson will be in the study group, but I don’t want to interrupt. If he’s still in there, I’ll just wait outside the room for him. I can get a head start on the reading assignment for my English class—except that I forgot the book in my locker. 
 
    I groan and detour back to the senior hallway where my locker is located. Maybe I should just text Grayson and let him know I’m done. Knowing him, he’ll cut out of study group early so we can hang out. The thought of curling up on his couch with him and watching a movie with him and his dad is consuming me. I can’t wait to get out of this school and relax. Head down, I grab my phone from my pocket and open my messages. 
 
    “Oh, good. You’re still here. I thought you left already.” 
 
    I jerk my head up. Cam. “Yeah, well, I’m just waiting for Grayson, and then I’m leaving.” 
 
    Cam narrows his eyes in that way he does when he’s not happy. “Think you can spare a minute? Or will your new boyfriend get mad if you’re late?” 
 
    I scowl and cross my arms. “What do you want, Cam?” My patience is gone, and I’m not going to stand here and listen to him make snotty comments about Grayson. 
 
    He sighs and drags his hand through his hair. “I’m sorry I hurt you with the whole Andrea thing.” 
 
    What is this—national apologize to Isabelle day? First Andrea and now Cam. Seriously, this is starting to get weird. “Well, you know, God works all things for the good of those who love Him…” 
 
    Cam furrows his brows and continues as if I said nothing. “And I just want you to know I made a mistake.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to tell me you made a mistake. I already know that.” And I'm over it. He should be, too. 
 
    “No, I mean I made a mistake when I broke up with you.” He steps closer. 
 
    I lean back. So, cheating on me is cool, but breaking up with me isn’t? What is wrong with him? Where’s Grayson when I need him? 
 
    “You’re different lately.” Cam takes another step toward me, and I’m frozen in place. “You smile a lot more. You’re happier.” 
 
    Is he expecting a response? I have no idea what to say. 
 
    “You’re so… vibrant.” He places his hands on my shoulders. “It’s like I’m seeing you for the first time, and my gosh, Isabelle.” 
 
    My heart is in my throat. A month ago, I would’ve sold my soul to hear him say these things, but now… it makes me physically sick. He doesn’t want me because he’s seen what he’s lost. He only wants me because he knows he can’t have me—and because he’s on the rebound from Andrea. This is nothing more than jealousy. 
 
    “I never should’ve broken up with you,” he whispers. “Please give me another chance.” 
 
    “Cam. This isn’t—” 
 
    He silences me with a kiss I’m not expecting, a kiss I don’t want. 
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GRAYSON 
 
      
 
    MY SIDES HURT FROM LAUGHING so hard. Leave it to Vick to turn something as boring as a physics study group into a one-man comedy act. At this rate, none of us will pass this class. But we’ll have fun failing. 
 
    “So, we’ll meet every Wednesday after school?” Vick looks around the group, and everyone nods. “And if there’s a big test, we’ll add another study session.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I say. I gather my stuff and follow the rest of the group out of the room, expecting to see Isabelle waiting for me, but she’s not here. She’s probably still talking to Andrea. I glance around for Vick and find him almost at the end of the hall. “Hey, Vick!” I jog after him. “Do you know where Andrea’s locker is?” 
 
    “Junior hallway.” 
 
    I clap him on the back. “Thanks, man.” Thankfully, the junior hallway isn’t as big as the senior hallway. When I get there, it’s deserted. No sign of Belle or Andrea. Did they go somewhere else to talk? I grab my phone and send her a message. study group is over. where are you? did you get lost? lol. 
 
    Maybe she’s waiting at my locker. I trudge back upstairs. When I exit the stairwell, I stop cold. All the breath rushes from my lungs in one sharp whoosh. Cam and Belle. Kissing. It feels like someone is repeatedly stabbing my heart with a butter knife. This can’t be real. I’m seeing things. But no matter how many times I blink, the scene doesn’t change. 
 
    Belle—my beautiful, funny, spunky Belle—is kissing her ex-boyfriend. 
 
    She’s cheating on me. 
 
    I guess I pick them as well as my dad. 
 
    Pain morphs into anger that radiates through my body, spreading like a virus until it’s raging out of control. I spin on my heel and storm toward the exit. Shoving the door open, I let out a scream. How can she do this to me? After I told her about my mom… I speed walk to my bike, each step heavier and harder than the last. All I want to do is throw stuff and punch something. I curl my hand into a fist, then flex my fingers, repeating the motion until my entire hand aches. 
 
    I hop on my bike and take off much too fast. I need to get as far away from that school—and Isabelle—as I can. I drive around for almost an hour, and by the time I get home, I’m feeling slightly better. The rage has settled to a dull hum in the back of my mind. It’s my heart that hurts now. 
 
    My phone’s been buzzing in my pocket almost non-stop. I can’t ignore it any longer. Pulling it from my pocket, I take a deep breath, knowing I’m going to have messages from Isabelle. And I do—six of them. 
 
    lol. no, not lost. had to go back to my locker. meet me there? 
 
    are you still in study group? 
 
    just went to the science lab. where are you? 
 
    your bike is gone. did you leave without me? 
 
    hello?? please answer me! 
 
    okay, i’m really worried, grayson. what’s going on? where are you? 
 
    Reading her messages reignites the anger in my chest. How can she send me all this stuff like nothing’s wrong? She knows what she did. She may not know that I know, but that doesn’t change anything. She cheated on me. I delete her messages without answering any of them, turn my phone off, and go inside. 
 
    “Hey, Grays,” Dad says. His hand is no longer bandaged, and the stitches will be removed in a couple of days. 
 
    “Hey,” I say. 
 
    “No Isabelle today?” 
 
    I shake my head. The last thing I want to do is explain to my dad what’s going on. He’ll give me advice that I don’t want. 
 
    “Well, I’m making dinner tonight. Tacos.” He grins. “It will be ready in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Okay.” I sigh. I’m not hungry, though. I really just want to be alone, but if I refuse to eat, Dad will want to know why. Dad returns to the kitchen, and I start toward my room. Before I make it, there’s a knock on the door. 
 
    “Can you get that?” Dad shouts. 
 
    I momentarily hang my head, and then I shuffle to the front door. I open it to find Isabelle standing there. Anger, heartache, and familiar excitement war inside of me. I want to take her in my arms and pretend everything is okay, but when I look at her, all I see is her kissing Cam. 
 
    “You left,” she says. 
 
    “Yup.” I step outside and close the door, not wanting my father to overhear. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I raise a brow. “Seriously?” 
 
    She nods. “What’s going on? Why are you acting like you’re mad at me?” She reaches for my arm, but I move out of the way before she can touch me. Her face falls. “Grayson? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I cannot believe you.” I cross my arms. “You’ve got a lot of nerve showing up here.” I jog down the steps, needing space. 
 
    “What are you talking about? I thought we were going to hang out tonight.” Hesitantly, she follows me down the steps, but she doesn’t get too close. “Please tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “What’s going on is that you’re a liar and a cheater.” My tone is cool and controlled. 
 
    She takes a careful step back, eyes wide. “What?” Her voice cracks, and for a brief moment, I actually feel sorry for her. 
 
    “I saw you, Belle. You were kissing Cam,” I shout and then glance at the house, praying my father didn’t overhear. 
 
    She gasps and shakes her head. “It’s not like that, Grayson. It’s not—” 
 
    “Don’t.” I slice my hand through the air. I’m not buying her lies and excuses. “Nothing you say is going to make this better.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “After everything I told you about my mom…” My face is hot with anger, and my hands shake. If anyone knows how much I despise cheating, it’s Belle. “Of all the things you could’ve done to hurt me, you do this?” 
 
    “I didn’t—” Tears stream down her face, and her bottom lip trembles. 
 
    My heart shatters even more, but I can’t let myself give in. She cheated on me and betrayed my trust. 
 
    “Go home, Belle.” I walk back up the steps, grab the doorknob, and turn around to face her. “You made your choice.” Then I go inside and slam the door. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Dad is standing in the living room, arms crossed. 
 
    “Belle and I broke up.” 
 
    “Want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Nope.” I head straight for the kitchen. The spicy aroma of taco meat fills the room, and my stomach rumbles even though the thought of eating makes me sick. I grab a bottle of water from the fridge and disappear into my room. My solitude doesn’t last long, though. 
 
    “What’s going on, Grays?” Dad asks as he pulls out my desk chair and sits facing me. 
 
    I kick my backpack across the floor. “I caught her kissing her ex-boyfriend.” I flop down on my bed and groan. “She cheated on me, Dad. Just like Mom cheated on you.” 
 
    With a heavy sigh, he leans forward and rests his elbows on his knees. He nods slowly. “I’m sorry, kiddo.” 
 
    I give him a disbelieving look. “That’s all you have to say?” This is not like my father, which makes me believe he’s going to say something I’m not going to like. 
 
    “Did she explain?” 
 
    “Explain? What’s there to explain? I saw her, Dad. There’s nothing she can say that will justify cheating.” 
 
    “No, but things aren’t always what they seem.” He rubs his hands over his face and stands. “Don’t jump to conclusions. You might live to regret it.” Without another word, he leaves and closes my door. 
 
    I stare after him, dumbfounded. Don’t jump to conclusions? I know what I saw. There’s no way I misunderstood what was happening. Just like Dad never misunderstood what happened with Mom. When he first found out, he was devastated. So was I. And when everything happened with the church, he shut down, refusing to talk about it, even to me. Does he believe the rumors? I never had the guts to ask him, and he never volunteered the information. 
 
    Is it possible I don’t know the truth about my own mother? Heart racing, I scramble off my bed and rush into the kitchen. Dad’s fixing himself a plate of tacos. “What do you mean things aren’t always what they seem?” 
 
    He sprinkles cheese on his tacos and then turns to face me. “I mean exactly what I said. Just because you saw her kissing her ex doesn’t mean you know the whole story.” 
 
    “You never knew the whole story with Mom.” I cross my arms. “That doesn’t change what she did.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t.” He leans against the counter. “But if she hadn’t died, we might have been able to fix things.” He shrugs one shoulder, grabs his plate, and sits at the table. 
 
    I stand, frozen, and watch him take a large bite of his taco. He seems so at peace with Mom’s betrayal. “You really would have forgiven her?” 
 
    “Maybe.” He takes another bite. “See, Grayson… I’ve had a few years to think. Every person is responsible for their actions, yes. But a relationship takes two. Once the pain passed, I realized there were things I could have done differently with your mom. And I realized I still loved her, even through the pain. We might have made it work.” 
 
