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"A witty, romantic, deeply insightful debut." —Emma Lord, author of Tweet CuteIn this sparkling

and romantic YA debut, a reserved Bangladeshi-American teenager has twenty-eight days to

make the biggest decision of her life after agreeing to fake date her school’s resident bad

boy.How do you make one month last a lifetime?Karina Ahmed has a plan. Keep her head

down, get through high school without a fuss, and follow her parents’ rules—even if it means

sacrificing her dreams. When her parents go abroad to Bangladesh for four weeks, Karina

expects some peace and quiet. Instead, one simple lie unravels everything.Karina is my

girlfriend.Tutoring the school’s resident bad boy was already crossing a line. Pretending to date

him? Out of the question. But Ace Clyde does everything right—he brings her coffee in the

mornings, impresses her friends without trying, and even promises to buy her a dozen books

(a week) if she goes along with his fake-dating facade. Though Karina agrees, she can’t help

but start counting down the days until her parents come back.T-minus twenty-eight days until

everything returns to normal—but what if Karina no longer wants it to?"I. Love. This. Book." —

Mark Oshiro, award-winning author of Anger Is a Gift and Each of Us a Desert"A must-have

addition to any YA bookshelf." —Sabina Khan, author of Zara Hossain Is Here and The Love

and Lies of Rukhsana Ali"Hand to fans of Netflix hit Never Have I Ever." —Booklist

From School Library JournalGr 8 Up-High school junior Karina Ahmed always puts others'

needs before her own. She attends Pre-Med Society to please her traditional Bangladeshi

Muslim parents, even though she'd rather study English at Columbia than become a doctor.

When her parents leave for a month to visit family, Karina gets a much-needed break from their

strict expectations. Then her English teacher asks her to tutor mysterious bad boy Ace Clyde.

After a rough start, they begin to open up to each other-first as friends, and then as something

more. As sparks fly, Karina realizes she might not be the only one hiding her true self under the

surface. But as the days tick closer to her parents' return, Karina's newfound freedom feels too

good to last. With support from Ace, her two best friends, and her grandmother, Karina must

decide if she has the courage to face her parents and fight for the future she chooses. Despite

its familiar premise, this #OwnVoices novel shines with its strong focus on family and its

depiction of a healthy teen relationship. Karina's gradual understanding of her parents and their

decisions is thoroughly explored. Karina struggles with anxiety but keeps it from her family; Ace

is white and affluent; side characters are diverse in race and sexuality. VERDICT Filled with

tender moments and subtle humor, this well-paced gem will have readers rooting for Karina

and Ace as they stand up for themselves and for each other. A must-purchase for all teen

collections.-Erica Ruscio, Ventress Memorial Lib., Marshfield, MA;�†2• Copyright 2011. Library

Journals LLC, a wholly owned subsidiary of Media Source, Inc. No redistribution permitted. --

This text refers to the hardcover edition.Review"A brisk and buoyant YA romance anchored by

well-drawn family dynamics and anxiety issues. I loved it!"-- "Jenn Bennett, author of Alex,

Approximately""A witty, romantic, deeply insightful debut that steals your heart from start to

finish. Only read this in public if you're prepared to laugh out loud, blush, and occasionally cry

in front of strangers."-- "Emma Lord, author of Tweet Cute""I. Love. This. Book. I adore the

emotional depth that Bhuiyan gives to Karina, and I am reminded of the power of contemporary

fiction to both shine a light and uplift those of us who have been largely ignored."-- "Mark

Oshiro, author of Anger Is a Gift""I'm completely heart-eyed over this book. With a voice that



blends pitch-perfect humor and tremendous compassion, Counting Down with You is an ode to

anyone who's dreamed of a path different from the one carved out for them. A lovely, romantic

debut that shimmers with hope."-- "Rachel Lynn Solomon, author of Today Tonight

Tomorrow""Tashie Bhuiyan has done an excellent job of portraying the conflicts faced by many

South Asian diaspora kids in this debut. Counting Down with You is a must-have addition to any

YA bookshelf."-- "Sabina Khan, author of Zara Hossain Is Here" --This text refers to the

audioCD edition.About the AuthorTashie Bhuiyan is a Bangladeshi American writer based in

New York City. She recently graduated from St. John's University with a bachelor's degree in

public relations and hopes to change the world, one book at a time. She loves writing stories

about girls with wild hearts, boys who wear rings, and gaining agency through growth. When

she's not doing that, she can be found in a Chipotle or bookstore, insisting 2010 is the best

year in cinematic history.Ariana Delawari, an Earphones Award-winning narrator, is a musician,

director, and actress. A graduate of the USC School of Cinematic Arts, she directed We Came

Home, an award-winning documentary about her journeys to Afghanistan since 9/11, the

making of her album "Lion of Panjshir," and her family story. She recently became the first

female of Afghan descent to perform rock music live in Afghanistan in over thirty years. She is

also a member of the LA Ladies Choir and was recently a speaker and performer at the

inaugural TEDx Kabul.--This text refers to the audioCD edition.Read more
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Tashie Bhuiyan is a Bangladeshi American writer based in New York City. She recently

graduated from St. John’s University with a bachelor’s degree in public relations and hopes to

change the world, one book at a time. She loves writing stories about girls with wild hearts,

boys who wear rings, and gaining agency through growth. When she’s not doing that, she can

be found in a Chipotle or bookstore, insisting 2010 is the best year in cinematic history. (Read:

Tangled and Inception.)Visit her online at or .Praise for Counting Down with You“I. Love. This.

Book. I adore the emotional depth that Bhuiyan gives to Karina, and I am reminded of the

power of contemporary fiction to both shine a light and uplift those of us who have been largely

ignored.”—Mark Oshiro, award-winning author of Anger is a Gift“Steals your heart from start to

finish. Only read this in public if you’re prepared to laugh out loud, blush, and occasionally cry

in front of strangers.”—Emma Lord, New York Times bestselling author of You Have a

Match“An ode to anyone who’s dreamed of a path different from the one carved out for them. A

lovely, romantic debut that shimmers with hope.”—Rachel Lynn Solomon, author of Today

Tonight Tomorrow“Tashie Bhuiyan has done an excellent job of portraying the conflicts faced by

many South Asian diaspora kids in this debut. Counting Down with You is a must-have addition

to any YA bookshelf.”—Sabina Khan, author of The Love and Lies of Rukhsana Ali“A buoyant

romance anchored by well-drawn family dynamics and anxiety issues... I loved it!”—Jenn

Bennett, author of Alex, ApproximatelyBooks by Tashie Bhuiyanavailable from Inkyard

PressCounting Down with YouTashie BhuiyanCounting Down with YouTo Dadu and H, for

teaching me to stay strong.ContentsAuthor’s NotePart 1Chapter 1Chapter 2Chapter 3Chapter

4Chapter 5Chapter 6Chapter 7Chapter 8Chapter 9Chapter 10Chapter 11Chapter 12Chapter

13Chapter 14Chapter 15Chapter 16Chapter 17Chapter 18Chapter 19Part 2Chapter 20Chapter

21Chapter 22Chapter 23Chapter 24Chapter 25Chapter 26Chapter 27Chapter 28Chapter

29Chapter 30Chapter 31Chapter 32Chapter 33Part 3Chapter 34Chapter 35Chapter 36Chapter

37Chapter 38Chapter 39Chapter 40Chapter 41Chapter 42Chapter 43Chapter 44Chapter

45Chapter 46Chapter 47Chapter 48Chapter 49Chapter 50Chapter 51Chapter 52Chapter

53Chapter 54AcknowledgmentsAUTHOR’S NOTEDear reader,We’re about to enter some big

emo hours, so hold on tight. Counting Down with You is the story of my heart, and it was

written as a love letter to young brown girls. It wasn’t that long ago that I was a brown teenager,

not that I really feel like the spitting image of an adult at twenty-one years old. The older I am,

though, the more I realize that there is no “right” way to represent all of us, since we are not a

monolith. We all come from different backgrounds and have different experiences. However,

when I set out to write this story, I chose to write it from a deeply personal place. The main

character of this novel, Karina Ahmed, represents one experience—my experience—but she

does not represent all. In this book, my goal was to always give her agency, and give her room

to grow. This is undeniably a love story, but Karina is not waiting for a knight in shining armor to

rescue her from the challenges of life. At the end of the day, this is her story, and these are her

decisions. Just like her, we can’t rely on other people to come save us—we must be

lionhearted on our own.When I was younger, I often felt helpless. We don’t always have the

freedom we seek, and it’s hard to rise up against our circumstances when we are young and

have limited means to protect ourselves. But this is me telling you right now that it gets better. I

know it’s hard to believe that, especially when the future seems so bleak, but it’s true. Someone

gave me this advice at sixteen years old, and I hope to now impart it on you: stay as strong as

you can. That’s all we can do. We might not be able to fight back or run away, but we can

continue to believe in a better future. As you follow Karina on her journey, I hope you find a



sense of belonging and understanding. Being seen is the most tender form of love, and I see

you. I do.Thank you for taking the time to read this. If there is only one thing you take away

from this book, let it be hope.All the love,TashiePART 1Spark1T-MINUS 28 DAYSAirports are

the true chaotic evil.There are too many things happening around me. Too many people in a

hurry, too many people lazing around, too many announcements on the overhead speakers,

and way too many tearful goodbyes.Anarchy reigns in my little corner. My mom is on the

phone, saying goodbye to her ten million friends, and my dad looks like he already regrets

agreeing to go on a month-long trip to Bangladesh with her. Even with my earphones in, JFK

