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THE LAST BELL OF JUNIOR year doesn’t sound like freedom to me. It sounds like a door slamming shut.

Everybody else bursts out of Mr. Iredale’s history class like they’ve been shot out of a cannon, whooping, racing each other down the hall, already planning bonfires and lake days. I stay behind, hunched over the corner of my notebook, sketching spirals that could be roots, or could be rivers, or could just be the kind of doodles you make when you’re trying not to think about endings.

“Whimsy,” Bliss says from beside me, her voice sharp enough to cut through the noise. “It’s summer. Try smiling like the rest of the world.”

Her hair is pulled back in its usual no-nonsense braid, not a strand out of place even after the humid slog of finals week. She’s already zipped up her backpack, balanced perfectly on one shoulder, like she’s ready to step into whatever comes next. She always looks ready.

I, on the other hand, look like I just tumbled out of bed and grabbed the nearest pencil and paper because they were calling my name, which is precisely what happened.

“I’ll smile later,” I say, shading the spiral into something that looks vaguely like a whirlpool. “After my hand figures out what this wants to be.”

Bliss sighs, leaning against the desk. “Your drawings don’t ‘want’ to be anything. They’re paper. They’re graphite.”

“That’s what you think.” I hold up the notebook, so the graphite smudges catch the light. The whirlpool looks almost like it’s spinning. Almost. “Sometimes they’re more than that. Sometimes they’re maps.”

She rolls her eyes, but she’s smiling, and that’s how I know she doesn’t really mean to drag me back down to earth. Bliss has been doing this since the second grade, reminding me there’s a difference between imagination and reality and then sticking around anyway when I blur the lines.

“Maps to where?” she asks, finally giving in to the game.

“To the places no one else notices,” I say. “The cracks. The corners. The thin spots.”

Her smile fades. “You’ve been rereading your grandmother’s stuff, haven’t you?”

I snap the notebook shut. “Maybe.”

She doesn’t answer right away. Instead, she swings her backpack strap over her head, crosses her arms, and studies me with that Bliss-expression, the one that means she’s debating whether to say something practical or just let me chase clouds for a while. She usually chooses the first.

“You’re not her,” Bliss says finally, softer than I expected. “You don’t have to follow her down those rabbit holes.”

I shrug, pretending it doesn’t sting, pretending it doesn’t feel like she just drew a circle around me and labeled it fragile.

The hallway is a storm. Lockers slam, sneakers squeak, voices echo in overlapping waves. Someone’s blasting a tinny speaker, a half-second of bass before a teacher confiscates it. Posters peel off the walls like they, too, can’t wait for summer.

Bliss navigates the chaos like it’s nothing, shoulders squared, braid whipping, her stride straight and unbroken. I trail behind, tugged in a dozen directions by colors and voices, catching fragments like confetti. Bonfire tonight! My cousin’s got a cabin on the lake! Don’t forget your yearbook!

All of it feels like life is already running ahead, and I’m standing still with a pencil in my hand.

“Earth to Whimsy,” Bliss says without looking back. “Try not to get trampled.”

“I wasn’t,” I protest, though I kind of was.

She pushes open the double doors, and we spill into the parking lot. The heat is thick, asphalt shimmering, cicadas already tuning up like the soundtrack to a season that hasn’t even begun. People scatter toward cars, buses, and bikes.

Bliss’s phone buzzes in her pocket. She glances at the screen, then slides it back quickly, too quickly.

“What’s that?” I ask, falling into step.

“Nothing.”

“It didn’t look like nothing.”

She shrugs, and for the first time all day, she looks nervous. Bliss doesn’t do nervous. Her whole thing is control, steadiness. My whole thing is spirals.

“It was just an email,” she says. “About summer programs.”

“Oh?” I perk up. “Like art camp? Road trip? Please tell me it’s not another internship where you alphabetize files for minimum wage.”

She laughs, but it’s short, cut off. “Something like that.”

The words hang between us, thin as glass. I want to press harder, but I know that look, Bliss’s lips a straight line, her shoulders squared like armor. She won’t tell me unless she wants to, and pushing will only make her lock down tighter.

Instead, I shade my eyes against the sun, watching the sky ripple heat into mirages. “This summer’s going to be different,” I announce.

“It’s summer,” Bliss says. “They’re all different.”

“No, I mean different-different. Special. We’re going to map it.”

“Map... summer?”

“Yes.” My voice comes out more urgent than I expect, like the idea has been burning a hole in me and now it’s free. “Every hidden corner of this town. Every story we haven’t told yet. We’ll stitch them together. A cartography of wonder.”

Bliss arches a brow. “Cartography?”

“What? I can use big words.”

She shakes her head, but I can see the edges of her smile, the part that means she’s already giving in.