    “How?” I pull out the chair across from him and sit. 
 
    “It wouldn’t have been easy, but we would have found a way.” He opens his can of soda and takes a drink before wiping his mouth with a napkin. “With God, there’s always a way.” 
 
    I bury my face in my hands and sigh. How can he be so calm? Sure, it’s been years, but how does a hurt like this ever go away? I don’t think this gaping hole in my heart will ever heal. 
 
    Dad gently removes my hands from my face and gives them a firm squeeze. “You don’t stop loving someone just because they hurt you.” He gives me an encouraging, albeit sad, smile. “You find it in yourself to forgive them. And then you move on, with or without them.” 
 
    I swallow hard against the threat of tears. 
 
    “I know it hurts. And I know it’s not easy.” He releases my hands. “But love never is.” Dad turns his attention back to his food. “You should eat something.” 
 
    In a daze, I get up and fix myself a couple of tacos. I’m still not hungry, but maybe eating will help clear my mind. Or just distract me for a little while. I eat in silence, debating whether I should turn my phone back on. I know if I do I’ll be tempted to message Isabelle, and I just can’t talk to her right now. 
 
    Dad’s right about finding a way to forgive her—God teaches us that—but I don’t know how. She not only cheated on me, she flat out lied to my face. She told me I had nothing to worry about, that I was the only one she wanted. No, it’s not about forgiveness. It’s about trust. And how do you get that back once it’s gone? 
 
    Once dinner is over, Dad asks, “Want to watch a movie?” 
 
    “Not tonight.” I take my dishes to the sink and begin to clean up. 
 
    “I got this,” Dad says, nudging me out of the way. “Go take care of things with Isabelle.” 
 
    Yeah, right. I shuffle through the living room, not paying any attention to anything when I slam my shin against the coffee table. Stabbing pain shoots up my leg. I let out a painful yelp. “I’m okay,” I call to Dad so he won’t rush in here to check on me. I rub the sting from my leg and scowl at the coffee table as if it’s somehow its fault. 
 
    Dad’s Bible lies open, an old receipt tucked between the pages to mark his spot. I haven’t seen Dad’s Bible since Mom died. Huh. I retreat to my room and dig my phone from my bag. Heart racing, I power it on. As expected, I have several messages from Isabelle. I lay on my bed and read them. 
 
    it’s not what you think. i promise. please let me explain. 
 
    grayson please? you don’t understand. 
 
    fine. don’t answer me, but you need to know the truth. after i talked to andrea, i went to my locker and cam was there. he started saying all this stuff to me and i didn’t know what to do. before i could say anything, HE kissed ME. i did NOT kiss him. i pushed him away and told him to stop. that’s the truth. i swear. you have to believe me. 
 
    I close my eyes and breathe deeply. Is that really the truth? I want it to be. So bad. Because then I can be angry with Cam and not Belle. Because then she’s an innocent victim, too, and not some lying, cheating seductress out to destroy me. There’s a gap in the timing of the messages and then… 
 
    i’m so sorry grayson. please forgive me. i don’t want cam. i want you. 
 
    I have no idea how to respond. A huge part of me wants to tell her I believe her and forgive her and that everything will be okay. But I don’t, and everything isn’t okay. It might never be okay again. So, I delete her messages, close my eyes, and pray for guidance. 
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ISABELLE 
 
      
 
    MY EYES BURN FROM LACK of sleep, and my face is puffy from all the crying I’ve done. Based on the way my vision blurs right now, the tears aren’t stopping anytime soon. I wipe them away and close my locker. When I turn around, Grayson is coming down the hallway. He walks by as if I don’t exist, and fresh tears blaze a painful path down my cheeks. 
 
    “You are unbelievable!” Andrea marches up to me and gets in my face. 
 
    “What?” I sniffle and wipe my face again. 
 
    “You just couldn’t wait to go after Cam, could you?” Her shrieking intensifies my headache. “We weren’t even broken up for a day before you made a move.” 
 
    I press the heels of my hands against my temples. Make it stop. “What are you—No. Look, whatever he told you—” 
 
    “Don’t!” She points at me. “I went out of my way yesterday to apologize and try to make amends, and you stabbed me in the back.” 
 
    Students turn to stare. She’s making a scene. Why won’t she shut up? My mouth moves, but nothing comes out. Grayson’s watching. Nothing I say or do can make this better. 
 
    “You’re a bad friend, Isabelle,” she says. 
 
    “I’m a bad friend?” I clutch my broken heart. “But you… and Cam… you dumped him. And I didn’t ask—I didn’t want him to kiss me. I—” My gaze drifts to Grayson, but I can’t say out loud, in front of all these people, how much Grayson means to me. 
 
    “Oh, don’t try to twist this around.” Andrea shakes her head, her black hair whipping around her face. “You’ve been dying to get him back.” 
 
    “You have no idea what you’re talking about.” I fling my backpack over my shoulder, glance at Grayson to be sure he's listening, and enunciate each word slowly. “Let me be perfectly clear. I don’t want Cam.” 
 
    “Then stop kissing him!” 
 
    “I. Wasn’t!” 
 
    A blur of motion and my cheek stings with fresh heat. 
 
    I gasp and cup my cheek. She slapped me. She actually slapped me. Andrea gapes at me, as if surprised by her own action and the realization she can't blame that on me, too, and then shoves her way through the forming crowd. I stare after her, stunned. Grayson’s gaze collides with mine for a fraction of a second before he turns away. I hang my head, not even trying to stop the tears anymore. I’m entirely numb, and everything inside of me is broken. 
 
    There’s no way I can go to Spanish and sit next to Grayson when he can’t stand to look at me. I won’t be able to concentrate anyway. So, instead, I make my way to the nurse’s office. 
 
    “Oh, Isabelle, dear, what happened?” Ms. Young jumps up from her chair and scurries around her desk. She pulls my hand from my face and cringes. “Let me get you an ice pack.” 
 
    I take a seat on the uncomfortable blue bed and take the ice pack she offers me. Gently, I put it on my cheek and wince. “Ow.” 
 
    “What happened?” she asks again. 
 
    “Oh, um. It’s stupid.” I force a smile. “I went to close my locker and I accidentally hit myself with the door.” I don’t know why I’m lying when I should just tell the truth. Andrea deserves to suffer some consequences for smacking me. But I also really want to forget all about this. 
 
    The bell rings, but I don’t move. Ms. Young doesn’t ask me to, either, so I sit with an ice pack on my cheek, feeling sorry for myself. How did my life get so messed up? The only good thing I had was Grayson, and now I’ve lost him. God, please, help me out here. I don’t know what to do. How can I make things right? 
 
    Ms. Young hands me a tissue, and I realize I’m crying again. Or still. I don’t even know anymore. She sits next to me and rubs my back. “It’s going to be okay. Might be a tad swollen, and you’ll have a good bruise, but nothing too bad.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    She pats my leg and stands. “I’ll write you a late pass. You can take the ice pack with you.” 
 
    I groan. So much for avoiding Grayson. Reluctantly, I take the late pass and head to class. Señorita Guzmán smiles when I hand her the pass. There’s a video playing, and I’m so grateful we’re not practicing our dance or anything else that will require me to talk to Grayson. I slip into my seat and stare at the television. 
 
    Unfortunately for me, the video ends ten minutes later, and Señorita Guzmán instructs us to head to the gym. I hate my life. Once in the gym, she starts the music and counts out the steps. Grayson gets into position, his body stiff. We move to the music, but he doesn’t look at me. I clear my throat, mostly so I won’t break down into sobs. My throat burns with the effort. 
 
    “How’s your cheek?” he asks. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    He nods, and we fall silent again. His head is down, and I stare at his soft, beautiful, windblown hair. My fingers ache to run through it. 
 
    “I can’t do this,” I mutter as I back away from him. I can barely see through my tears, but that doesn’t stop me from running out of the gym. 
 
    “Isabelle!” Grayson calls my name. 
 
    My full name. 
 
    A sob nearly chokes me. I don’t slow down, though. I can’t. I can’t look into his eyes and have him tell me it’s over, that he doesn’t want me anymore. I hide out in the girls’ bathroom for the remainder of the period, and when the bell rings, I sneak out the side door, but I don’t go home. I can’t stand to be there, to see the evidence of a shattered life. 
 
    Instead, I drive to the Elmwood Street Christian Church. I have no idea if anyone will be there, and I don’t really care if there is. I just need the peace that comes with being in God’s house. I walk in, and the place is dimly lit, the pews empty. Stopping just inside the door, I inhale deeply and close my eyes. 
 
    “Is there something I can do for you?” 
 
    I gasp at the unexpected sound and open my eyes to find a woman walking down the aisle. When she gets closer, I recognize her as Sandra, Pastor Rick’s wife. 
 
    “Isabelle?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry for just walking in.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be in school?” she asks. There’s zero judgment in her tone, and I never knew I could be so grateful for something so small. 
 
    I nod and bite the inside of my cheek, but the tears come regardless. “I’m sorry. I can go.” I turn to leave when she puts her hand gently on my arm. 
 
    “You don’t have to leave.” She gives me a soft smile. “In fact, I’m guessing you need to be here.” 
 
    I sniffle and wipe the tears from my face. “Thank you.” My voice trembles. 
 
    “Pastor Rick isn’t here, but maybe I can help. Come on.” She leads me to the closest pew, and I sit. She slides in next to me, angling her body so she can face me, elbows resting on the back of the pew. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    I blow out a breath and lick my lips. Then, I start talking, and I don’t stop until I’ve divulged my entire life story. I tell her everything from Brandon’s death to Mom’s drinking to the reasons I left my old church and even all the stuff with my friends and Grayson. Through all of it, Sandra is silent, listening. When I’m done, my shoulders slump, and bone-weary exhaustion weighs me down. 
 
    “Oh, sweetheart.” She pulls me into a hug. “I’m sorry, Isabelle. Truly.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I whisper. 
 
    She rubs my back, and then releases me. Unshed tears glisten in her eyes, and guilt gnaws at me. I shouldn’t have burdened her with my problems. She’s got way more important things to worry about. 
 
    “It can be hard to understand why God does what He does, and I suppose we’re not meant to. We simply need to trust Him and His plans for us.” 
 
    “I know.” I nod. 
 
    “I don’t know many adults who could deal with everything you’ve been dealing with, but Isabelle…” She takes my hands. “None of what’s happened is your fault. You know that, right?” 
 
    I hang my head, unable to give her the answer I know she wants. 
 