Airport is too loud.I wish I were anywhere else.My younger brother, Samir, stands next to me

as I sip the drink I forced him to buy me at Starbucks. In my other hand, I have a book flipped

open to pass the time.Dadu, my grandma on my paternal side, is busy fretting over my dad’s

shirt. “Tuck it in,” she says in Bengali.I hide my smile behind my drink when he reluctantly tucks

in his shirt. Dadu isn’t someone to mess with.“How much longer do we have to wait?” I ask

Samir, taking out an earphone.“Who knows,” he says. “Whenever Ma finally gets off the

phone.”That was decidedly unhelpful. “So...never.”I still think the beginning of March is too chilly

to go on vacation, but knowing my parents, plane tickets were probably cheapest today.Even

though I love my parents, I’m happy to see them leave for a month to visit my mom’s side of the

family. A part of me wishes I could go, since I love visiting Bangladesh and soaking in the

beautiful, bustling energy of Dhaka, but the idea of spending an entire month surrounded by

only my relatives is horrifying. Thankfully, high school takes priority over seeing extended

family. Being sixteen is a good thing sometimes.Only sometimes.My mom finally gets off the

phone and gestures to their suitcases. “Come help me, Samir.”While my brother helps them

check in their luggage, I sidle up beside Dadu and lean my shoulder against hers. She’s been

at our house for a few days now, helping Ma and Baba pack for their trip.“Hi Myra,” she says,

calling me by my dak nam, my familial name. I prefer my legal name, Karina, the bhalo nam all

my friends use, but I don’t mind when Dadu calls me Myra.“Hey Dadu. Ready for your second

Uber ride?” I ask. “Baba said we’re going to have to take another one home.”“Another one?”

she asks, squeezing my wrist. Her skin is wrinkled from old age and hours of hard work, but it’s

warm and familiar. “Do you think they’ll try to kidnap us this time?”“Inshallah,” I say jokingly.

God willing.Dadu laughs and swats me on the shoulder. “Don’t make silly jokes, Myra.”I grin.

“Sorry.”It’s nice to have a light and easy conversation like this. We don’t have them often,

because my grandma lives year-round in New Jersey. Every summer, I beg my parents to let

me stay with her. They usually refuse until Dadu steps in and says she misses me, which is as

good as saying Your daughter’s coming to visit me whether you like it or not.My parents return

carrying only their handbags. My mom is shaking her head at my dad as he shows her

something on his phone.“Samir, you can download things from Netflix on your phone right,

right?” my dad asks, looking pointedly at my mom.Samir nods, but Ma narrows her eyes. “I told

you already, I don’t have any space.”“That’s because you have a million prayer apps on your

phone,” Baba says under his breath. “Even Allah would agree one is enough.”My mom smacks

his arm. “Don’t say that in front of the kids. You’re going to set a bad example. You know it’s

because of Candy Crush and Facebook. Why don’t you download some movies for me?”Baba

snorts. “You wish. I already downloaded every episode of Breaking Bad. No room for your

dramas.”Ma pinches the bridge of her nose. “We’re all checked in. We have to leave right now if

we want to make the flight,” she says to my grandma before she turns to me, her gaze

expectant.My stomach flips uncertainly. I count backward in my head, trying to push away the

uncomfortable weight pressing against my heart. Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three,

two, one.I know I’m supposed to be emotional. I’m saying goodbye to my parents for a whole



month, after all. We’re going to be nearly eight thousand miles apart with a time difference of

ten hours.It’s a lot.It’s too little.T-28 days.But they’re still my parents, and I can’t let them go

without saying goodbye.I lean forward to hug my mom. She smells like roses and citrus

shampoo. The material of her salwar kameez scratches my cheek. I’m torn between wanting to

hug her closer and wanting to be far, far away. “Bye, Ma,” I say, and then I hug my dad, who

smells like some God-awful cologne, probably worn to impress my mother’s relatives. I smile

and brush some lint off his shoulders as I step back. “Bye, Baba.”“Myra, make sure to call us

every day,” my mom says. “Dadu might be staying with you, but that doesn’t mean you’re

allowed to do whatever you want. Make sure to behave properly and try to spend more time

studying than reading these silly little books.”My smile strains. I feel like a dog being told to roll

over. I have to remind myself she’s saying it with my best interests at heart. “Of course, Ma.”My

mom turns to my brother and starts cooing, brushing back his hair. I bite the inside of my cheek

and try not to scowl. Naturally she has nothing condescending to say to him. “Tell Dadu

whenever you’re hungry, okay? She’ll make you whatever you want, Samir.”“Stop it, Ma,” my

brother says, batting her hands away. He’s grinning a hundred-watt smile that’s hard to look at

for more than one reason. I don’t think I’ve ever smiled at my parents like that.My dad steps

forward, gaining my attention. His expression is only slightly easier to look at. “Keep us updated

on your grades, Myra,” he says, squeezing my shoulder. “It’s junior year. You know you need all

As if you want to become a doctor.”And what if I don’t want to? What then?“Of course, Baba,” I

say, because there isn’t any other answer. “I will.”Between one blink and the next, they’re

walking toward security, leaving the three of us alone. I can still hear them bickering about

Netflix.“Come on, Myra,” Dadu says, nudging my shoulder. I look away from my parents’

retreating backs. “Let’s find an Uber.”“I’ve got it,” Samir says, whipping out his phone and

waving me off as we start to walk to the exit.I roll my eyes, unsurprised he wants to take the

lead. I can’t help but cast another glance over my shoulder at my parents, but Dadu gently tugs

my ear.“So what’s your book about?” she asks.I turn to her in surprise. I closed the book after

my mom’s rebuke, but the story is still fresh in my mind. “You want to know?”“Of course,” Dadu

says, smiling warmly at me. “You can tell me during the Uber ride.”Something dislodges in my

chest as we approach the exit. “That sounds great.”When I look back this time, there’s no sign

of my parents anywhere.Even though I know it’s wrong, all I feel is relief.2T-MINUS 27

DAYSHigh school isn’t as bad as television makes it out to be. I’ve never seen anyone pushed

into a locker or publicly embarrassed in front of the cafeteria. I wouldn’t want to. That sounds

like a literal nightmare.Here, the worst things I have to look forward to are the purple-and-gold

banners decorated with large cartoonish wolves hanging from poles in front of the building. It’s

an attempt at school spirit that I think even our principal despises.Midland High School is

known for its science and math classes, which is why my parents thought it would be the best

school in Long Island for my brother and me. Samir is a freshman and I’m a junior now, but

during the six months he’s been here, he’s excelled more in math and science than I ever

could. Especially since I hate those subjects.Despite that, I’ve grown to love the school. With its

bright yellow lockers, pastel walls, and sleek purple linoleum floors, it looks more like

something out of a Dr. Seuss book than an academic institution.When I walk into the cafeteria,

my best friends are occupying a lime green table near the vending machines, and I head for

them with a smile on my face. My mood is exceptionally bright today, since my grandma woke

up early to make me a paratha and omelet. I’m used to being handed a granola bar, so it was a

warm surprise.“Good morning,” I say, wrapping my arms around my two favorite girls. “Isn’t it a

beautiful day outside?”Nandini rolls her eyes, running a hand through her short curls, still wet

from the gloomy weather. “It’s raining, Karina.”“Exactly,” I say, slipping my way between her and



Cora, who laughs as she scoots aside to make room.The three of us met freshman year during

Italian and have been tied together since. Every year we choose classes in the hopes of

landing similar schedules and, so far, it’s worked out.This year, we have first period free every

day, and all of us show up early just to spend time together.“How’s day one without the parental

figures?” Cora asks, brushing her platinum blond hair over her shoulder and handing me a

warm cup of coffee. “I see you’ve broken out the crop tops and ripped jeans.”I smile faintly,

looking down at my outfit. It’s not too wild, but it’s still more skin than usual. “I’ve been hiding

these in the back of my dresser for months.”“At least they’re finally seeing the light of day,”