We cut behind the gym and take the gravel path that runs along the baseball diamond, where outfield grass blends into scrubby ditch weed. Bliss keeps to the packed middle; I veer toward the cattails because the dragonflies are iridescent today, little living shards of sky. Their wings whir like tiny fans, and when they skim the ditch water, I swear the ripples spell something, curlicues and loops like the notes in my notebook. I don’t say it out loud. I can feel Bliss wanting solid things she can hold, and words like spell and curlicue float too easily out of my mouth around her.

“We’ll need a legend,” I say instead. “For the map. Icons for places, colors for categories, lines for memory threads. Like—” My hands are already drawing it in the air, quick, quicker. “A lake symbol for where we almost learned to swim, but actually just swallowed pond water, and you yelled at me for pretending to drown.”

“I didn’t yell,” Bliss says. “I lectured. There’s a difference.”

“An abandoned building icon for the old cannery. A book for the library. A key for any place with a locked door and a way in if you wiggle the knob and don’t breathe for six seconds.” I grin at her. “Yes, I remember the trick.”

“Please don’t confess crimes out loud.” But she’s smiling now, the kind that lifts only one side of her mouth. “And I vote no to breaking-and-entering as a summer theme.”

“Not breaking and entering. Borrowing and visiting,” I say. “And the thin spots get their own symbol. I’ll make a new one. A little tear in the paper with gold peeking through.”

Bliss’s eyes flick to me at the words thin spots, quick, then away. “Your mom’s going to love that.”

“Mm,” I say, which could mean no, or maybe, or let’s not talk about my mom right now.

We pass the chain-link fence where somebody’s woven plastic ribbons through the diamonds to spell WE DID IT—SENIORS. The wind makes the letters shiver, breaking them up so they read WE D T and SEN RS, like a code that forgot a few of its pieces. It makes me want to fix it. It also makes me want to start something else entirely. Both urges tug at me, opposite and simultaneous, and I feel suddenly like a kite: paper-light, string pulled too tight against a big, blustery sky.

Bliss’s phone buzzes again. She doesn’t check it, but her fingers curl around it in her pocket, white-knuckled. We fall into the kind of silence that isn’t empty; it’s just full of things we’re not saying yet.

We cut through the neighborhood where porches are stacked with potted petunias and bikes lie on lawns like shed skins. Mrs. Keir waves with her garden hose, water arcing into a rainbow. “Happy summer, girls!”

“You too!” Bliss calls, perfectly neighborly, while I watch the rainbow fragment on the sidewalk and think again about legends and symbols and whether a rainbow should mean luck or temporary.

Near the bend, Bliss slows. Her house sits prim as a pressed shirt—white siding, navy shutters, a neat square of hydrangeas like a math problem solved on the first try. The shades are at precise half-mast because in the Bliss household, even sunlight is regulated.

Her mom is on the porch chair with a laptop, posture perfect, fingers flying. She looks up as we approach and gives me that polite smile she saves for me, like I’m a guest in a waiting room rather than a person who’s eaten pancakes at her table since second grade.

“Hi, Ms. Bliss,” I say, trying to tuck the graphite on my hands into my pockets so I don’t smear art all over their world.

“Abigail.” She nods, then to her daughter: “Elena, we need to review the orientation schedule. There’s a parent webinar tonight at seven. Also, Dean Hargrove replied.”

“Mom,” Bliss says, keeping her voice even, “it’s the last day of school. Can it be tomorrow?”

“Deadlines don’t accommodate whim,” Ms. Bliss says. Then, as if the word reminded her I exist, she adds, “No offense, Abigail.”

I open my mouth with a joke about how whim is my brand, but Bliss’s jaw tightens the way it does when she’s bracing, and I swallow the joke like a pebble.

“We’re walking to Whimsy’s,” Bliss says. “I’ll be back by six.”

Her mom’s gaze flicks to me, then to Bliss’s pocket where the phone still rests, buzzing like it has a heartbeat. “Don’t forget to text me the moment you arrive,” she says. “And Elena, be mindful. Boundaries are healthy.”

There’s no reason those words should sting. They find the soft spot anyway. I feel them the whole block to my house, like I’ve got a bruise on my arm, and the air keeps touching it.

“Sorry,” Bliss says finally. “She doesn’t mean—”

“It’s fine,” I say, too fast. “She’s right. Boundaries prevent—” I gesture vaguely. “Item borrowing and door wiggling. The hazards of whim.”

Bliss bumps my shoulder with hers. “You’re not a hazard.”