    “The people in your life, the ones who are supposed to be there for you—your parents, your former pastor and church, your friends—they’ve failed you when you needed them the most. It's what broken, imperfect people do.” Her tone is gentle but firm. 
 
    Tears roll down my cheeks and drip from my chin, landing on my jeans with an unsatisfying splat. “I just don’t know what to do.” I cover my face with my hands and sob. 
 
    Sandra puts her arm around my shoulders and lets me cry until I can’t cry anymore. I straighten and drag my hands over my head and down my hair. My temples throb, and my nose is sore from running so much. 
 
    “Can we pray?” Sandra asks. 
 
    “Yeah.” My throat burns. 
 
    “Heavenly Father, please watch over Isabelle,” she says in a soft, soothing tone. “Wrap her in Your loving embrace, protect her, and guide her through these broken relationships and difficult times. Amen.” 
 
    “Amen,” I echo. 
 
    “Let me give you my number,” Sandra says. “And I want you to call me, anytime, if you need anything.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I still don’t know what I’m supposed to do about Andrea and Grayson, but knowing I have someone I can call and talk to is a relief. 
 
    Sandra leaves and returns a moment later with a scrap of paper; her number is scrawled across it. Smiling, I take it and tuck it into my pocket. I ease out of the pew and stand. Every muscle in my body aches, and all I want to do is sleep. 
 
    We walk out of the church, and Sandra follows me to my car. She hesitates a moment, and I wait. Finally, she speaks. “Isabelle, you’re dealing with so much right now. Please, be sure to maintain your walk with God. It’s easy to blame Him when things go wrong. It’s easy to turn away. But these are the times you need Him most.” 
 
    I nod, knowing I won’t be able to speak without crying again. 
 
    She rests her hand on my arm. “Don’t let what happened with your old church sway you. That is not how Christians are supposed to behave, and I’d hate for you to lose faith. Especially now.” 
 
    “I won’t. I promise.” And I realize in that moment just how much I mean that. Sure, my life is a train wreck, but I know it’s not His fault. 
 
    Sandra pats my arm. “Thank you. Would it be all right if I had Pastor Rick call you?” 
 
    “Sure.” I thank her again for listening to me ramble about my problems. Then I get into my car and go home. 
 
    And that’s where I stay for the rest of the day. I ignore my messages—even the ones from Hannah. Knowing my luck, she’ll take Andrea’s side and yell at me. I can’t handle that right now. 
 
    On Saturday morning, I force myself to roll out of bed and shower. My homecoming dress hangs on the hook in the bathroom. Wrapped in a towel, hair dripping wet down my back, I stare at the shimmering purple material. I’m supposed to be wearing it tonight. I’m supposed to be having the night of my life with Grayson. 
 
    I walk out of the bathroom and slam the door. It’s just another stupid, boring Saturday. I’ll spend it watching TV and reading magazines that my mother keeps forgetting to cancel. If I’m lucky, Dad will come home. I’m not getting my hopes up about that, though. 
 
    The doorbell chimes, and my heart stops. Please don’t let it be nosy Ms. Rhoades. I race down the stairs and yank open the door. Nope. Not Ms. Rhoades. It’s someone worse. 
 
    Hannah. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asks, her gaze raking over me. 
 
    “I’m sick,” I lie. I stand in the doorway, refusing to let her inside. 
 
    She tilts her head. “You don’t look sick.” 
 
    “Well, I am.” I shift on my feet. 
 
    “You haven’t been answering any of my calls or texts.” 
 
    “I’ve been sleeping a lot.” I shrug. “Sorry.” Guilt stabs my chest. There’s no reason whatsoever for the way I’m treating her. I’m being unnecessarily mean, but I can’t seem to stop myself. 
 
    “So, I take it you’re not going to homecoming tonight then?” 
 
    I shake my head and bite the inside of my cheek so I won’t cry. 
 
    Hannah nods. “I probably can’t change your mind, can I?” 
 
    I shake my head again. My throat burns with the effort of holding back tears. 
 
    “It’s our senior year, Isabelle. This is the very last homecoming dance we’ll ever have. Are you sure you want to miss this?” 
 
    No, I don’t want to miss it. But I also don’t want to go alone. Or worse, go and have to see Grayson, knowing I’ve lost him. “Yeah, I’m sure.” I force the words out. 
 
    She frowns. “Well, I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    She hesitates for a moment before stepping closer and wrapping her arms around me in a hug. “Whenever you’re ready to talk about what’s going on, I’ll be ready to listen,” she whispers. Then she releases me and walks back to her car. 
 
    I stand in the doorway and watch until she’s gone. Then I run upstairs, throw myself onto my bed, and cry myself to sleep. I sleep through church on Sunday, unable to spend a couple hours in the same building with Grayson. 
 
    Sunday night, I get a call from Pastor Rick and Sandra. I assure them I’m okay and promise to visit them before youth group on Tuesday. 
 
    By the time Monday rolls around, I’m bored out of my mind, and I have to get out of the house. I’m still so mad and upset, but I’m done hiding. I won’t lose everything I’ve been working for just because some boy broke my heart. I didn’t let Cam get the best of me, and I won’t let Grayson, either. 
 
    I walk to my locker, head held high. Hannah’s waiting for me, and when she sees me, her face lights up. “Thank God.” She wraps me up in a huge bear hug. “If you didn’t show up today, I was coming to your house with Vick and dragging you back to school.” 
 
    I open my locker and rummage around inside. “How was homecoming?’ 
 
    “Would have been better if you were there.” 
 
    “In case you didn’t hear”—I slam my locker closed—“I no longer have a boyfriend. No boyfriend. No date to homecoming. I didn’t see the point in going.” Seriously, why is she nagging about homecoming? 
 
    “Grayson didn’t go, either,” she says softly. 
 
    I freeze, fighting back the urge to cry. Although, I’m not sure I have any tears left. “Yeah, well, it’s not my business what Grayson does or doesn’t do.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. Last time she said that to me, we didn’t speak for days. “I have to get to class. There’s a lot of work I need to make up.” When I walk into Spanish, Grayson is already there. 
 
    He looks up, and a flash of shock crosses his face. I acknowledge him with a small smile and then go to Señorita Guzmán’s desk. Once she gives me the missing assignments, I take my seat. Grayson’s scent bombards me, and I close my eyes while I blow out a breath. I can get through this class. Maybe. 
 
    We take a quiz, and then Señorita Guzmán lectures for the remainder of the class. Proud of myself for not losing it, I walk out of the room and head straight to study hall. At least I’ll have work to do that will distract me from Grayson. He’s sitting in what’s always been our spot, but I don’t join him. I find an empty seat near the far wall, plug my earbuds into my phone, and turn up the volume. Then, I lose myself in homework. 
 
    I don’t even realize class is over until I glance up and see the room is half empty. Collecting my stuff, I leave and rush to my next class. The morning progresses much the same—going to class, collecting more homework, and moving on to the next. Finally, it’s lunch, and my stomach is in knots. The thought of sitting at a table with Cam and Grayson is enough to send me into a panic attack. But they won’t get the best of me; I won’t let them. 
 
    Straightening my shoulders, I walk to the table and sit next to Hannah, just like I’ve always done. 
 
    “Hey,” I say, attempting some level of normalcy. 
 
    “Hi.” She smiles. “How’re you feeling?” 
 
    I groan. “Please stop asking me that. I’m fine. Really.” 
 
    “You sure?” She subtly inclines her head. 
 
    Vick and Grayson are walking toward our table, laughing. I take a deep breath and fortify my emotions so I can get through the next hour. I can be civil. Vick sits on Hannah’s other side and kisses her cheek. I’m glad to see they’re still together and happy. 
 
    Grayson sits next to Vick, and a moment later, Cam arrives with Nolan and Kyle. 
 
    “Isabelle,” Cam says, surprised. 
 
    “Cam.” My tone is curt. For someone who claims to want another chance, he never once called or texted me while I was out of school. 
 
    Grayson’s gaze darts between me and Cam. Suddenly, I know what I have to do to make things right. It might not make Grayson forgive me or take me back, but it might make him finally believe what I’ve been telling him. And it will certainly let Cam know I don’t buy into everything he said to me last week. 
 
    I turn toward Cam. “So, how’s Andrea?” 
 
    He tilts his head, looking at me with confusion. “Um, we broke up.” 
 
    “Oh, I know.” I nod. “I also know you told her I couldn’t wait to get you back and that I kissed you.” I fold my arms on the table. “But you know that’s not true, don’t you?” 
 
    “Isabelle,” Hannah warns under her breath. I ignore her. 
 
    Cam clears his throat and shifts uncomfortably. He glances around as if he’s trying to find a way out. “Well…” He rubs the back of his neck. 
 
    “Admit it, Cam. The second Andrea broke up with you, you came to me. You told me you wanted me back. And you kissed me.” I pin him with an unflinching stare. 
 
    “You never told me to stop,” Cam says. 
 
    I open my mouth to respond, but I’m too stunned by his blatant lie to come up with the words. 
 
    Grayson stands abruptly, his chair scraping loudly across the floor. Then he walks out of the cafeteria. Any hope I have about proving my innocence disappears, and I slouch in the chair. What can I say or do to make him forgive me? 
 
    “Isabelle?” Hannah gently places her hand on my arm, her gaze filled with concern. “Just give him some time, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Vick says. “He won’t admit it, but he’s been miserable without you.” 
 
    I force a smile, wishing their words gave me comfort. 
 
    I don’t see Grayson again, and when I walk out to the student parking lot at the end of the day, his bike is already gone. He’s certainly good at avoiding me. I drive home, wondering how I’m going to get through the rest of the semester like this. Or how I’m going to do well on this Spanish project when my partner can’t stand me and won’t talk to me. Slowly, my sadness morphs to anger. What right does he have to mess up my classes and potentially my grades, too? I have a lot hinging on this class. 
 
    Fuming, I pull into my driveway, kill the engine, and stomp into the house. I drop my bag. 
 
    “Mom?” She’s lying on the floor, face down in a pile of vomit. “Mom!” 
 
    I fall to my knees and roll her onto her back. “Mom, wake up.” I shake her. “Mom… please. Mom!” 
 
    But she doesn’t open her eyes. 
 
    God, no, please don’t let her be dead. 
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GRAYSON 
 
      
 
    I SIT ON THE COUCH, staring at the TV but not really watching it. My mind keeps replaying what happened at lunch. Belle put Cam on the spot, and the jerk squirmed. Is it possible she’s been telling me the truth? Is she really an innocent victim of Cam’s manipulation? If so, would she have told me the truth? Or would she have kept silent, allowing me to believe nothing ever happened? No matter what the truth is, it doesn’t change the facts. She had her lips on Cam’s while she was my girlfriend. That’s unacceptable. For all I know, they kissed more after I ran out of the school. 
 