Nandini says, poking my belly button.I laugh and take a sip from my cup. I try not to grimace at

the bitter taste. Cora has a tendency to forget how I prefer my coffee, but I never complain,

because she still went out of her way to bring it for me. “Last night I went to bed at one in the

morning after binging three movies, and Dadu didn’t say a word. Can you believe that? We

truly love to see it.”“Ugh, wish I could relate. Ever since my grandparents moved in, they hog

the television all the time, and it’s just not the same watching on my laptop.” Nandini sighs

heavily. “I’m considering spending my next paycheck on a TV for my room.”“You should,” Cora

says, her hazel eyes bright. “Imagine the movie marathons we could have.”Nandini grins before

looking back at me. “Seriously though, babe. I’m happy for you. You needed this.”I offer her a

small smile. “Yeah, I really did.”The last few months have been difficult, and both Nandini and

Cora know it. We’ve never had a reason to keep secrets from each other. When Nandini

decided during sophomore year that she didn’t want to grow out her hair anymore, Sikh or not,

we were the first people she told. We took her to the hair salon ourselves and held her hand

the entire time. When Cora realized last year that she’s bisexual, our group chat blew up my

phone the entire night. We all showed up the next morning with matching dark circles

underneath our eyes and smiled tiredly at each other in solidarity.At the beginning of the year, I

realized I didn’t want to be a doctor or an engineer or anything relating to STEM. It was the

most terrifying realization of my life. It still is.When I hypothetically brought up pursuing

something other than medicine to my parents—I didn’t even mention being an English major—I

received the worst lecture of my life. It went on for weeks upon weeks and stopped only when

they began preparing their travel plans.Their reaction was a horror story brought to life. Until

then, I’d never realized I had anxiety. It was undeniable, though, when I found myself sitting

alone in my room, struggling to breathe through my tears with an unknown pressure building in

my chest.In retrospect, I think I’ve always had it. It’s just never been as bad as it is now, with

the future looming over my head, so impossibly far away and yet closer than ever.Nandini and

Cora still think I should push for an English degree. I think my parents might actually disown

me if I try.But this next month means I don’t have to worry about it. I’m free from the constant

weight of their disapproving glares.T-27 days. I’m going to try to make every single one of them

count.“How were your weekends?” I ask, leaning my elbows on the table.Cora grins. “Okay, so I

found the cutest pair of shoes at the mall. I’ll Snapchat you a picture when I get home, but

they’re literally gorgeous. Perfect for junior prom.”“Not the junior prom thing again,” Nandini

says, leaning her chin on my shoulder. “Cora, that’s for losers.”“You guys are so boring,” Cora

whines. “Come on, it’ll be fun! We don’t need to go with anyone. It can just be the three of us.

It’ll be like practice for real prom.”“Good luck convincing my parents to let me go to any kind of

prom,” I say. It comes out light, but both Nandini and Cora sober at the words.Nandini is fully

Indian and Cora is half-Chinese, yet my parents tend to be more strict than both of theirs

combined. I’m rarely allowed to do things without guaranteed parental supervision. When I do

break the rules, the hellish screaming that comes afterward is hardly ever worth it. I know it’s

because they’re protective of me, but it’s still a hindrance on my social life. The situation is



complex.And as of right now, prom is out of the question.“I’m going to start a petition,” Cora

says, already taking out her planner to make a note. “I’d like to see your mom argue against

five hundred signatures.”I choke back a laugh. “Where the hell do you think you’re going to get

five hundred signatures? I don’t think five hundred people even know who I am.”“Listen, they

don’t need to know you. This is a matter of social justice. Your parents are taking away your

right to go to prom, and that should be illegal!” She raises her voice even louder. “This is your

space. This is your area. They can’t do that to you.”“Are you serious?” I ask, giggling. “Do you

know how you sound right now? Is this because your dad is white?”Nandini snorts. “That’s

exactly why,” she says. “Cora, you silly, silly girl. I love you.”“Don’t be condescending,” Cora

says, pointing a lead pencil at Nandini in warning. She hesitates and adds, “but I love you, too.”I

snort. “You’re both such clowns.”“Shut up.” Nandini bumps her shoulder into mine. “If we have to

kidnap you ourselves for junior prom, we’ll do it. I could probably fit you in a duffel bag. It would

take a little squeezing but between the three of us, we can make it work.”“Oh my God, does

that mean we’re doing it?” Cora says, nearly screeching in my ear. Some of the people at the

end of the table give us dark looks, and I smile apologetically. “It’s official! NCK is going to

junior prom!”“Why don’t I ever think before I speak?” Nandini whispers, casting a glance

skyward.I lean my head against Nandini’s shoulder, still smiling. My best friends might be

clowns, but they’re mine and I wouldn’t trade them for the world.Nandini slumps to

accommodate me and on my other side, Cora interlaces our fingers. “I really wish we could all

go to prom together,” I say. “But with my parents... I don’t know.”Cora squeezes my hand.

“Karina, you know what the poets say. If you want something badly enough, nothing can stop

you or whatever. Right, Nandini?”Nandini nods, grinning at my exasperated expression. She

takes my other hand in hers, looping our pinkies together. “You can’t let the world decide your

future for you. It’s your life, babe. If you want to go to prom, we should go to prom. You should

put your happiness first every once in a while.”“I’m just being realistic,” I say under my breath,

but when they both squeeze my hands again, I return the gesture.Nandini snorts. “Sure,

Karina. We’ll go with that.”“I am,” I say, my voice rising.Cora hums, arching a perfect brow. “I’ll

believe it when I see it.”“Whatever.” I roll my eyes. “Don’t you both have homework to catch up

on?”“Oh shit,” Cora says, suddenly flipping through her binder. “Did either of you understand

the Italian homework? Because I am so lost. What does question three even mean?”I look on

as Nandini explains, but I can’t help but reflect on our conversation. My parents aren’t here

now, so I have more freedom than before, but that doesn’t mean I can do whatever I want. This

will last for only so long.Twenty-seven days until they return and my gilded cage slams shut

again.3T-MINUS 27 DAYSWe part ways for our first class of the day. I sit in the back of the

room and tune out my teacher, doodling aimlessly in my journal. I’m not an artist, but

sometimes poetry runs rampant in my thoughts, so whenever I have a free moment, I write it

down.I’m drowning in a pool of moonlightmy lungs are full of starsWhen the bell rings, I pack

my stuff and make my way to my locker through the overcrowded hallways.My locker is a visual

representation of my brain. Pictures of Nandini, Cora, and me are littered across every surface.

There are pictures of TV characters and fanart of my favorite book scenes. Random things I

need to remember are scribbled on a whiteboard attached to the inside of my locker door.

Hung at the back is a replica of Desdemona’s strawberry handkerchief from Othello, and

pinned to the bottom of the material are a few of my poems.I put away my textbook and head

to my next—and favorite—class, English. It’s a dearly needed breather after AP Physics. God

forbid my parents ever realize how much I’m struggling in that class.I slip into my English

classroom and sit in the back corner, next to the window. Cora, Nandini, and I claimed this

corner in the beginning of the year, since it’s easier to text discreetly here.“The wildest thing



happened during gym,” Nandini says as she drops into the seat beside me. Our teacher, Miss

Cannon, is scrawling the opening activity onto the whiteboard, hardly paying attention to us. “I’ll

tell you and Cora during lunch.”I raise my eyebrows. “Can’t wait.”As the bell rings, Cora rushes

into class and takes a seat on the other side of Nandini. “I really had to pee,” she says, chest

heaving.I sympathetically offer her my water bottle.Miss Cannon claps, drawing attention to the

front of the room. “Let’s begin our discussion of The Great Gatsby...”I’m in a good enough

mood today that I raise my hand as soon as the discussion begins. Usually, I’m too flustered

unless I have a really good talking point. I don’t like having people’s eyes on me unless I have

something smart to say. “I don’t think it truly matters whether Gatsby is telling the truth about

himself or his past—because does it even affect his future? He could spin any tale, and it

wouldn’t matter nearly as much as the way his love for Daisy is presented. I’d argue it’s the

biggest facet of his entire persona.”“Interesting point, Karina,” Miss Cannon says, smiling.

“Would anyone like to counter or contribute further to that?”Someone else raises their hand. “I

agree with Karina. On page 150, it says...”I nod, flipping to the mentioned page in the book.The

conversation continues for another ten minutes before we split up into groups. Naturally, Cora,

Nandini, and I push our desks closer together.“Okay, so I didn’t read any of it yet,” Nandini

admits after checking to make sure Miss Cannon is attending to a different group. “I had a late

shift at the movie theater yesterday and I still had to finish the physics lab, so...something had

to give.”“I skimmed most of it but didn’t really understand,” Cora says, scratching her nose.