We walk past the barber with the spinning candy-cane pole, past the thrift shop where we once bought prom dresses in fifth grade and wore them to the convenience store to buy popsicles. I want to ask her outright about the email and about the word orientation and the way her mom said Dean, Like A Person Whose Hand We Will Be Shaking Momentarily. But my house is already in view, and the sight of it hits me with a different kind of bracing.

Our place is a jumble of tan siding and blue-painted steps that always need repainting. The porch tilts a little like it’s listening. The lilac bush out front has gone feral in a way I love, blooming beyond the edges somebody set for it. Mom’s car isn’t in the driveway. The screen door is hooked with a bungee cord because the latch has a mind of its own.

Inside, the air is cooler and smells like laundry and lemon dish soap and the ghost of toast. I drop my backpack by the couch and toe off my shoes, and Bliss does the same because we’ve both been doing this so long that there’s no decision in it.

On the coffee table, an old photo album lies open where Mom must’ve left it. I recognize the page without looking: my grandmother standing on the dock in a skirt with tiny flowers, hair pinned up, eyes lit like she’s facing a wind no one else can feel. She’s younger than my mother is now. Some days that fact feels like a math problem I can’t solve.

“Want water?” I call toward the kitchen.

“Please,” Bliss says, already at the photo album, fingers hovering but not touching. She’s always careful with the things that matter to me, even when she doesn’t fully understand why they do.

I fill two glasses and add ice because the clink is satisfying, counting—three, four, five—because it feels important to count something right now. When I return, Bliss has turned the page to a photo of my grandmother’s attic. Dust motes are caught in the light like snow. There’s a trunk in the corner with a brass latch, and the leather handle is dark from years of hands.

“Have you been up there lately?” Bliss asks, not looking at me.

“Not since—” I stop. We both know when. Not since the day we snuck up as kids and I told her the air felt thinner; not since my mother stood at the foot of the ladder and said, Abigail, there are places you don’t need to go.

“I might,” I say. The word is a penny on my tongue. “For the map.”

Bliss’s mouth does the worried line again. “Maybe start with, like, the park.”

“The park doesn’t need a legend,” I say, half-teasing. “It’s already labeled.”

Something in me starts ticking faster. That kite-string feeling again; the wind kicking up. I set the water down and pull my notebook from my bag because the lines are crowding my head, and they need to live somewhere. I flip to a blank page and the pencil flies with curves for the river, squares for blocks, a little symbol for the candy shop, and an asterisk for the place where Mrs. Keir’s rainbow broke. If I move quickly enough, the thoughts stay in order. If I move quickly enough, then order exists.

“Whimsy,” Bliss says softly.

“I’m fine,” I say, too quickly, not looking up. “I’m just, there’s a rhythm to it, you know? If I stop, I’ll lose it. If I keep going, I can hear it. The click. The way the edges fit. Like I’m, you know, like I’m threading it. I can thread it, I can—”

“Hey.” She lays a hand over mine. The pencil stills. “Breathe.”

I hadn’t realized I wasn’t.

We hold there for a beat, her hand warm and steady, mine smudged and buzzing. The refrigerator hums. Somewhere outside, a dog barks and then thinks better of finishing the thought.

The front door opens and closes. “Abigail?” my mother calls. “You home?”

“In here,” I answer, and Bliss’s hand lifts from mine like a bird not spooked so much as deciding to move.

Mom appears in the doorway, hair pulled into a bun that never quite contains it, scrubs wrinkled from a too-long shift. Her eyes flick from me to Bliss to my notebook, taking in the graphite constellation, and the sigh she lets out is small but practiced.

“Hi, Mrs. Whimsy,” Bliss says, politely. “Happy summer.”

“You too, Lainey,” Mom answers, smiling, tired-soft. Then to me: “I thought you had a half-day. I was going to make grilled cheese.”

“We were mapping,” I say, as if that explains anything. As if it’s a chore you can check off, like vacuuming. Mapping. Done.

Mom’s gaze tightens almost imperceptibly. “Mapping what?”

“Summer,” I say. “Places we love. Places we haven’t found yet.” I try to make my voice light, like a balloon that won’t pop. “Thin spots.”

She leans against the doorframe and rubs her temple with two fingers. “Abigail.”

“It’s for us,” I rush on. “For remembering. Before—” I stop myself before my mouth says before she leaves, because the air in the room changes when I say words like that, like Mr. Weather decides to move in and sit on the couch.

Mom exhales. “I know your grandmother’s stories feel important. But we agreed, remember?”

“We didn’t agree,” I say, too fast. “You decreed.”

“Abigail.”

“It’s fine,” Bliss cuts in, diplomatic, smoothing the electricity in the room with her voice. “It’s just a summer project. We’ll be careful.”

Mom looks at Bliss the way she always does, grateful and a little baffled that this particular planet orbits me. “Careful is good,” she says. Then to me: “Eat something. And sleep tonight. You get odd when you don’t sleep.”