    “Ready?” Dad asks. He’s freshly showered, his dark hair curling around his ears. 
 
    “Yup.” I stand and shut off the television. 
 
    “Good, because I can’t wait to get these stitches out of my hand. They itch like you wouldn’t believe.” He laughs and shoves his wallet into his back pocket. 
 
    According to the doctor, Dad’s not supposed to drive until the stitches are out, but that hasn’t stopped him. I know he’s been running errands while I’m in school. Can’t really blame him—there’s no way I could spend all day stuck in the house with nothing to do. Which is really the only reason I’m going back to the ER with him tonight, so I don’t have to sit here alone. Lately, my thoughts are not my friend. 
 
    Dad hands me the truck keys, and we head to the hospital. 
 
    “Any luck finding a regular doctor?” I ask. 
 
    “Bryan set me up with his family doctor, but she can’t see us until next month.” 
 
    I nod. Thankfully, the doctor who treated Dad is also a general practitioner, so he’s been seeing Dad for follow up appointments at the hospital because we’re new in town and not yet completely settled. It’s nice of him—the Christian thing to do, as the doctor said—but the waits at the hospital are unreasonable. 
 
    “How was school today?” he asks. 
 
    I pull into the parking lot and find an empty spot. “Fine.” 
 
    “And Isabelle?” 
 
    “Still broken up.” I take the keys from the ignition and hand them to Dad. Then I’m out of the truck before he can ask any more questions. 
 
    Today, it takes only two hours to get seen, and Dad gets a full medical release so he can return to normal activities. And work. I know that makes him happy. 
 
    “Hungry?” he asks as we walk down the hallway toward the exit. 
 
    “Yeah, I could—” I stop suddenly. To my right is a room reserved for family members who’re waiting for loved ones in surgery. “Belle?” 
 
    She’s curled up in one of the chairs, knees hugged to her chest. She looks up, and her face is distraught. My heart stops. 
 
    “Go on.” Dad nods for me to go to her. “Call me when you’re ready to come home.” He leaves without another word. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask, approaching Belle. 
 
    She shakes her head, her face wet with tears. Her entire body trembles. I sit beside her, and she flings her arms around my neck and sobs. I hold her, unsure what to say, and let her cry as I stroke her hair. I have no idea what’s wrong, but seeing her like this tears me apart. Burying my face in her hair, I inhale deeply. I’ve missed the feel of her in my arms. 
 
    “My mom.” She hiccups. “She… she…” 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay.” I hold her out at arm’s length, cradling her face, and peer into her eyes. “You don’t have to explain.” 
 
    Nodding, she lowers her head. I want nothing more than to make her pain go away. Standing, I guide her to the two-person chair near the window, and we sit, unencumbered by the hard, wooden armrests. I wrap my arm around her shoulders, and she rests her head on my chest, exactly like she always does when we watch movies together. 
 
    We’re both silent for what feels like hours. Her tears slow, and her body stops shaking. Rubbing my hand up her arm, I press a kiss to the top of her head. 
 
    “When I got home from school, I found my mom on the floor.” She straightens, and a sudden chill hits my body where she’d been resting a moment ago. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” What a lame thing to say. 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” She stands and paces toward the table in the corner that holds a coffee pot. 
 
    “Dad got his stitches out.” I watch her closely, worried she might collapse at any moment. She didn't look too good in school today—bloodshot eyes, pale complexion, movements slow, constantly yawning. I guess she’s been sleeping about as well as I have this past week. 
 
    She nods absently before turning back toward me. “You don’t have to stay. I’m fine.” She hugs herself, and I know she’s anything but fine. 
 
    I stand and approach. “I don’t mind.” She doesn’t look like she really wants to be alone, regardless of what she says. 
 
    “Really, Grayson. I’m fine. My dad will be here soon.” She averts her gaze before she even finishes speaking. 
 
    “Okay, so I’ll hang out until your dad gets here.” I shove my hands into my pockets. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Why do you want to stay? You’ve been avoiding me for a week.” Her shoulders slump, and she stares at me with a blank expression. 
 
    I sigh and drag my hand through my hair. “Because you’re clearly upset, and—” 
 
    “I’ve been upset for a week, Grayson.” Her tone is full of defeat. “Why do you suddenly care?” 
 
    “I’ve cared all week, Belle, but you hurt me, and I needed some time.” I walk back to the chair and sit with my arms on my knees. If only she knew how much I care, but how can I tell her now? She won’t believe me anyway. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything wrong,” she whispers. I don’t have to look up to know she’s crying again. 
 
    “I know.” I nod and stare at my hands as if they’ll have all the answers. 
 
    She sits beside me again. “Then why are you punishing me?” 
 
    Closing my eyes against the utter pain I hear in her tone, I take a deep breath. “I’m not punishing you.” At least, I’m not trying to. Maybe I am. Part of me wants her to hurt as much as I do, but at the same time, I can’t stand to know she’s hurting—and I'm the one hurting her. “Why didn’t you stop him?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “No.” I straighten and look at her. “Why didn’t you stop him before he kissed you? Did you want him to?” 
 
    She shakes her head, her eyes wide with disbelief. “I didn’t want him to kiss me. It all happened so fast. I didn’t have time to react, but as soon as the shock wore off, I pushed him away.” 
 
    I nod. Her story hasn’t changed at all, which I guess is a good thing. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she says through more tears. 
 
    I gently wipe her tears with my thumbs. I have no doubt she’s sorry. “I need to know… if I hadn’t seen it, would you have told me?” 
 
    Belle hangs her head, and that’s all the answer I need. 
 
    “Look, I know you didn’t ask Cam to kiss you, and maybe you didn’t kiss him back, but…” I shake my head and let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know, Belle. I believe you, and I want to forgive you, but it’s… Trust. I don’t know if I can right now. Believe me, I’ve spent all week thinking about this, praying for guidance. I just don’t know what to do.” 
 
    A nurse pops into the room. “Oh, sorry,” she says. “I didn’t realize anyone was still in here. Are you waiting to speak to a doctor?” 
 
    Isabelle stands and nods. “Yeah, my mom was brought into the ER. Miranda Carson?” 
 
    “Right, of course. I’m sorry. Let me check in and see what’s going on.” She smiles sympathetically. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Alone once again, Belle turns to me. Her expression is suddenly hard. “I can’t tell you what to do, but I can’t keep doing this, Grayson. I can’t keep apologizing for something I didn’t do. That’s not fair.” 
 
    I shove my hands into my pockets again and stare at the floor. She’s absolutely right. I’m holding her accountable for something she didn’t do. So, why can’t I forgive her? What’s holding me back? 
 
    “I think you should go.” 
 
    I jerk my head up. Hours ago, I would’ve done anything to avoid seeing her, but now I can’t stand the thought of walking away. Not that I have any idea what’s going on with her mom, but after the week she’s had, I can’t just leave her. “You really shouldn’t be alone right now.” 
 
    She laughs bitterly. “Why not? I’m alone all the time. Why should now be any different?” 
 
    “What?” I tilt my head. 
 
    “My dad’s not coming.” 
 
    My heart sinks. She really is alone. 
 
    “He’s in Philly for work and can’t get a flight home until tomorrow.” Her bottom lip trembles. “I don’t know why I’m surprised. He’s never home anymore.” She covers her face with her hands and cries. 
 
    Without hesitation, I pull her into my arms. There’s obviously so much going on that I don’t know about. I want to ask, but now’s not the time. She needs a friend. I contemplate calling Hannah, but selfishly, I want to be the one to comfort her. 
 
    “That night at Parker’s…” She doesn’t pull out of my embrace, and her words are muffled. “He told me he’s going to divorce Mom if she doesn’t get help.” 
 
    I rest my cheek on the top of her head, close my eyes, and hold her a little tighter. 
 
    “She’s an alcoholic. Has been since Brandon died.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Belle.” Not the most helpful thing to say, but I’m at a loss for words. 
 
    “I come home every day, and she’s passed out in a different room. One day I came home and found her burning all of Brandon’s stuff. Today, she was face down in her own vomit.” She finally pulls away, and her face is ghost white. “I thought she was dead.” 
 
    Everything suddenly makes sense—her refusal to invite me to her house and introduce me to her parents, her reluctance to even talk about her family. 
 
    “And for a moment, I wanted her to be dead.” She chokes out a sob. “I thought, if she’s gone, Dad will come home, and I won’t have to lie to everyone anymore. I won’t have to cook and clean and pretend everything’s perfect when it’s not. What kind of person am I?” 
 
    “Don’t.” I have to blink back the threat of tears before I can continue to talk. “You’ve been dealing with so much. It’s normal to wonder ‘what if’ and hope that things will change for the better.” 
 
    “I wished my mother was dead.” As soon as the words are out of her mouth, her eyes go wide, and she slaps her hand over her mouth. “Oh, God. Grayson. I’m so sorry. I didn’t…” She shakes her head frantically. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I say. 
 
    Before she can say anything else, the nurse reappears. “Mrs. Carson is in recovery. She’s awake but groggy. Would you like to see her?” 
 
    I can see the relief settle over Belle. She nods. “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Come with me,” the nurse says. 
 
    Belle walks out of the room without another glance in my direction. I slump into the closest chair and blow out a heavy breath. I don’t even consider calling my dad. I’m not leaving here until I see Belle again and know she’s really okay. Not to mention, I have no idea if she has a ride home. I stay put in the waiting room and lower my head in prayer. 
 
    God, please watch over Belle and her family. Help them heal and find peace. And please, help me find forgiveness and understanding. 
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ISABELLE 
 
      
 
    I FOLLOW THE NURSE DOWN a long hallway, my heart in my throat. All the worst-case-scenario images race through my mind. What will she look like? Is she hooked up to a bunch of machines? Will she even recognize me? Is she still drunk? My thoughts run on a continuous loop, and I can’t focus. It doesn’t help that I’m so completely rattled by seeing Grayson. I should be happy he finally spoke to me, but I’m not. Our conversation hasn’t solved anything, and I’m more hurt than ever. 
 
    The nurse stops outside a closed door. “Like I mentioned, she’s groggy, so don’t be surprised if she doesn’t make any sense when you talk to her.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Visiting hours are almost over, so please don’t stay too long.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    With a tight smile, she opens the door. I step inside and cautiously look around. My mother occupies the only bed. The rhythmic beep of a heart monitor is the only sound, and it’s eerie. An IV drips a clear liquid into my mother’s veins. She looks peaceful. Eyes closed, her entire complexion is pale, and the way her hair’s matted to her head, I’m guessing she’s feverish. 
 