“Karina, can you explain?”I roll my eyes, unsurprised. We all have our strengths when it comes

to school subjects. Nandini loves science, Cora loves history, and I love literature. “So you

basically want Gatsby for Dummies?”“That’s exactly what I want,” Nandini says.I sigh, but nod.

“All right. So Nick and Gatsby are basically driving together, and Gatsby is like blah, blah, blah,

here’s my whole life story, and only God knows why Nick cares. Then Gatsby’s all like bro, I’ve

done all kinds of wild shit you wouldn’t believe. I collected all these jewels in Europe and

hunted big game and had mad medals awarded to me during World War I from tons of

European countries. And Nick is like...huh? And Gatsby is all like look here’s my medal from

Montenegro and me and my bros playing cricket in Oxford, yada, yada, yada.”“I love you,” Cora

says sincerely. “You are an angel and I would absolutely die for you. I am never going to read a

book again.”“That is the exact opposite of what you should do,” I say, kicking her underneath

the desk. “Please read a book.”“We’ll see,” Cora says, waving a nonchalant hand.I explain the

rest of the chapter, and we decide on a talking point for our homework just before the bell rings.

We stand up to head for lunch, which we have next, but as we head for the door, Miss Cannon

says, “Karina, can you come here for a second?”I falter and look at my friends.“We’ll wait

outside,” Nandini says, patting my arm. I smile gratefully and go over to Miss Cannon’s desk,

which is overflowing with books and papers.Miss Cannon is my favorite teacher. She’s only a

few years older than us and always has the most interesting lessons. When I told her I love to

read everything from classics to young adult fiction, she offered me some of the best

recommendations and then asked me if I’d be her assistant during after-school tutoring, which

runs for an hour every day after ninth period.I hesitated at first, because I’m not good outside

my social bubble of Nandini and Cora. But tutoring means helping someone one-on-one for a

few minutes, and even for me, that’s manageable.Getting my parents’ permission was another

problem, but Miss Cannon talked to them. Unsurprisingly, they demanded an in-person

meeting before agreeing to let me stay after school from 3:00 to 4:00 p.m. every day.Of course,

they have no qualms about me staying late for Pre-Med Society on Tuesdays, even though it

means another hour at school, since clubs don’t start until after tutoring. I wish they were as

lenient with everything else, but that’s asking too much. I rarely go to the meetings anyway. No



one cares if you skip club activities unless you’re on the e-board. And I most certainly am not

on the e-board for Pre-Med Society.As soon as I lean against one of the desks, Miss Cannon

says, “Before you say no, hear me out.”“Yikes,” I say. “That doesn’t sound promising, Miss

Cannon.”“I know, I know.” Miss Cannon sighs quietly, toying with a red dreadlock. “As you know,

the English Regents are coming up.”I nod. Regents Exams are state-mandated exams we have

to take every year as per New York law. This year, I have them for English, Physics, Italian, and

US History.“A student in my class reached out for help,” Miss Cannon says. “We’ve worked

together a little, but I think he’d benefit more from one of his fellow classmates’ perspectives.

Would you consider privately tutoring him?”I raise my eyebrows. “Me? I think you’re talking to

the wrong person.”“No, I definitely chose the right person,” Miss Cannon says, smiling, before

her expression shifts to serious again, her lips pursed. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but instead of

helping me during after-school tutoring sessions, you could spend that time with him.”My

mouth dries. “For five days a week?”Miss Cannon winces. “Yes, preferably, since it’ll be

substituting the time you spend helping me here. It’s only for three months, and you’re my best

student, Karina. I know you can do this.”I shake my head, my pulse hammering. “Miss Cannon,

I don’t know if—”“If you do, you’ll be excused from having to do the poetry project,” Miss

Cannon says, cutting me off. “I’ll count this as your grade instead.”I falter. The poetry project is

worth twenty percent of our grade. She wants us to write ten original pieces following the

specific parameters of different poetry formats—haikus, limericks, freestyle, and so on. We

have to turn it in next month and choose one of the ten poems to present in front of the

class.Even though I love poetry, I hate public speaking. More than that, I hate the thought of

saying my deepest, most vulnerable thoughts aloud. Being free of that obligation just to tutor

some random dude during the time I’d be helping Miss Cannon anyway? It might be worth

it.But still...“Karina, your grades are consistently the highest in the class, and you’ve been a

great help to the other students,” Miss Cannon says, squeezing my shoulder. “No one is more

capable than you.”I know she’s trying to encourage me, but her words are making me more

anxious. I don’t want to let Miss Cannon down, not when she believes in me this much.The

idea of facing her disappointment twists my stomach.With painstaking reluctance, I say,

“Okay.”Miss Cannon’s face lights up with a grin. “Thank you so much, Karina.”“So...who’s the

student?” I ask, shoving my hands in my pockets to hide the way my fingers are shaking.“He’s

in this class,” she says, waving a hand toward the left side of the room. “Alistair.”An uneasy

feeling spreads through me, like a heavy weight settling on my shoulders. Ten, nine, eight,

seven, six, five, four, three, two, one.“Alistair?” I repeat. “Alistair Clyde? As in Ace Clyde?”Miss

Cannon pauses. “Yes. Will that be a problem?”I almost laugh hysterically. The world is clearly

plotting against me. “No. Of course not.”She eyes me, her brows rising as she scrutinizes my

expression.Her face starts to fall, and my heart feels like it’s pushing against my rib cage,

making it difficult to breathe. The smallest hint of disapproval always sets off my anxiety

beyond words. It’s hard to believe I never realized this until a few months ago, because it’s so

achingly obvious now.“Should I still come to your classroom after ninth period?” I ask, pushing

forward. I can do this. I will do this.Miss Cannon is still staring at me, so I paste a smile on my

face, swallowing past the uncomfortable lump in my throat.Slowly, she smiles back. “If you

could go directly to the library, that’d be perfect. I’ll tell him to meet you there,” Miss Cannon

says, handing over a folder. “I’ve already outlined a tutoring schedule, but feel free to deviate if

you find a better way that works for both of you.”My smile strains. “Okay. Thank you, Miss

Cannon.”After putting the folder away in my bag, I leave the room and see Nandini and Cora

standing across the hall, speaking quietly.They both smile when they see me, but Cora’s face

falls almost immediately. “Are you good? Are you in trouble?”“No,” I say, clutching the straps of



my bag tighter. “Everything’s fine. Everything is...” I falter, unable to say more.Cora starts to

move toward me, her features clouded in concern, but Nandini wraps a hand around her

wrist.“Cora, give her some space,” Nandini says. A silent understanding passes between us,

and I feel so grateful I could cry. “What’s up, babe?”I shake my head and run for the closest

bathroom. Inside, I enter a stall and slam the door shut, then force myself to take a deep

breath, pushing the heels of my palms into my eyes. I just need a moment. A moment, and I’ll

be okay again.I barely know Ace Clyde, but tutoring him sounds like my worst nightmare. He’s

notorious for slacking off.The idea of letting Miss Cannon down causes my lungs to constrict

painfully. How am I going to do this?Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one.Ten,

nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one.Okay. I’m okay. I can face the world again

without fear of bursting into tears.I lift my head and unlock the stall. Cora and Nandini are

standing in the bathroom doorway, but they don’t say anything as I walk to the sink and splash

my face.I look in the smudged mirror and have a vivid flashback to the night I asked my parents

about hypothetically changing my major. My expression then was worse, tear-streaked and

devastated. But the manic light in my eyes is still the same as then.I grappled with the concept

of having anxiety for a while. It took me a lot of Google searches and conversations with

Nandini and Cora, but I’ve slowly come to accept it. It’s part of me, and it always will be. I just

have to remember my countdown, and everything will be fine.It’d be nice to get professional

help, but that would require telling my parents. Maybe one day, when I’m in college and have

more freedom, I can attend counseling. Until then, I have to make do with what I have.I force

myself to take one final deep breath. I’m okay.“So?” Cora asks, shifting forward to stand in front

of me. She holds out a pack of tissues. “What did Miss Cannon want?”I offer her a tight smile.

Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one. “She wants me to tutor Ace

Clyde.”There’s a beat of silence.Another.Another.Another......And then Cora drops the tissues.