“I’m not odd,” I say, and immediately hate how it comes out, defensive and thirteen.

“I didn’t say you are,” Mom says gently. “I said you get. Difference.”

Bliss takes a sip of water and examines the condensation ring it leaves on the table as if it might offer neutral territory. “We were thinking the water tower at dusk,” she says. “Nothing wild.”

Mom considers, then nods. “Home by ten.”

“We’re not children,” I say, but I’m already calculating: the angle of sunset from the tower, the time it takes to climb, the page I’ll need to sketch the view before the light is gone. The counting settles me. One, two, three. My pulse evens. The kite string slackens.

Mom’s phone buzzes. She glances at it, winces, and the next smile she gives me has a wobble. “I need a twenty-minute nap before the evening shift. Lainey, it’s good to see you. Abigail, grilled cheese is on the list. Eat, then go. Ten o’clock.”

“Ten,” I echo, and when she’s gone, Bliss and I look at each other over the page like co-conspirators in a museum with a priceless statue and a faulty alarm.

“Water tower at dusk,” Bliss says. “First point on the map.”

“Second,” I say, tapping where I’ve drawn the rainbow. “You missed Mrs. Keir’s refracted blessing.”

Bliss snorts. “It was municipal water pressure.”

“Poetry, plumbing, same thing.”

We eat grilled cheese standing at the counter because the plates are all in the dishwasher, and it feels like a picnic. The butter leaves my fingers shiny; the bread shatters into perfect shards, and I pocket a corner because it looks like a small state, and it seems right that summer should include a pocket full of countries.

By the time we head out again, the heat has softened into a butter-bright evening. The sky’s the kind of blue that makes me ache, like I could swim up into it and lose my bones and be fine. We take the alley behind our house to the street that climbs toward the tower, our shadows long and determined.

“Whimsy,” Bliss says as we pass the church with the cracked bell. Her voice is careful, which is never a good sign. “About earlier. The email.”

My heart thuds once, twice. “Orientation?”

She nods. “They moved it up. There’s a summer bridge program. I got in.”

“That’s good,” I say, because the first thing out of your mouth in these moments should be good. My mouth knows the rules; my chest has not received the memo. “When?”

“Three weeks.”

The sidewalk tilts under my feet for a second, and all my careful lines skid. The sky remains annoyingly beautiful.

“That’s soon,” I say, aiming for neutral and landing somewhere near hollow.

“I haven’t decided,” she adds quickly, which I know is a lie the second it leaves her mouth. Bliss doesn’t say haven’t decided unless the decision has already planted a flag and built a tiny city around it.

“Right,” I say. The word tastes like I’ve chewed too long on mint gum. “Well, that just means we map faster.”

She stops, and so do I, and a moth holds itself in the air between us like a torn piece of paper, considering whether to fall. “I don’t want to hurt you,” she says.

“I’m not hurt,” I say automatically, and then, because the truth slips out of me sideways when I’m not paying attention: “I’m just not ready to be a place you used to live.”

Bliss swallows. “You won’t be.”

“Promise?”

She looks away at the houses, at the stupidly blue sky, at anything but me. “I promise I’ll try.”

It’s not the same thing. But I take it because it is what she can give, and because the water tower is watching us now, round and patient and full.

We cover the last block in silence. At the base of the tower, the chain-link fence has been replaced, taller, shinier, the sort of decision made in a fluorescent room with store-brand coffee. In the far corner, someone’s snipped a perfect square. The cut flap hangs loose, swaying like a curtain no one bothered to hem.

“Just visiting,” I tell her, and Bliss shakes her head, though she ducks through after me.

The ladder is still warm at first, then chills our palms as we climb higher. Our breaths match without trying, the way they used to when we raced each other up trees before we knew falling was a real possibility. At the top, the platform creaks its old greeting. Below us, the river drapes itself like thread across the grid of houses, and the lake catches the day’s last fire.

I open my notebook. The pencil lead is worn down, but it leaves marks enough: lines, half-shapes, a notation of light. The sun edges toward the ridge, hovering like it can’t decide which side it belongs to. If I’m careful, I can catch that hesitation, the tilt before it lets go.

Bliss rests her arms on the rail. Her gaze combs the streets like she’s indexing them, memorizing every turn and porch light as if she could carry the whole town folded in her pocket.

“We’ll need a title for this,” she says.

“We already do,” I answer, sketching a small emblem where the river bends into the lake, a mark for the place that never stops whispering. “Whimsy & Bliss.”

She laughs, unforced, sparkling, sudden. The sound sparks against my ribs. And then the sun slips, and everything holds its breath. The moment between colors, when outlines blur and anything feels possible.
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