    “Mom?” I say quietly. 
 
    Her eyes flutter open, and she lets out a low groan. “Isabelle?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I pull up a chair and sit next to her bed. “How are you?” 
 
    “Tired. Sore. My nose and throat are on fire.” 
 
    I nod as if I have any idea what she’s feeling. When she was rushed into the ER, the EMTs and doctors were shouting things at each other that I didn’t understand, but I know the gist of what they did—they pumped her stomach. I can’t imagine how painful that must be. 
 
    “Can I get you anything?” I ask. 
 
    She shakes her head and lifts her hand. I take her hand in mine, and she closes her eyes. She’s aged so much over the last few months. How am I only noticing now? Heavy lines and deep wrinkles cover her face, and her skin feels leathery. She’s all bones—a direct result of too much alcohol and not enough food. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Her voice is hoarse, and the sound makes my throat hurt. 
 
    I gently squeeze her hand. “I was so scared, Mom. I thought you were…” 
 
    “I know.” She turns her face away from me, but it does nothing to hide her tears. 
 
    “I called Dad.” 
 
    She nods but doesn’t speak. 
 
    “He’ll be here as soon as he can get a flight home. Hopefully tomorrow.” I release her hand and wipe my sweaty palm on my jeans. 
 
    Her response is just another nod. We’re silent for several moments. I thank God she’s alive, praising Him for His mercy and for giving her a second chance. But now she needs to take it and do better; she can’t waste this opportunity. 
 
    “You need help,” I whisper. “If you don’t get help, Dad’s going to leave us.” 
 
    “I know,” she says again. 
 
    I sigh with relief. At least she can admit she needs help—that’s more than she’s done in the past. Maybe almost dying has made her realize she really does have a problem. Restlessness buzzes through me. I want to get up and move around, but I don’t want to disrupt the quietness of the room. 
 
    “The hospital has called in a substance abuse counselor,” she says, turning back to look at me. “They’re not going to let me leave until I have a treatment plan in place.” 
 
    Thank you, God. She’s finally going to get help, and I’m finally going to get my family back. Tears pool in my eyes. Despite what a terrible week this has been, this is the silver lining. As my brother would say—Trust God to guide you, and eventually, everything will work out like it’s supposed to. I can’t help but feel like Brandon is up in Heaven, looking down on us right now, smiling that we found our way. Even if it did take way too long. If only he could help me figure out what to do about Grayson. 
 
    “The counselor will be here tomorrow morning.” Mom coughs. Her face twists with discomfort. 
 
    “Want me to get the nurse?” I’m on my feet before she can answer. 
 
    “No.” She rubs her throat. “Can you pour me some water?” She nods at the plastic pitcher I assume is filled with water. I pour her a cup and hand it to her. She sips, and each swallow looks painful. “Thanks.” 
 
    “So, are they going to make you go to rehab or something?” I sit. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    So many questions cloud my thoughts… Will they send her away to rehab? Where? How long will she be gone? What will happen to me? Will Dad start coming home more? Will I be forced to move? 
 
    The door opens, and the same nurse who escorted me here walks in. “How’re you feeling, Mrs. Carson?” 
 
    “Okay. I’m cold.” 
 
    “I can get you a couple extra blankets.” The nurse moves around the room, checking the machines, jotting notes in Mom’s chart, refilling the pitcher with fresh water. When she’s done, she turns to me. “I’m sorry, sweetie, but visiting hours are over. Do you have someone at home? Somewhere you can go?” 
 
    “Yeah, my dad’s on his way.” It’s a lie, but I don’t want her trying to call social services or whatever they do with patients’ kids. 
 
    I lean over and give Mom a hug. She tries to hug me back, but her hold is weak, and her arms shake. “I’ll come back tomorrow, okay?” 
 
    “I love you, Isabelle.” 
 
    “Love you, too, Mom.” I leave the room and lean against the wall. My nerves are shot, and my emotions are raw. The thought of going back home, alone, sets off a wave of panic. I’ll have to clean up the mess on the floor. Groaning, I rub my hands over my face, and then I make my way toward the exit. My steps falter, and I pause momentarily. I can call Sandra; I know she’ll help me. That idea gives me the boost I need to keep going. 
 
    When I pass the waiting room, I come to a sudden stop. “Grayson?” 
 
    He looks up and then stands. “Hey. How’s your mom?” 
 
    “What’re you still doing here?” I don’t mean to sound so ungrateful, but… he waited for me. Why would he do that when earlier he said he didn’t know if he could forgive me? 
 
    “I was worried about you.” He shoves his hands into his pockets and looks away as if he’s embarrassed. 
 
    My heart melts at his admission, and the floodgates that are my tear ducts burst open. Again. 
 
    “Belle.” He wraps me in his arms, and I cry on his shoulder. He strokes my hair and rubs my back. “It’s okay,” he whispers. “Everything’s going to be okay.” 
 
    I wish I believed him. But until Mom is clean and sober and Dad comes home and Grayson forgives me, nothing will be okay. 
 
    “Thanks for sticking around,” I say as I reluctantly release him. There’s nothing that feels as safe and perfect as being in Grayson’s arms. 
 
    “How’s your mom?” he repeats. 
 
    “Okay. She’s got a long recovery, but she seems eager to get better.” 
 
    “That’s good.” He smiles, and the gesture makes me miss everything I could have had with him. 
 
    I sigh. “Well, it’s getting late, and I need to get home.” I have vomit to clean up. But I don’t say that. 
 
    “Um, could you maybe give me a ride home? I came with Dad, but he left. I mean, if it’s awkward, I can just call him.” He shifts on his feet. “Never mind. Forget I asked. I’ll just call him.” 
 
    I hesitate. Driving him home means we’ll have more time to talk, but what if, by the time I get him home, he still hasn’t forgiven me? I can’t handle hearing that things are officially over between us, because once he says those words, he steals my hope. And right now, hope is all I have left. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I ask. 
 
    He nods. “Yeah. It’s fine. Go home and rest.” He already has his phone out of his pocket. 
 
    “Okay. Well, thanks again. I guess I’ll see you in school tomorrow.” With a heavy heart, I turn to leave. 
 
    “Belle, wait!” 
 
    I stop. 
 
    “Where are you parked?” 
 
    “In the lot across the street.” 
 
    “Let me walk you to your car. It’s dark out and…” He shrugs. 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    We walk in silence to my car. The temperature has dropped considerably since I arrived, and there’s a biting chill in the air. I shiver, wishing I had my coat. I push the button on my key fob, and the lights on my car flash. There are two beeps letting me know the doors are unlocked. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. 
 
    “Belle… I…” He exhales, and his breath comes out in a visible puff. 
 
    “Don’t. Please.” My breath catches. “You already said you don’t know if you can forgive me. Or trust me. And I get it. I do. But I really can’t stand here and listen to you say it again, okay? So, please, just don’t say anything.” I open the driver’s side door. 
 
    “Okay,” he says, nodding. “Drive safe.” 
 
    I get in my car, and when Grayson steps back, I pull out of my parking spot faster than necessary. I speed the entire way home. Not that I really want to rush home to clean, but I don’t have anywhere else to go, and honestly, I want to hide from the world for the rest of the night. 
 
    When I pull into the driveway, all the lights in the house are on, even the porch light. That’s strange—The lights were off when I left. Dad’s car is parked crookedly alongside the porch. He’s home! I race inside. “Dad?” 
 
    “Isabelle?” He appears from the kitchen. 
 
    I throw myself into his arms and hug him tightly. 
 
    “Whoa, easy there, kiddo.” He chuckles and hugs me back. 
 
    I release him. “I thought you weren’t going to make it home until tomorrow.” 
 
    “I managed to find an earlier flight.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you come to the hospital?” Not that I need to ask—I know it’s because he and Mom are on the verge of divorce, and he doesn’t want to see her. Still, I’m his daughter, and I needed him there with me. 
 
    “I just got home ten minutes ago. I called the hospital as soon as I landed.” He loosens his tie. “They told me everything.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “I’m sorry I wasn’t here. You never should have been the one to find her like that.” He mutters incoherently under his breath. “How are you?” 
 
    “Tired,” I admit with a sudden yawn. 
 
    “Go to bed. I’ll take care of everything.” He rubs his hand along my upper arm and then pats my shoulder. “Don’t worry about anything, okay?” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad.” I trudge to my room, my body weak with exhaustion. I collapse onto my bed. Something firm pokes my back. I reach behind me and find Brandon’s Bible. Sitting up, I caress the cover. This was his favorite book, and now it’s mine. It’s a miracle I even found it; I thought for sure it was lost forever. It probably would have been if not for Grayson picking it up that day in the hallway. 
 
    I flip through the pages, taking comfort from both the words and Brandon’s handwritten notes in the margins. I continue to skim the verses until I notice a sheet of paper folded in half and stuck between the pages. How have I never noticed this before? I take it out and unfold it—it’s Brandon’s messy handwriting. 
 
      
 
    God wants us to love our fellow man, but at what cost? If someone is always pushing and teasing and making you feel bad about yourself, your beliefs, do you walk away? Will God understand if you turn your back on someone who doesn’t want to be saved? Or should we try harder with those kinds of people? 
 
      
 
    Wow—his words are so deep and powerful. When did he write this? And who is he talking about? I continue to read. 
 
      
 
    There’s no easy answer, even after repeated prayers. But I know I can’t keep doing this, not when she always assumes the worst of me yet demands my best. It’s not 
 
      
 
    I flip the paper over, but it’s blank. I’ll never know what else he wanted to say, or who “she” is. Could this be about Brittany? Ugh. The thought makes me want to puke. I reread his last sentence, and something inside of me clicks. 
 
    That’s exactly what Grayson is doing—he’s assuming the worst about me. That’s not fair. Isn’t he the one who told me that we’re all perfectly imperfect? That no one, least of all God, expects us to be perfect? Yet, that’s exactly what he’s demanding of me. He refuses to trust me because I failed to prevent something I never saw coming. Who on earth can live up to that standard? 
 
    A weight lifts from my soul, and I suddenly feel better about the situation with Grayson. Sure, I still want to be with him, but I can’t. Not until he realizes he’s expecting too much of me, and that I’ll never live up to his unrealistic expectations of perfection. 
 