“What?”4T-MINUS 27 DAYSNandini slides me a slice of pizza as soon as she comes off the

lunch line, and I smile in thanks. “You’re the best.”“Don’t ignore me, Karina. Are you being

serious right now?” Cora asks, poking at her salad far too violently. “Ace Clyde?”I roll my eyes

and toss a napkin at her. My heart has calmed down to a respectable pace, and even though

I’m still on edge, being around my friends helps significantly. “You’re such a gossip.”“And what

about it?” Cora says, flipping her hair. “But seriously, Ace Clyde?”“Yes,” I say, sighing. “Ace

Clyde. Now can you stop saying his name over and over? I feel like he’s going to appear over

my shoulder like Bloody Mary.”“Nandini, I think I’m going to faint,” Cora says. “How is she so

calm?”“Honestly? I think she’s in shock,” Nandini says, shaking her head. “Maybe she doesn’t

understand the gravity of the situation.”“Oh my God, yes, I understand,” I say, shoving her

halfheartedly.Cora and Nandini are infinitely more in tune to Midland High’s social life than I

am. It doesn’t help that we have over two thousand students. Everyone usually sticks to their

own grades and their own social circles. Aside from the people who have been in my classes

through the years, I know only a handful of freshmen because of my brother, and know is a

stretch.But even with my small social circle, it would be impossible not to know the big names

of our junior class. Ace is one of them.His older brother, Xander Clyde, is Midland High’s

student body president. He’s a senior, and beautiful, rich, popular, and intelligent. Almost all of

the girls—and some of the boys—want to date him. Everyone else wants to be him.Ace is also

beautiful and rich. Whether he’s popular and intelligent are debatable.He’s definitely infamous

among our classmates, though. He sits alone at his own table, tells everyone who looks at him

wrong to fuck off, wears leather jackets over designer sweaters, and spends half his time

pissing off the school faculty.“I really don’t feel like you get it.” Cora shakes my arm. “Do you

know who he is?”“Yes, Cora. And I know this is going to be a nightmare,” I say bitterly. Of all



people, I had to get stuck with the school’s resident preppy bad boy. “Why would Miss Cannon

do this to me?”“How are you complaining right now?” Cora says, throwing her hands up. “Ace

is the hottest guy in our grade.”“I hate enabling Cora, but she’s right,” Nandini says, shrugging

when I give her an incredulous look. “Have you seen him? Karina, he’s literally gorgeous.”My

friends are ridiculous. I love them, but they really are.“Yeah, well, I’m tutoring him. Not dating

him. I’m more concerned that this dude never pays attention in class. How am I supposed to

teach him anything?”“Karina, you’re the worst,” Cora says, pouting. “How can you think about

studying at a time like this? We’re talking about Alistair Clyde! Oh my God, you have to get him

to fall in love with you so we can live vicariously through you. Karina, this is what your entire life

has been leading up to.”“Stop clowning around,” I say, shaking my head. “The last thing I have

room for in my life right now is a guy, much less Ace. It’ll be a miracle if I can even talk to the

dude without making a fool of myself.”“Karina and Alistair sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G,” Cora

sings, swaying side to side. I give up, knowing it’s a lost cause when she gets like this.I turn to

Nandini for support, but she’s staring at me in contemplation. The look in her eyes makes my

skin crawl, because she looks like that only when she’s scheming.“I’m tired of you both,” I say,

flipping them off before returning to my pizza. “I need new friends.”Cora laughs but Nandini

taps her chin thoughtfully. “I wonder what we’ll wear to the wedding. He’s white, which is a

tragedy, but maybe you can convince him to have a brown wedding.”“Putting aside how

senseless all of that is, you think my parents would let me marry a white boy?” I ask

incredulously. “Have you met them?”Nandini considers that for a moment. “Maybe we just won’t

invite them. Samir could walk you down the aisle instead.”I sigh, shaking my head. “Say less.

Say so much less.”“I’m just pointing out that there’s a lot of potential here,” Nandini says,

holding her hands out in defense.“What potential? You think that all the people in our school

who throw themselves at Ace, he would decide to date the random brown girl tutoring him in

English? You’ve lost the plot,” I say, before pointing a finger at her. “Earlier you said something

wild happened during gym. Let’s talk about that instead.”“You’re no fun.” Cora wrinkles her

nose, but she also turns her gaze toward Nandini, which means the conversation is effectively

over. Alhamdulillah.As Nandini talks about some dude from her gym period who flashed the

whole class, my mind drifts.I shouldn’t be surprised Ace is struggling with English. I am

surprised he reached out for help.I just wish I wasn’t the one stuck helping him.Ace doesn’t

show up.I sit in the library, waiting for a whole thirty minutes, and he doesn’t show up. It’s

beyond frustrating and, if the thought didn’t tie my stomach into painful knots, I’d head upstairs

right now to tell Miss Cannon.But I don’t want her to think I gave up before I even tried.I wait a

few more minutes, then decide to check out a US History textbook so I can work on my

homework in my newfound free time. If I have to be here, I can at least be productive.At four,

the bell rings, signaling an end to after-school tutoring. Students start to leave the library,

heading for their respective clubs.I try to tamp down my annoyance at the empty seat across

from me.My group chat with Nandini and Cora buzzes with notifications, distracting me from

homework.Cora Zhang-Agreste:SO??? HOW DID IT GO??? IS #KARSTAIR OFFICIALLY A

THING?Nandini Kaur:I want it on record that I prefer #ACEKARINA!!! but also YEAH UPDATE

US WHAT IS GOING ONNNNMe:I literally cannot stand EITHER of you!!! he hasn’t even

showed up so... [pretends to be shocked]Cora Zhang-Agreste:ugh men are such flopsCora

Zhang-Agreste:they really can’t do a single thing rightNandini Kaur:I guess we should’ve

known but damn. it was nice to have hope for like 2 seconds lmaoMe:not to say I told you so

but I told you so!!! plus I’M NOT TRYING TO DATE HIM SO CAN Y’ALL CHILLCora Zhang-

Agreste:chilling? never heard of that concept!I go to my locker, pack my things, and grab an

umbrella. It’s raining outside, though it wasn’t an hour ago. Another reason to be irritated.If I



had a confrontational bone in my body, I would hunt down Ace and demand to know why he’s

forcing me into this awkward and horribly anxiety-inducing situation.As it is, all I can do is wait

for tomorrow.5T-MINUS 26 DAYSDuring my free period the next day, I finish the study guide I

started working on last night. Admittedly, I did it more for Miss Cannon than Ace. I want her to

know I gave this every effort, that I actively tried to help him. It’s not much, but it’s something to

show initiative on my part.Giving him a study guide also means I won’t have to deal with this

tutoring situation anymore. The problem will be out of my hands.My annoyance might have

slipped in while I was writing it, though. In place of formal descriptions are the crude recaps I

usually give to my friends. I probably should’ve kept it more professional, but it’s not my fault he

didn’t show up.Nandini and Cora insist I go to the library again, saying maybe Ace had an

emergency and I should give him a second chance. I have to remind them exasperatedly that

I’m not trying to date him.God forbid I ever do. My parents would murder me.There are far too

many rules in my household, and not dating is one of the big ones. Some of them, I can

understand, but others are more difficult to get behind. I have to be careful with the way I spend

my time, I have to be careful with who I decide to hang out with, and I have to be careful about

what kind of goals I choose to pursue.With all of that in mind, getting an English degree is

more or less a pipe dream.Abiding by all these rules day in and day out is exhausting, but my

parents have sacrificed too much for me to throw it all away by being selfish. They left behind

their lives in Bangladesh and moved here in the hopes of giving me a better life. They want me

to grow up and be successful, to be financially stable, to be focused and diligent and

hardworking.I know they’re thinking about my future, but I don’t know how to be the daughter

they can gloat about at our community parties, the daughter whose achievements they can

praise to their coworkers, the daughter who never steps a toe out of line and does everything

exactly as they wish. Still, a part of me wants that—to be enough for them, to have them be

proud of me. The rest of me wishes I could crawl into a hole.I try not to think about it too

much.When I get to English, I don’t see Ace, so I leave the study guide on his usual desk with

a scribbled note explaining what it is. Miss Cannon watches me curiously but only offers a

smile when our eyes meet.I exhale in relief. If she saw how awful my commentary was, I think

I’d have to drop out of school.I wait on the edge of my seat for Ace’s arrival, but the clock keeps

ticking, Miss Cannon keeps teaching, and the door to the classroom remains closed.He’s

ditching? Seriously?Right before class ends, someone knocks on the front door. Xander Clyde

pops his head into our classroom, and everyone falls silent.His eyes are a stunning pale blue,

and his dark brown hair is slicked back. He looks like every Ivy League college’s wet dream,

with his brown loafers, tan khakis, and tucked-in button-down shirt.When he grins at Miss

Cannon, I glance at Cora. As much as she jokingly encouraged me to pursue Ace, I think she’d

have an aneurysm if any of us even looked at Xander romantically. Ever since he beat her out

for student body president, she’s been seething with contempt for him.“Sorry, Miss Cannon, do

you have a minute?” Xander asks, leaning against the doorway.She furrows her brows but

nods. “Class, continue to discuss. I’ll be right back.”“I wonder what that’s about,” Nandini says,

turning toward us as the door closes behind them. “Do you think it has to do with Ace?”As if her

words are a trigger, the front door slams open, and a different figure enters. It’s obviously Ace,

but there’s a hood over his head, so I barely catch a glimpse of his expression as he stalks

toward his desk, snags my study guide with ringed fingers, and walks back out.The class

immediately bursts into confused clamor.“What the hell was that?” I ask, staring after him. “Did

Miss Cannon mention I left something for him? Do you think she knows he ditched our study

session yesterday?”Nandini looks as bemused as I feel. “Maybe?”Cora is stretching her neck,

trying to catch a glimpse of them through the back door’s window. “I bet his asshole brother



has something to do with it.”“Not everything is Xander’s fault,” Nandini says, nudging her.Cora

harrumphs, her eyes narrowed at the door.When it opens again, we all watch with bated

breath, but only Miss Cannon steps through.She gives the entire class a pointed look. “I trust

you all had a productive discussion in my absence.”Everyone mutters an affirmative, but I

doubt anyone discussed anything aside from Ace and Xander.When class finally ends, Miss

Cannon calls me over. I walk slowly to her desk, ignoring the too-fast beat of my heart as I try

to anticipate how the conversation will play out.“How did it go yesterday?” she asks with a

bright grin, and my brain short-circuits.She doesn’t know.For a moment, I consider telling the

truth. Then I imagine her face wiped clean of joy and abandon that idea. My anxiety demands I

refrain from disappointing Miss Cannon. She has enough on her plate, with over a hundred

students to monitor each day.“It’s a work in progress,” I say, which is the truth. He did take the

study guide. “I haven’t quite gotten a feel for the situation yet. I have high hopes, though.”“I’m so

glad to hear that.” Miss Cannon releases a low sigh. “You’re an angel, Karina. Thank you so

much for doing this.”“It’s no big deal,” I say, waving a hand. “I’ll keep you updated.”On my way

out, I falter at the sight of a packet of papers in the recycling bin outside the classroom.No

way.I march into the hallway and fish it out of the otherwise-empty bin, staring at it

incredulously. He threw out my study guide? I know it was a little unrefined, but this is

ridiculous.Nandini and Cora meet me in the hallway, looking between the study guide and my

face.“Jesus. I guess they’re both assholes,” Cora says, shaking her head. “At least they make

good eye candy. Whatever. On the bright side, that means you’re free after school today, right?

I know we were going to work on our Italian project over FaceTime this weekend, but since

we’re already here...”I blink at them, still grappling with the fact that Ace tossed my study guide

away. “I—but my parents...”“They’re not around,” Nandini says, bumping hips with me. She

steals the study guide from me, unzips my bag, and unceremoniously shoves it inside. “Plus

your Dadu thinks you’re tutoring after school anyway, right?”“I mean, I guess,” I say, licking my

lips uncertainly. “But I—”“Come on,” Cora says, pouting at me. “Shouldn’t we make the most of

your time? We could even grab food afterward. It’s not like you ever go to Pre-Med Society

anyway.”“It’s not my fault it’s so boring,” I say, and realize they’re both laughing at me. I sigh, a

smile tugging at my mouth. “Yeah, okay. It’s not like anyone will notice I’m gone.”“Hey, maybe

we’ll run into Ace,” Cora says, pulling me down the hall, in the direction of the cafeteria. There’s

a sharp grin on her face. “Wouldn’t that be fun?”“No,” I say and pray that Ace stays far, far away

from the library today. “That would not be fun.”6T-MINUS 26 DAYSAt the library, the three of us

split up to find different books for the Italian project. I’m in charge of books on the Italian

economy, and I find them quickly, too used to navigating these aisles.I sit down at our table,

opening a fresh page and writing out the project’s requirements.A shadow looms over me,

taller than both Nandini and Cora. I turn around slowly, and my eyes almost bulge out of my

head when I see Alistair “Ace” Clyde leaning against a bookshelf, watching me.My first stupid

thought is: Why is he so tall?My second stupid thought is: Who wears a leather jacket with a

designer sweater?My third stupid thought is: Why is he looking at me like that?Ace is as

beautiful as everyone says he is. I’ve seen him in class and around the hallways, but I’ve never

been the subject of his intense stare before.His skin is incredibly pale, and the first metaphor

that comes to mind is that he’s moonlight woven into a human being. It sounds pretentious, but

it’s true. His dark hair—on the edge between brown and black—is messy and rumpled as if he

spends hours running his hands through it. His eyes are some strange kaleidoscopic mix of

green and blue, and they twinkle in the faint sunlight that comes through the dusty library

windows.He shares the same strong jaw as his older brother, and his eyebrows are thicker

than mine, which is saying something. Unlike his brother, he’s tall and lanky. He probably has



nine inches on me, at the very least, since I’m five-two.A lollipop stick hangs in the corner of his

mouth, and I try not to fixate on it. The last thing I want is for him to think I’m staring at his

lips.As if he can read my thoughts, he reaches up to take the lollipop out, and I see his fingers

are covered in rings of all shapes, sizes, and colors.“Karina Ahmed?”It’s a miracle I don’t jolt at

the sound of my name.“Alistair Clyde,” I say. “What are you doing here?”He raises his

eyebrows. “Don’t we have a study session?”I blink at him. “You’re here to study? After you

tossed my study guide in the recycling bin?” Immediately, I bite my lip, the weight of dead

butterflies heavy in my stomach. I shouldn’t have said that. I don’t have the energy to argue

with Ace Clyde over a study guide. “Never mind. Forget it.”One corner of his mouth turns up,

but I wouldn’t call it a smile. “No one calls me Alistair.”“Miss Cannon does,” I say mildly, still

reeling from this turn of events.He tilts his head in consideration. “So she does.”A moment

passes before Ace saunters around the table and sits across from me, sprawling on the chair.

“So, Ahmed. You didn’t tell Miss Cannon I bailed yesterday. Why?”I gape at him. Why does it

matter? Why is he here?“I have no interest in landing you in unnecessary trouble,” I say after a

few seconds.Ace hums and pops his lollipop back into his mouth. I avert my gaze, looking

down at the Italian project.“Karina, I found the—” Nandini says and falters, staring at me and

then Ace with wide eyes. “Oh. Hi.”Ace leans back in his seat and salutes her with two

fingers.Nandini gives me a wide-eyed look. “Are you two...studying?”I shake my head, opening

my mouth to express my own confusion, when Ace places his hand on top of my homework,

his rings clacking against the table. “Yes, we are.”“We are?” I repeat.If he’s actually here to

study, one would think he’d show a little more effort than manspreading in a chair while sucking

on candy.Cora comes around the corner then, carrying a stack of textbooks. “I think we can

divide the work by—” Her mouth snaps shut. Nandini reaches out and steadies the tower of

books before they can fall over. “What’s going on?”I grimace, knowing Cora is about to have a

field day. I turn back to Ace, smoothing my expression out before he can read my irritation. “You

actually want to study?”Ace meets my gaze evenly. “Why else would I be here?”“Right.” I look

at Cora and Nandini, hoping it’s clear from my expression I am begging them not to leave me

alone with this dude.Cora grins brightly. “You know what? I just remembered my mom wants

me home early for dinner. She’s making sesame chicken today.”Nandini stifles a giggle. “You

should definitely head out then.” She takes a step back, wiggling her fingers in farewell. “I also

just remembered I have to work on my Comic-Con costume.”I gape at them. I know Nandini

saved up to buy tickets to San Diego Comic-Con, but that’s in July. It’s March. And last I heard,

Cora’s mom is out of town for some kind of financial conference.“Wait, but what about—”“No,

it’s fine, Karina!” Cora says cheerfully, already moving to the table to start packing up her

things. “We wouldn’t want to distract you guys.”Nandini nods, shoving her notebook into her