    I take a deep breath, and raising my gaze heavenward, I whisper, “Thanks, big brother.” 
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GRAYSON 
 
      
 
    SOMETIME IN THE MIDDLE OF the night, I have an epiphany. I wake up from a sound sleep as if God Himself has jolted me awake to impart His wisdom. And now everything is perfectly clear. I know what I need to do. And I can’t get to school fast enough today. What might as well be a million years later, I finally step into the building and immediately search out any of Isabelle’s friends. 
 
    “Hey, Vick!” I shout to him, not caring I get dirty looks from other students. “Have you seen Isabelle?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Hannah said she’s not here today.” 
 
    My heart sinks. Of course she’s not here. She’s probably at the hospital with her mom. The first bell rings. The nearest exit is down one flight of stairs and past the guidance office. There’s no way I can make it out without getting caught, and if I use a different exit, the hallways will be empty, and the chances of someone seeing me sneaking out are greater. But I can’t stay here today. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say over my shoulder, and I make a mad dash for the stairwell. The final bell rings just as I push open the door. A blast of cool air hits my face, but I’m operating on pure adrenaline, so I barely notice the chill. I make it to my bike and peel out of the parking lot before anyone catches me. 
 
    By the time I make it to the hospital, my heart rate is back to normal, but my nerves are eating me alive. Maybe I should go back to school. It’s probably not a very good idea to barge in on her family like this. But a tiny voice in the back of my mind urges me to keep going. 
 
    “Excuse me. Can you tell me what floor Miranda Carson is on?” I smile at the woman behind the main desk, praying she sees the urgency on my face. 
 
    “And you are?” 
 
    “Her nephew.” I force myself not to cringe at my lie. Forgive me, God. 
 
    “Fourth floor,” she says without looking away from her computer screen. 
 
    “Thank you.” I rush to the elevators, barely making it before the doors slide close. I let out a heavy sigh of relief and lean against the wall. My nerve endings are buzzing with hyper-awareness, and I once again question my decision to come here. She’s dealing with such a hard, personal family issue. The last thing she needs is me interfering. 
 
    I reach for the buttons, intent to push the “1” to take me back to the lobby, but the elevator dings, and the doors open. I step out before I can change my mind again. Now that I’m on the fourth floor, I realize I have no idea what room her mom is in, and I’m not sure my lie will hold up any longer. 
 
    The nurses’ station is empty, so I walk slowly down the hall, trying to peek into each room without being creepy and drawing attention to myself. I make it past four doors when Isabelle emerges from a room a few feet away. Relief floods me. I quicken my pace, hoping I can catch her without having to yell down the hall. That will probably get me kicked out of the hospital. 
 
    She turns around and freezes. “Grayson? What’re you doing here?” She’s got a clear bag with the words “Personal Belongings” written across the front. Inside are clothes, a purse, and shoes. 
 
    “Looking for you,” I say. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh, which is so not an appropriate reaction, but I figure I’m already a little crazy, so what’s the harm? “You weren’t in school, and I need to tell you something that can’t wait. Because if it waits, I’ll chicken out, and I don’t want to chicken out.” 
 
    “Look, now’s really not a good time.” She holds up the bag. “Mom was just admitted to in-patient rehab, and Dad’s waiting for me in the car. We need to go home, pack some clothes and stuff, and take it to Mom.” 
 
    “Right.” I nod and nervously lick my lips. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come here like this, but like I said, I—” 
 
    “I really have to go, okay?” Her expression is torn, though, and I wonder if she’s struggling with leaving. 
 
    I nod again. “Maybe we can talk on the way downstairs?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    We head to the elevator, and as we wait for it to arrive, I turn to her. “I want to say I’m sorry. I overreacted to the whole thing with Cam, and I know it wasn’t your fault. Just seeing you kiss him, knowing we were together… it brought back so many memories of my mom and what she did, and I freaked out.” Winded, I take a deep breath. “I’m so sorry, Belle. You didn’t deserve the way I treated you. Can you ever forgive me?” 
 
    “Yes.” The elevator doors open, and we step inside. “I forgive you, Grayson. I get why you acted the way you did.” 
 
    The immense relief I feel threatens to crush me. “Thank you.” 
 
    “But.” She holds up a finger, and my stomach drops. “None of that changes the fact that you automatically assumed the worst of me. You didn’t give me the chance to explain, and you never once considered that maybe I was telling the truth.” 
 
    “I know. And believe me, I feel like the world’s biggest jerk.” The ding of the elevator cuts me off. 
 
    “Can we talk about this later?” she asks, her gaze darting toward the main doors. A sleek, red sedan is idling near the curb. That must be her dad. “I’ll call you, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” I shove my hands into my pockets, defeated. 
 
    Belle presses her lips to my cheek, and I close my eyes, leaning into her. “Thank you for skipping school and coming here to apologize,” she whispers. 
 
    With a small smile, I nod. And then she leaves. I stand in the middle of the lobby and watch as she climbs into the car and drives away. This didn’t go exactly as I had hoped it would, but it didn’t go horribly, either. She forgave me, and that’s the most important thing right now. We can deal with everything else later. 
 
    I reluctantly go back to school, and to my surprise, the day passes quickly. Vick and Hannah keep me busy between classes, but it doesn’t help keep my mind off Isabelle. At the end of the day, I walk out to the student parking lot with Vick. He’s rambling on about visiting his grandmother for Christmas break so he can catch some waves. 
 
    “Wanna come over and hang out? I can make one of my famous specialty pizzas,” Vick says. 
 
    I laugh. Last time, his specialty was taco pizza, which wasn’t so bad, but I’m not sure I want to tempt fate again. “Thanks, but I’m gonna go home and wait for Belle to call.” 
 
    Vick shakes his head. “Whatever, man.” He stops near his jeep. “Things will work out. You just gotta give her some time.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right.” I hope he is anyway. Because the thought of not having Isabelle in my life is bleak. Even if this whole thing ends with us just being friends, that’s better than nothing. “See ya later.” 
 
    I go home—Dad’s back at work so the house is quiet, and chances are he’ll be late tonight. According to Uncle Bryan, jobs are piling up faster than snow in January. I spend a couple hours doing homework and then heat up some leftover meat and make a couple tacos before planting myself in front of the TV, where I proceed to obsessively check my phone for messages from Isabelle. The hours pass, and she doesn’t call or text. Before I know it, it’s almost eleven o’clock. I drag myself to bed with the depressing knowledge that she’s not going to call tonight. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The first thing I do when I wake up the following morning is check my phone—nothing from Isabelle. I crack and send her a message. everything ok? I get ready for school and leave, and Belle still hasn’t responded. I don’t know if I’m more worried or annoyed. She said she’d call, and she didn’t. There’s probably a good reason why, which is what makes me so worried. Did something else happen with her mom? 
 
    When I get to school, I scan the parking lot for Belle’s car—there’s no sign of it. I’m not sure I want to spend another day in school without her. Sure, I have friends, and classes keep me busy, but Spanish isn’t the same without her. It’s kind of hard to practice a dance when I don’t have a partner. 
 
    As I’m walking to my locker, I catch sight of Belle’s reddish brown hair, and I skid to a stop. “Belle!” I beam a smile as I approach her. 
 
    “Hey, Grayson.” She whispers something to the girl she’d been talking to, and then gives me her full attention. “Sorry I didn’t call last night. We got home so late.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Everything’s okay, right?” 
 
    She nods. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I’m not staying, though. I’m just here to get homework from my classes. Dad and I have a meeting at the rehab center, and then we have a bunch of other stuff to do.” 
 
    “Oh.” I frown. “Okay.” 
 
    “Would you mind sharing any notes we might take in Spanish?” 
 
    “Yeah, no problem.” 
 
    Belle smiles. “Thanks. I’ll see you later.” With a wave, she rushes down the hallway in the opposite direction. 
 
    Well, that stinks. I walk to Spanish, sadness weighing on me. There’s a note on the door instructing us to meet in the culinary room, which is up on the third floor, so I head for the stairs. The halls are crowded, and I almost don’t make it on time. 
 
    Once in class, I’m given instructions to make a Spanish omelet, and I begin the process. This would be a lot more fun if Belle was here, but she’s not, so I try to focus on the task. I’m glad Belle’s mom is getting the help she needs, and I’m sure Belle is happy her family is finally starting to heal, but I don’t like that she’s skipping out on classes again. Her absence affects me, too, and I don’t want to do poorly on our project. I hate the selfish feelings and thoughts consuming me right now. Shaking the negativity away, I do my best to follow the recipe. 
 
    When class is over, Señorita Guzmán says, “Señor Alexander. Espere, por favor.” Wait, please. 
 
    Groaning, I stay behind while the rest of the class leaves. 
 
    She approaches my cooking station. “I spoke with Isabelle this morning.” 
 
    My eyebrows shoot up in surprise. She’s speaking English—this can’t be good. “Yeah, I did, too.” 
 
    “Then you’re aware she’ll be out of school all week, yes?” She looks at me expectantly. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say like it’s common knowledge, but it’s a shock to me. I thought she was out for just today. “She’s dealing with some family stuff.” 
 
    Señorita Guzmán nods and smiles sympathetically. “Yes, she told me what’s going on, which is why I asked you to stay after class. As you know, there are deadlines for different aspects of the project, and the proposal for your presentation is due on Friday.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Considering the circumstances, I’m willing to give you a small extension.” 
 
    “Oh, um, thanks.” I shift on my feet and adjust my backpack. I really wasn’t expecting this. In all honesty, I can probably finish the proposal myself and submit it on time. But I don’t want Belle to think I’m taking over and not giving her a say. 
 
    “But, before I do so, I need to know you two have been working on it.” She gives me a stern look. 
 
    “Yes, we have,” I say with confidence. “We’ve decided we’re going to do a skit. We’re going to pretend to be on a date. I’m a local, and she’s visiting. I’ll show her around, which meets the requirements for giving information about the place we chose. Then we’ll have dinner—the food requirement, and finally, dancing.” 
 
    She beams a brilliant smile and claps her hands. “That’s a fantastic idea. Very creative.” 
 
    “Thanks. We have it all figured out, so all we need to do is write it up.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll give you a one-week extension.” She stands from the stool she was sitting on and gathers a stack of folders. “If you can get it turned in sooner, that will be great.” 
 
    “We’ll do our best,” I assure her, then leave for my next class. 
 
    I don’t hear from Belle at all for the rest of the week. 
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ISABELLE 
 
      
 
    I FEEL BAD FOR NOT texting Grayson all weekend, but I needed time to think. And that’s all I did, too. Think. Obsess. Change my mind. Pray. Think some more. I’m sick of my own thoughts, but at least I know now what I need to do. Taking a deep breath, I force myself to approach Grayson. He just parked his bike and is hanging his helmet on the handlebar. My heart is in my throat, and my legs tremble with a mix of nerves and sadness. 
 