Captain America tote bag. “Yeah. We’ll see you during first period tomorrow.”Before I can

protest anymore, they both press a kiss to the top of my head and disappear behind the tall

shelves, laughing among themselves.Wow. My friends are the worst.I painstakingly look back

at Ace. He’s watching me with arched brows, his lollipop spinning between his fingers. I sigh,

pushing away my resentment for the time being.He’s still a dickhead for not showing up

yesterday, and he’s an even bigger dickhead for showing up today without an apology.But

fine.If he wants to study, we’ll study. I’m not going to hold a grudge over the study guide. He is

here, after all. I don’t have to let Miss Cannon down.I take out the rumpled study guide and

place it on the table between us. Something flashes across his face—regret, maybe?—but it

passes too quickly for me to decipher.I purse my lips. “I thought we could start with the texts

we’re learning in class, and closer to the Regents we could focus on individual parts of the

exam. Is that okay with you?”“Whatever you think works best,” he says, reaching for the study



guide. He flips through it idly, but as his eyes flicker over the text, his eyebrows rise. I wince,

remembering my irritation when I was making it.“Ignore that,” I say, reaching over to take it

back. He lets me without protest but as he reclines, he watches me with a different look in his

eye. He bites his lollipop, and I hear the sharp crunch of candy.I tuck the study guide into my

binder. Ace keeps watching me as he sets the leftover stick on the table. Even though it’s so

unhygienic, I restrain my urge to throw the stick away. I don’t know if Ace would still be here

when I got back.“Okay, do you want to start with The Great Gatsby, The Merchant of Venice, or

The Scarlet Letter?”“Never heard of any of those,” he says, reaching forward to steal my

pencil.I stare at him, wondering if he’s being serious. There’s no way he doesn’t know those

titles. I have to believe he’s joking for my own sanity.“I’ll choose then,” I say, moving along. “Let’s

start with The Scarlet Letter.”Ace gestures for me to go ahead with a flick of his fingers. He

hasn’t stopped staring at me, and his intense gaze is making me increasingly restless.“Okay,” I

murmur, taking The Scarlet Letter from my bag and flipping it open. “I thought we could begin

with chapter analyses. Since we already read this book in the fall, we’re familiar with the

themes and underlying messages, which means we can be more analytical with foresight. Why

don’t you tell me your overall thoughts on the book so we can figure out which angle we want

to tackle first?”Ace furrows his thick eyebrows. “What angle do you want to tackle first? I’ve

seriously never read it. I only know it by name.”I clench my hands but somehow withhold a

sigh.“Okay. Well, I prefer looking at Hester’s character in a feminist light and how, despite

feminism not existing within the time period this was written, Hawthorne wrote her as being

resilient, rebellious, and free to think in ways that stood apart from the rest of society,” I say,

pointing to the book. My words are rushing into each other, as I actively try not to ramble. “I

know some people think Hester’s choice to continue wearing the A at the end of the book is

her conforming to misogynistic ideals, but I think by choosing to wear it instead of being forced

to wear it, she’s claiming back her agency.”Ace leans forward, and his combat boots knock into

my worn-in Converse. His eyes are too pretty and too disconcerting. “You like English.”I stare at

him blankly, mostly because my expression is threatening to twist with incredulity. What is he

talking about? Why would I be here if I didn’t enjoy English? I sure as hell wouldn’t be a math

tutor. “Yes.”“How strange,” he murmurs, flipping my pencil between his fingers. His mouth pulls

up a little higher in the corner, but it’s still not a smile. “Do you enjoy anything else, Ahmed?”On

the tip of my tongue is: when people actually listen to me. I’d sooner die than actually say

it.Instead I set my shoulders and say, “Listen, Ace. I don’t want to waste your time or mine. If

you don’t want to study, tell Miss Cannon. I’m sure she can figure something else out.”And then

it won’t be my fault.“I didn’t say this was a waste of time,” Ace says. “I’m simply curious about

my illustrious tutor.”“I promise the book is much more interesting than me,” I say. “Come on, just

read the first few chapters. They’re only ten pages each.”Ace taps my pencil against his bottom

lip in consideration. “Okay.” He holds his hand out for the book, and I pass it over easily.He

starts to read, and I take the opportunity to write some discussion questions. After thinking of

two, I look up to see how much progress he’s made and find him staring at me again.“What?” I

look down at my outfit, another crop top paired with ripped jeans, and wonder if my mom was

right to warn me off them. “Is something wrong?”“This is boring, Ahmed,” he says, drawing my

attention back to him.“English isn’t boring,” I say, exasperated. “The Scarlet Letter is one of the

better books in our curriculum.”Ace shakes his head. “I think we need to liven it up.”I pause.

What does that mean? “What are you thinking?”“There’s a sweet shop down the block,” Ace

says. The look on his face is challenging, which is unfortunate. I generally like to go with the

flow, and Ace seems like the person who determines the flow. “Let’s study there instead.”“I

don’t know,” I say and my voice wavers. “I have Pre-Med Society at 4:00.”I’m not actually going



to go, but that’s none of his business.“Just this one time,” Ace says. His gaze is almost titillating.

“It’ll help me focus, and I’ll pay for whatever you want.”In my head I hear Cora yell, OH MY

GOD, HE’S ASKING YOU OUT ON A DATE! even though I’m almost positive this is just his

attempt to get out of studying.Speaking of Cora...“I need to use the bathroom,” I say. Without

waiting for his response, I stand and head for the exit.I stop in the hallway and take out my

phone. There’s an unanswered text from my mom, and I click on it first. She must be jet-lagged

if she’s sending messages at this ungodly hour.Myra, call us when you get home. Your Nanu

and Nana want to say hi.I grimace. That conversation is going to be...fun.Okay, I text back and

move on, shifting to the NCK group chat.Me:I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU LEFT ME ALONE?? now

ace wants to go study in some bakery and it’s ALL YOUR FAULTCora Zhang-Agreste:HE

ACTUALLY SHOWED UP BITCH WHAT WERE WE GONNA DO??? STAY THERE??? in this

house we do NOT cockblock our friendsNandini Kaur:back up a sec did you say BAKERY...

ARE YOU JOKING WTFMe:NO I’M SERIOUS PLS HELP ME INSTEAD OF YELLINGCora

Zhang-Agreste:oh my god oh my god oh mY GOD KARINAMe:H E L PNandini Kaur:SAY YES

GIRLIE WHAT ARE YOU WAITING FOR OMGCora Zhang-Agreste:OK BUT THIS IS

BASICALLY A DATE GO SAY YES OMG GO GO GONandini Kaur:YEAH STOP TEXTING US

AND GO GET UR MANS???Me:he is NOT my mans!!!!!!!!!I put my phone on Do Not Disturb

and lean my head against the wall. That was absolutely no help at all.With a sigh, I dial my

home phone number. After two rings, my grandma picks up. “As-salaam alaikum!”“Wa-alaikum

salaam,” I say. “Dadu, I might be a little later than usual today. Is that okay, or do you need me

to come home?”“Oh, Myra!” my grandma says happily. “I’m glad you called. What do you want

to eat tonight? Vegetable pulao or khichuri?”“Khichuri,” I say before reining the conversation

back in. “Dadu, did you hear what I said? Can I stay late, or do you need me to come home?

Do you need help cooking?”“No, no, Myra,” my grandma says. “Focus on your education. You

have your club today, yes? Don’t worry about me. I’ll make dinner and have it ready for you

when you come home. Stay safe.”“Okay, Dadu. Love you.”“Love you,” she says. “Khoda hafiz!”

Goodbye.“Khoda hafiz,” I say, before slumping against the wall, staring down at my phone. Part

of me was seriously hoping she’d say no. My parents definitely would’ve, and it’d be a good

excuse to give Ace.Now? I’m out of options. I’ve cornered myself.With a sigh, I head back into

the library to tell Ace we can go to the sweet shop.7T-MINUS 26 DAYSPietra’s Sweet Tooth is a

little shop across the street, tucked between two larger brand stores. When we walk in, I’m

taken aback by how warm and inviting it is. The walls are painted a pretty shade of baby pink

and cute little plush cupcakes hang from the ceilings. There’s a corner with board games and

books on display, and the booths are filled with fluffy pastel throw pillows.The menu showcases

a wide selection of desserts, from ice cream to cake to doughnuts. A wonderful aroma wafts

through the air, making my mouth water.The counter has seats hanging from the ceiling like

swings, and all the employees wear adorable animal ears. The girl behind the register is

wearing bunny ears, and she smiles brightly when we make eye contact.I smile back even

though I feel like I’m having some kind of strange out-of-body experience.“Hi! Welcome to

Pietra’s Sweet Tooth,” she says before noticing Ace behind me and grinning even brighter. “Hi

Ace. Your usual?”He’s here often enough to have a usual? I’ve never even heard of this

place.“Yes, please,” he says, before nudging me. I jump at the contact, and a hint of a smile

flashes across his face. “The strawberry sorbet is amazing.”“I don’t like strawberries,” I say,

although it’s not true. Still, I feel weird taking Ace’s suggestions. I barely know him, and this

entire situation is ridiculous. To the girl, I say, “Can I have a slice of cheesecake?”“Of course,”

she says. “That’ll be eight dollars.”Before I can open my mouth to ask why the hell a slice of

cheesecake costs eight dollars, Ace slips in front of me, gently pushing me behind him. “I’ve



got it.”Right. Ace Clyde is paying for my food. I’m clearly living in some kind of alternate

universe. “Thanks,” I say out of obligation.“Grab a seat, Ahmed. I’ll bring the food,” Ace says,

waving at the booths.“Aye, aye, Captain,” I mutter. He shoots me an amused look, and my

cheeks warm. I head for the booth near the book display, wondering why I said that. I glance at

my phone and see thirty-five unopened texts from the NCK group chat, which comforts me a

little. At least some things will always be the same.Sitting down, I take out our study materials

and spread them across the table. I’m going to make sure we get at least some work

done.When Ace comes back, he’s holding a platter with a large slice of cheesecake, a bowl of

mint chocolate chip ice cream, and two milkshakes. He sets it down and offers me a drink. “It’s

vanilla.”Do I even want to know how much this cost him? Probably not.“Thanks,” I say again.