    “Hey, can we talk?” 
 
    He turns to me, his expression both shocked and pleased. “Yeah, of course.” 
 
    The sun is shining, and the air is fairly warm. Still, a shiver forces its way through me. “So, I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said that day at the hospital.” 
 
    He removes his backpack from his bike and slips his arms through the straps. “And?” 
 
    “I meant it when I said I forgive you.” I glance around the student parking lot. It’s almost full, but most students have already headed inside. “And it means so much that you went out of your way to apologize.” 
 
    “But?” He raises a brow. 
 
    “But.” My stomach somersaults, and I’m not sure I can say what I know I need to say. “My life is such a mess right now, Grayson.” I sigh. “My mom’s in rehab for at least six months, maybe longer, and she’s doing everything she can to get out. She spent all week fighting the nurses and therapists. My dad is trying to find a job closer to home so he can be here for me. I’m barely talking to my friends. I haven’t been going to church or youth group. And I’m so far behind in all of my classes.” 
 
    When I was rehearsing this little speech in my head last night, it sounded so much better than it does right now. I’m rambling, but I don’t know how to stop. He stares at me, not speaking. 
 
    “I just… I need some time to get my life together, y’know? I need to focus.” I chew on my bottom lip and shift on my feet. “And I’m not sure being with you is the best thing for me right now.” My heart thuds painfully in my chest. 
 
    “Oh.” He frowns. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I like you. I really do. But I need to do this for me.” God, please help him understand. I blow out a shaky breath. 
 
    “I apologized, Belle. And you forgave me.” He shakes his head with confusion. “I don’t understand why…” 
 
    “I know. But you’re a distraction—a good one—and I have to get my life together.” 
 
    Grayson takes a step away, and I hold my breath, fully expecting him to walk away and leave me standing here. Thankfully, he doesn’t. “I can help, you know.” 
 
    “No, you can’t.” My voice shakes, and I force myself to stay calm and firm. “The first time something went wrong, you jumped to the worst possible conclusion about me. You didn’t trust me enough to know I’d never do anything like that to you.” 
 
    “Belle. I—” 
 
    I hold up my hand to stop him. There’s no way I’m going to get through this if he keeps talking, because he’s the one person in the world who can convince me my decision might not be the right one. I’m already wondering if it’s right. 
 
    “I know this is hard, but please try to understand. I don’t need to worry right now that you’re going to overreact about something that’s not even my fault.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” He narrows his eyes. “I know I made a mistake. And I said I was sorry. What else do you want me to do?” 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do.” Tears burn the back of my throat, and I swallow hard against them. 
 
    “So, that’s it?” 
 
    I nod, unable to speak. 
 
    “You’re a hypocrite, you know that?” There’s an edge to his tone, and I cringe. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I cross my arms. In all the times I played this scene out in my head last night, he never accused me of hypocrisy. 
 
    “You’re accusing me of thinking the worst of you, and I admit I did that. But aren’t you doing the same thing right now? You automatically assume I’m going to mess up again. How’s that fair?” 
 
    Tears pool in my eyes, and I blink them away, but a few escape and trickle down my cheeks. He’s right. It’s not fair, but this isn’t about being fair. It’s about what’s best for me, and right now, the best thing is to make a clean break so I can get my life back on track. 
 
    “Whatever.” He sighs heavily and then walks away. 
 
    I stare after him. I know I need to let him go, but the urge to chase after him is overwhelming. But my fear is even greater, so I stay rooted in place until I can no longer see him. Then, I make my way into school. The final bell is ringing, and I rush to class without going to my locker. Spanish is going to be awkward. 
 
    When I enter the room, I drop my missing assignments onto Señorita Guzmán’s desk. 
 
    “Gracias,” she says. 
 
    “De nada.” I take my seat. Grayson’s head is down, and he’s staring at his phone. He can be as mad at me as he wants, but we’re partners on this project, and he’s going to have to talk to me about that, at least. 
 
    “So, I know I’m a little behind on our project, but if you want to get together to work on it…” I say. “Maybe we can work on it during study hall next period?” 
 
    “Sure.” He doesn’t look up from his phone. 
 
    “I know you’re mad at me, and probably a little hurt, too, but we have to do this project together.” 
 
    “I know.” He slides his phone into his bag. “Señorita Guzmán gave us an extension on the proposal, so we need to get that done.” 
 
    “Did you ask her for an extension?” 
 
    “No. She offered, and I figured with everything you had going on…” He shrugs. 
 
    Wow. That’s so sweet of him. Maybe I’m wrong—maybe he will learn from what happened and not make the same mistakes. I’m sure I made the right choice, though, and there’s nothing inside me encouraging me to do anything different. Why does this have to be so hard? 
 
    “It’s due Friday,” he says. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He nods. We’re silent as Señorita Guzmán preps the television—great, another video. 
 
    “Can you promise me something?” he asks. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t change, okay? Whatever you’re doing to get your life together… don’t let it change who you are.” His gaze is so serious that any sarcastic remark I was going to make dies on my tongue. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m just finally realizing who I am and what I want. Nothing and no one is going to take that away from me.” 
 
    “Good.” He shifts his chair closer to mine. “Would it be okay if we still went to church together? As friends?” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.” I glance away. I know I’m responsible for getting him to go back to church, and I feel like a jerk for turning my back on him now, especially when he seems to actually like going. But until other parts of my life are back in order, I can’t commit to doing this with him. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    I sigh. “Sundays are family days at the rehab center. And it’s like a three-hour drive, so I probably won’t be going to church for a while.” 
 
    “What about youth group?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I really just need to be with my family right now.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything else, and I worry he doesn’t understand. I’m not sure I understand anymore. I just have to trust that God knows what He’s doing. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    One Month Later… 
 
    It’s been a little over a month since my mom was in the hospital and I officially ended things with Grayson. Thanksgiving is two weeks away, and no one seems to care, myself included. Every day is harder than the last, and there isn’t a minute that goes by that I don’t want to find Grayson and tell him how wrong it feels not to be with him. It consumes me. But I don’t, because what if he can’t forgive me? Also, deep down, I still believe this was the best decision. Not forever, but for now. Brandon used to say God always answers our prayers: Sometimes yes, sometimes no, sometimes wait. So, I'm waiting. 
 
    Things in my life are slowly getting better. Mom made it through detox and is learning ways to cope with her alcoholism. She’s also finally facing her grief over Brandon’s death. Her doctor is optimistic that once she grieves properly, she won’t need to rely on alcohol to dull her pain. 
 
    There’s still one major thing I have to do, though, and it’s going to be one of the hardest things ever. I flex my fingers and then shake the nerves from my hands. I can do this. Blowing out a breath, I knock. A second later, the door opens. 
 
    “Isabelle?” 
 
    “Hey, Hannah.” I wave and then quickly lower my hand. “Can we talk?” 
 
    Without a word, she steps aside and motions for me to come in. Like every other time I’ve been here, we race down the hall and into her room. 
 
    She closes the door and leans against it. “So, what’s up?” 
 
    “Where do I start?” I flop down on her bed, just like I always have, and rub my hands over my face. “I’ve been lying to you. About almost everything, and I can’t keep doing this. I miss you, Hannah. I miss us—the way we used to be.” 
 
    “I miss you, too.” She hesitates and then crosses the room. She lowers herself onto the bed next to me. “Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    Just like I did with Sandra, I pour my guts out to Hannah. I tell her everything—every gritty, embarrassing detail about my mom’s drinking, my dad’s absence, the fire, how Cam kissed me even though I didn’t want him to, and how I ended things with Grayson. 
 
    Hannah listens without interruption, and when I finish my confession, she wipes tears from her eyes. “Isabelle… I had no idea. I’m so sorry.” She throws her arms around me so tightly we tumble backward onto the mattress. 
 
    I lay there, hugging my best friend like she’s my lifeline. My face is buried in her neck, and my body shakes with sobs. The minutes tick by, neither of us moving until, eventually, I release her and draw in a deep breath. 
 
    She moves so she’s cross-legged on the bed, and I mimic her position. “Thank you,” I say. 
 
    Hannah takes my hands and bows her head. “Dear God, please forgive me for not being a better friend to Isabelle, for not seeing how much pain she’s been in. Please help her forgive me, too, and—” 
 
    “There’s nothing to forgive you for, Hannah. I—” 
 
    “Hush. I’m praying.” 
 
    I crack a small smile and press my lips closed, allowing her to finish her prayer. 
 
    “God, please help Isabelle through her pain. Show her the way and help her and her family heal. Amen.” 
 
    “Amen,” I whisper. 
 
    “Okay, we’ve got work to do.” She bounces off the bed and over to her desk. Grabbing a notebook and pen, she holds them up. 
 
    “What’re those for?” 
 
    “We’re making you a new list.” She returns to the bed. 
 
    “We are?” 
 
    She nods and writes across the top of a blank page:  How to Make Everything Right Again. Then, she looks up at me expectantly. “Where do you want to start?” 
 
    “With Andrea. I miss her, too.” I frown and fidget with the comforter. Andrea and I have said and done some very hurtful things to each other, and it’s like a black cloud squeezing my heart. I can’t believe we let a guy come between us, especially someone like Cam. 
 
    “Good!” Hannah writes: Talk to Andrea and apologize. “She misses you, too, y’know.” 
 
    “She does?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s been wanting to apologize for the things she said last time you two talked, and for slapping you, but she wasn’t sure what to say. Or if you’d even talk to her.” 
 
    “Honestly, I probably wouldn’t have talked to her, but I’m ready now. If she is.” 
 
    “She is.” Hannah nods with a matter-of-fact finality. “I’ll tell her to meet you in the library tomorrow during lunch. You should go talk to her then.” 
 
    The thought of actually going through with it makes my stomach churn, but it’s something I have to do, something I want to do. No matter how hard or uncomfortable it may be, by this time tomorrow, I will have my other best friend back in my life. 
 
    “Okay, I will,” I say with a confidence I’m not sure I feel. “What about Cam? I am so angry at him for what he did, and I want an apology.” Just thinking about how he messed everything up makes my blood boil. 
 
    “Forget Cam. He’s a loser.” 
 
    I laugh. “Hannah!” 
 
    “What?” She shrugs innocently. “He is. I mean, c’mon. He cheats on you, dumps you, messes up your friendship with Andrea… Then he comes crawling back like he’s the coolest thing since cell phones were invented, expecting you to get back together with him. He screws things up for you with Grayson… No. You just need to forget all about him.” With a determined set of her lips, she writes: Forget Cam exists. Completely and forever. 
 
    “And seriously”—she glances up—“you don’t need an apology from him. We both know he won’t really mean it anyway.” 
 
    “Thanks, Hannah.” 
 
    She continues making the list, adding: Go back to church and youth group. Rejoin choir. 
 
    “I don’t know about that…” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Choir.” 
 
    She studies me a moment and then adds the word “maybe” in front of “rejoin.” Hannah sets the pen and notebook on her bedside table. She pins me with a no-nonsense stare. “I didn’t tell you this because we really haven’t been talking all that much lately, and I didn’t want to upset you. But… Vick and I have been going to that new church with Grayson.” 
 
    “What?” I ask, dumbfounded. I stand and pace the room, trying to wrap my mind around what she just said. 
 
    “Yeah. Vick and Grayson have become really good friends, and Grayson’s been having a really hard time lately. Please don’t be mad.” 
 
    I turn to face her. “I’m not mad. I’m just… shocked. Vick is going to church?” 
 
    She laughs. “I know, right? I couldn’t believe it at first, either, but he really likes it.” 
 
    “That’s great.” I return to my position on the bed. “Thank you for being there for Grayson during all of this. And for me.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I am awesome.” 
 
    I grab a pillow and playfully smack her with it. She laughs, her eyes vibrant and happy. “Oh! There’s one more thing you have to do.” Giggling, she grabs the notebook and pen and writes: Give Grayson a kiss he’ll never forget. 
 
    Now that’s something I can definitely do 
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GRAYSON 
 
      
 
    WHILE BELLE’S BEEN GETTING HER life back on track, I’ve been reevaluating mine.  I’m not sure what I want to do after high school, but I have started researching colleges in Michigan—and Ohio. I guess I’m an optimist. Dad keeps telling me I should join the Army. I keep telling him that’s his thing, not mine. I think he’s gotten the hint because he hasn’t brought it up in days. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to go?” I ask one last time. 
 
    Dad raises a brow but doesn’t say anything. 
 
    I sigh. “C’mon, Dad. This church is different. They’ll welcome you, and they don’t judge.” I give a firm shake of my head to emphasize my words. I have never been to a church like this before, one that’s so open and honest and loving. 
 
    “Not today, Grayson.” His tone is brusque. 
 
    “You say that every Sunday.” And every Sunday, I pray he’ll change his mind and go to church with me. He gives me a stern look, but I don’t back down. “You can’t stay away from church forever.” 
 
    “I know that.” He gets up from the couch and stalks into the kitchen. 
 
    I gather my keys and jacket. “See you later,” I call as I walk out the door. Despite my father’s stubbornness, I’m not giving up. Sooner or later, I’ll get him to go to church with me. Hopefully, with a little divine intervention, it will be sooner. 
 
    When I arrive, I’m greeted by Faye, just like I have been every week for the past two months. She hugs me. I make my way to the right side and slip into a pew. A moment later, two of the guys from youth group—Devon and Zack—sit beside me. 
 
    “Hey, you planning to go to the skating party on Friday?” Zack asks me. 
 
    “I don’t…” My words trail off when I see Isabelle walk in. Wearing a soft pink dress, she’s flanked by Andrea and Hannah. My heart races, and it takes every ounce of self-control I have not to get up and go to her. This is the first time she’s been here since we broke up. 
 
    She glances around, and her gaze lands on me. I swallow the lump in my throat. She smiles faintly and then takes a seat on the opposite side. A heavy sadness settles over me. I don’t know how much longer I can go without her in my life. Sure, we’ve been working on our Spanish project, and we still sit together at lunch, but we’re not really friends. Not like when we first met. I miss her like crazy. 
 
    There’s only one thing I can do… and as soon as the service is over, I seek out Pastor Rick. Before I can find him, Isabelle finds me. 
 
    “Hi,” she says. 
 
    “Hi.” Everything inside of me trembles. “You’re back.” I want to smack myself for saying something so stupid. 
 
    “Yeah.” She nods. 
 
    “You look great.” I’ve been wanting to tell her that every day for weeks, and it feels good to finally say it. “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m doing really well. Mom’s getting better every day.” 
 
    “That’s great.” I shove my hands into my pockets so I won’t reach for her. 
 
    “Yeah. Well… I just wanted to say hi. I have to go. I have plans with Hannah and Andrea.” 
 
    “Right. Of course.” But I can’t stop the wave of disappointment that crashes over me. I don’t want to let her walk away from me, not again, but what else can I do? So, I stand there and watch her leave. As soon as she’s gone, I find Pastor Rick. 
 
    “Grayson,” he says, genuinely pleased to see me. 
 
    “Do you have a moment to talk?” My heart’s in my throat. I haven’t sought the advice of a pastor in years. Do they even do that anymore? 
 
    “Of course. Let’s go to my office.” He motions for me to go first, and I walk out of the main room and down the hall to Pastor Rick’s office. He unlocks the door, and we walk in. He sits. “What can I do for you, Grayson?” 
 
    I sit, too, and take a deep breath. Then I tell him everything about my mom, her affair, and being shunned from my old church. He listens intently, without interruption, and so I keep talking. I tell him about Isabelle and how she convinced me to come back to church and how I messed things up beyond repair. When I’m finished, I’m winded and exhausted. 
 
    He’s silent another moment, and then he nods. “There’s a common misconception that God will never give us more than we can handle on our own, but that’s not true.” He leans forward. “Because if God only gave us as much as we could handle, why would we ever need Him?” 
 
    I open my mouth to speak but realize I have no idea what to say. 
 
    “God strengthens us. Spiritually. Emotionally. Without Him, we’d all fall apart.” Pastor Rick walks around to sit in the chair beside me. “Have you prayed for guidance?” 
 
    “Every day,” I say without hesitation. “I’m starting to wonder if He’s even listening to me anymore.” 
 
    Pastor Rick cracks a smile. “He’s listening. The question is: are you?” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    I spent all last night praying and looking for a sign—anything to give me some direction on Isabelle. I want her back in my life, but how can I do that? Should I even try, or is it too late? 
 
    “Hey, earth to Grayson.” Vick snaps his fingers in front of my face. 
 
    I blink, clearing the thoughts from my mind. “Sorry. What were you saying?” 
 
    He laughs and shakes his head. “I said you should come over today. It’s my only day off this week.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” I glance across the hall. Belle’s standing at her locker, oblivious to me staring at her. I frown and push my sleeves up to my elbows. 
 
    “You need a grand gesture, man.” He slaps me on the back. 
 
    I raise a brow and give him an odd look. “A grand gesture?” 
 
    He nods. “Girls love that kind of thing. I guarantee she’ll take you back.” 
 
    Yeah, I doubt that. Belle doesn’t strike me as the type of girl who is into grand, romantic gestures. Then again, I never thought she was the type to send me packing like she did. Thanksgiving break is only a week away. What kind of grand gesture can I plan and pull off in such a short time? Nothing. But… maybe it doesn’t need to be too grand. Maybe it just needs to be clever and funny. An idea pops into my head, and I’m so certain it will work that I know, deep down to my core, that this is God’s doing. 
 
    “I’ll see ya later,” I say to Vick, and then I walk up behind Isabelle. Shaking off my nerves, I tap her on the shoulder. She turns around. I swallow and offer a shy smile. “Hi. I’m Grayson Alexander, and I’m kinda new around here.” I stick out my hand. She tilts her head but takes my hand and shakes it. “I’m a terrible driver, and I suck at arcade games, but I’m a Christian who likes to go to church. My mom died a couple years ago, so I live with just my dad, who’s a mechanic. I’m an only child. Oh, and I’m always wrong. About everything.” 
 
    She laughs and releases my hand. 
 
    “I know this girl who likes to tell me just how wrong I am,” I continue, hoping she’ll play along. “I’m convinced it’s her favorite thing to do.” 
 
    “She sounds pretty great.” 
 
    “She’s incredible.” I smile, happy she’s going along with my little game. “Smart. Funny. Gorgeous.” 
 
    She blushes, and my heart races. “Sounds like she’s totally out of your league.” 
 
    I smirk. “Completely, totally, one hundred percent out of my league.” 
 
    Her eyes twinkle. “Well, Grayson, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Isabelle Carson. Also a Christian. I sorta have a reputation around here as a Bible thumper.” 
 
    I laugh. 
 
    “I’m a really good driver, and I rock at arcade games. I had a brother, but he died in a car accident. My mom’s a recovering alcoholic, and my dad’s a financial planning manager. I have two of the best friends in the world, and I’m ranked number four in the school.” 
 
    “Show off.” I grin. 
 
    “So, tell me more about this girl…” 
 
    We fall into step and head toward Spanish. “She’s always giving me a hard time, and she’s got this snarky attitude that’s so funny. But she drives me crazy, and I really don’t know what to do with her.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asks with so much innocence, my steps falter. 
 
    “Well, she kinda broke my heart.” 
 
    She frowns. 
 
    “I totally deserved it because I messed up big time. I know that, but what if I can never make things right again? I’m not sure I can handle another heartbreak.” I stop outside the Spanish room and lean against the wall. My pulse is racing, and I’m suddenly lightheaded. Maybe this entire conversation is a bad idea. 
 
    Belle stops, too, and stands in front of me. She’s quiet for a moment. “But what if you can make things right? You’ll never know unless you ask.” 
 
    My pulse races even faster. It becomes hard to draw in a breath. “I want a do-over, Belle.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    Relief and excitement swirl inside of me like a cyclone, twisting into an entirely new emotion. “Right now.” I reach down and take her hand in mine, lacing our fingers. “I really hope you know how sorry I am.” 
 
    “I do.” She steps closer. “I’m sorry, too.” 
 
    I rest my forehead to hers. “Are you just about done getting your life back on track?” 
 
    She chuckles softly. “Almost.” 
 
    I groan.  
 
    “See, when I confessed everything to Hannah, she helped me make a list of all the things I needed to do to get my life back in order, and there’s still one thing left to do.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “This.” She wraps her arms around me and crushes her mouth over mine. 
 
    I kiss her like my life depends on it, and when I pull away, I’m dizzy. But I’m smiling like an idiot. “Does this mean you’re my girlfriend again?” 
 
    “I will be after you do something for me.” She smiles, a mischievous twinkle in her eye. 
 
    “What?” I ask slowly. 
 
    “You have to meet my parents.” 
 
    Laughing, I hug her. “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
      
 
    ~ THE END ~ 
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