“Are you ready to start studying?”“Give me a moment,” he says, sipping his chocolate

milkshake. “I have to acclimate.”“That’s a big word for someone who needs to be tutored in

English,” I say before biting my tongue, eyes wide at myself. Ace isn’t Nandini or Cora. I can’t

just say whatever I want to him. I’m losing my mind.“I have my moments,” Ace says. Thankfully,

if his calm expression is anything to go by, he seems unbothered. It’s so weird, because I’ve

heard the most horrible things about him.It all began last year. Rumors started spreading that

Ace tried to sabotage Xander’s presidential campaign—rumors that back Cora’s insistence that

Ace is the superior Clyde brother—although no one has ever provided proof.
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Ebook Tops Reader, “Cute, diverse, and super emotional. Goody two shoes Karina is assigned

her teacher to tutor bad boy Ace Clyde. Things escalate when she is invited over his house and

Ace suddenly blurts out that they are dating, prompting the two to fake a relationship. With ever

increasing expectation put on marina by her parents, she struggles between fighting for

happiness and feeling for Ace or let it all crash and burn.This book has it's fair share of cliches

and cheesiness but it was a good book. This book taught me a lot about Bangladesh culture

and the damaging effects of heavy expectations from parents. The anxiety rep was great and

Ace was the BEST boyfriend. Seriously I want a guy like that when I get into a relationship. He

the type of guy you marry.However despite all the good, I did have some gripes:•Ace didn't

really feel like a bad boy to me. Sure he got detention or whatever but besides not caring about

school and hanging out alone, he didn't do anything inherently bad. Besides wear a leather

jacket and suck on lollipops like right out a 60s' movie.•I wasn't really feeling the fake dating

part in this one. I think it was mostly because Karina was trying to hide their relationship from

her family.Overall this book was EMOTIONAL. The writing was topnotch. You feel every inch of

Karina's anxiety and understand why she hides who she is from her parents.Definitely

recommend for people seeking book featuring heavy anxiety rep, Bangladesh rep, and

characters in an actual healthy relationship.”
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Honey Roselea Reads, “Counting Down With You was absolute '(p e r f e c t i o n '(. Absolutely

written splendidly. Tashie Bhuiyan did an amazing job for her debut novel and I can't wait to

read A Show For Two.I loved the relationship between Ace and Karina and their connection

and chemistry. They were complete opposites yet had so much similarities that I loved it so

much. I can't begin to tell you how much I felt like crying and laughing all at once. And

heartbreak as well.I feel as though there is a theme between these Asian books that I read, for

example, the fact that her parents pushed her to be a doctor, so many kids around the world

who want to pursue something they cannot, it breaks my heart to see how they are forced to

go through one career path. But, I digress. Counting Down With You was the perfect read and I

felt like it was just such a cozy romance even with the topics mentioned just now. Perfect for the

fall time if you're interested in just sitting back and reading with a sweater and hot chocolate on.”

porchia, “I love the variety of realness in this book!!. This book is a must-read. The plot isn't

rushed and it flows smoothly. The characters are portrayed in the best most realistic way you

can imagine. The main character Karina shows you what a person with anxiety goes through

and I feel that most teens can relate to her because I know that I can. Although I do not have

anxiety, I can relate to Karina in the way she thinks and/or feels about certain situations. I really

felt seen while reading this book because the author understood how to portray Karina in order

for her readers to relate to Karina. I have been reading this book for the past week since I've

got it and I am already thinking about reading it again!!”

gerda, “Great combination of fun, emotional and hopefull. Besides great characters and story i

feel that this book does an amazing job at giving hope to people who struggle in similar

situations or even just teenagers who can’t see the light. It gives coping strategies, a lot of

warmth and the most important thing; it’s not misleading in false promises but it helps. I wish

more young adults stories were dialing with such issues. Well done”

Laissa, “BEAUTIFUL. This book was absolutely beautiful. Karina is such a brave main

character and her love for books??! YES! Ace is absolutely incredible. I loved all of the

characters, especially Dadu, she was so courageous and supportive. The way that Karina

deals with her anxiety is so relatable to me, and the problems that she goes through are so

real, I feel as if I'm going through the experiences with her and I'm feeling what she's feeling.

Ace was beautiful, and his interests like classical music and astronomy (cause SAME) were so

perfect for his character! The dates that he takes her on, the things he does with her, and the

words that are shared between the two (the poetry is absolutely gorgeous) I LOVE IT ALL. This

book is definitely my new favorite romance and it was just amazing.”

Leticia Cortes, “Beautiful!!!. This book made me feel so seen! I'm Mexican American and her

experiences as a Bengladesh American still resonated with me. Her strict parents, cultural

differences with her parents, and the different treatment that her brother get because he's a

boy were all things i can relate to. Karina is a wonderful character and I loved seeing her grow.

The romance was fun to follow and her friendship with her two best friends was great to see. I

definitely would recommend this book! I will now read anything that  Tashie Bhuiyan.”

Laura, “5 stars... 4, 3, 2 .... this book is #1!!!. Very sweet book. Haven’t been able to keep it in

the library since the moment I checked it in. I had the opportunity to read it myself and

absolutely adored it. ”



Lucy Knott, “A wonderful, cute and romantic read.. This book was super cute. I swooned so

much. Karina was incredibly awesome and I was drawn in right away with her narrative. I love

the way she spoke, from her nerves to her more confident and bold moments. She was very

relatable and just really cool. I loved that she cared about school, loved English and was taking

Italian. That bit definitely had me smiling. She made me laugh a lot when it came to getting

caught up in the whole tutoring debacle with Ace. I loved that she could be honest with him and

often told it like it was, but then her brain would overthink it and she would make me giggle with

the thoughts in her head.I thoroughly enjoyed learning about Bangladeshi culture in this book.

My heart went out to Karina when she felt too scared to face her parents and follow her

dreams but it was interesting to learn about where they came from and how certain traditions

were passed down to them and how they were just doing what they had been taught. There

were elements of understanding this aspect of a different culture to my own and wanting to

respect them and how important traditions can be for people, but at the same time I

desperately wanted Karina to be able to live her dream and be with the person she wanted to

be with. It was eye opening to see her struggles and to be by her side while she was figuring it

out. I also think it was important to respect that she couldn't just do everything all at once and

throw everything at her parents and she needed a plan when it came to studying what she

wanted to study and dating the boy she wanted to date. I'm so glad she had her Dadu by her

side. Dadu was so incredibly special and amazing and I absolutely adored her and Karina's

relationship throughout this book. It warmed my heart and made me think of my Nanna and I

just loved it so much. Going after all the things she wants isn't easy for Karina and I think this

was an incredible moment of communication and bonding when Ace had to learn and respect

that. I was happy that she had such special and wonderful people around her.Speaking of Ace,

he was just wonderful and him and Karina just gelled in a way that made my heart smile. Their

study sessions at the bakery, to bowling, dinner dates and hanging out were just so special,

romantic and sweet and I adored their banter with each other. I loved their understanding of

each other, the getting to know each other, communicating, being open and honest and being

there for each other. For a young relationship, I think Tashie did an absolutely beautiful job of

portraying a healthy relationship that had boundaries and where both people shared their

needs and feelings. I also greatly appreciated every One Direction and High School Musical

reference too!”

The book by Tashie Bhuiyan has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 446 people have provided feedback.

About the Author Praise Booklist Title Page Dedication Contents Author’s Note Part 1 Part 2

Part 3 Acknowledgments Copyright



Language: English

File size: 2289 KB

Text-to-Speech: Enabled

Screen Reader: Supported

Enhanced typesetting: Enabled

X-Ray: Enabled

Word Wise: Not Enabled

Print length: 424 pages

Lending: Not Enabled

Simultaneous device usage: Unlimited

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/d

