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Well, well, well.


If it isn’t yet another reinvention.


From the sweat-damp bucket seat of my old Prius, I stare in disbelief out my windshield at a storefront I hardly recognize. The last time I came to Nickel’s Market and Deli, the red-orange sign above the door had read “N el’s M  et & D  i” and the front window had been haphazardly adorned with white posterboard signs, each crookedly hung rectangle bearing a red-markered message about the week’s sales on six-packs or pork rinds or paper towels.


In fact, that isn’t just what it looked like the last time I came here.


That’s what it looked like every time I came here. All throughout my childhood, all throughout my adolescence.


But Nickel’s now is a different story, clearly—its once-dingy brick façade charmingly whitewashed, its new sign artfully vintage-looking and hung perfectly straight above the sparkling-clean front window. Instead of posterboard signs, there’s an Instagram-worthy display of seagrass baskets, each filled with fresh produce and rustic-looking loaves of bread, Mason jars full of jewel-toned preserves and jams.


“What the heck,” I mutter to myself, even though I shouldn’t be surprised. For months, it’s exactly this sort of thing that Bel has been banging on about—the various transformations in our once-unremarkable, slightly shabby hometown of Darentville, Virginia. The shops, the tourism, the redevelopment of land along the river—they’ve all drawn my best friend back here for her own brand of reinvention: city to small town, childfree to mom-to-be, in-the-office workaholic to remote-work part-time consultant.


I should be happy seeing this transformed version of Nickel’s—happy for Ernie Nickel, who’s run the place forever, and happy for Bel, who probably loves this version of it. But I’m uneasy, and not only because the very specific strawberry milkshake I’ve stopped to order on a last-minute impulse probably doesn’t even get served here anymore.


No, this uneasiness is bigger, more diffuse—a tide of frustration at being so bowled over by a storefront facelift, a looming doubt about my decision to come back here. My eyes drift to the rearview, and I wince at the backseat evidence of my haphazard departure from LA, my whole life from the last nine years shoved into two suitcases, a duffel bag, and four extra-large black garbage bags.


It’s a mess back there.


It’s a mess in here, I think, pressing my palms to my eyes, gusting out a heavy sigh. Twenty-seven hundred miles on the road and I’m not ruminating any less about what’s happened to my life over the last month, a sort of slow-motion reverse reinvention that’s left me jobless and homeless and entirely without a plan for myself. Every five minutes, I hear a phantom chiming from my phone, the tone I have set specifically for Nadia, as if I’m expecting that any second now, she’ll call to tell me her own sudden, shocking plans for changing her entire life—giving up her hugely successful career, her hugely influential existence in LA, her absolutely indispensable personal assistant—were a total mistake.


“This will be so good for you, Georgie,” she’d said to me, as the movers had packed up the last of her things. “You’ll finally be able to do all the things you want to do.”


I’d smiled and nodded and made a checkmark next to the primary bedroom entry on the moving list, and tried desperately to ignore the terrifying blankness in my head at that phrase: all the things you want to do.


I reach for my phone, too late remembering that I’ve already made more than a dozen pledges over the course of this cross-country drive to check it less, to stop treating it like it still needs to be superglued to my hand.


There’s only one message, and it’s from Bel: a string of emojis that represent her excitement over my imminent arrival. Exploding celebration cone, heart-eyes face, those two Playboy-bunny looking ladies standing in some kind of weird formation, a bunch of pink sparkle hearts. It’s not the sort of frantic can you do this immediately? type of text that’s dominated my life over the last few years, but still, it’s a good reminder. If there’s one thing that’s cut through the terrifying blankness problem, it’s the prospect of spending time with Bel.


I want that, at least.


I take a deep breath, gathering my resolve. Get in, get Bel’s favorite milkshake, get over to her new house, and start helping her with whatever she needs. You’re good at that, I tell myself, unhooking my seat belt. You’re used to that.


Before I get out, I drop my phone into the center console, removing the temptation and recommitting to this new plan, the only one that’s made even a hair of sense since Nadia rode off into the sunset of her reinvention-slash-retirement. I think of Bel on the phone last month, begging me to come, and it’s the motivation I need to finally shove open my door and unfold my tired, tense body from the driver’s seat.


Of course, my settled resolve lasts only until I catch sight of my reflection in that sparkling-clean front window, at which point I remember what I put on this morning in the last lousy hotel room of this trip: a threadbare white tank top that I’m pretty sure I spilled coffee on somewhere back in Tennessee and a pair of ankle-length linen overalls that very much have the appearance of having been pulled from a garbage bag.


I do not look like a grown woman who’s managed to make a functional life for herself.


I look like the nineteen-year-old screw-up who left this town nearly a decade ago.


I check over my shoulder, relieved that the small parking lot is empty except for a lone, ancient pickup truck that looks as likely to be abandoned as it does to be waiting for the return of a Nickel’s customer. Maybe it’ll be some random teenager working in there today, someone I don’t know and who doesn’t know me. Maybe this will be as quick and easy as I need it to be—a win for all the losses I’ve been hit with over the last few weeks.


But almost as soon as I hear the old, familiar bells tinkle above the door, I know quick and easy isn’t in the cards, because even though my first sight of the inside of Nickel’s shows everything new—new layout, new lighting, new shelves, new products—my second sight is of something familiar: Ernie Nickel wheeling himself into view, his salt-and-pepper mustache a bit thicker and his hair a bit thinner, his smile warm and inviting and full of recognition.


“Georgie Mulcahy, as I live and breathe,” he says, and I feel pretty good about that greeting until he adds a gentle, knowing chuckle. “You haven’t changed a bit.”


I silently curse my overalls, even as I stuff my hands into the deep, comforting pockets.


“Hi, Ernie,” I say, stepping up to the counter and trying an old tack, familiar from my years of being a topic of conversation around here.


Deflection.


“I sure can’t say the same for this place.” I paste on a smile, trying to affect the confidence of a person who totally planned to appear in public exactly like this. I am suddenly extremely aware of the size of my hair, which is no doubt humongous from the wind I’ve been letting blow through it all day. “It looks great in here.”


Thank God, Ernie—always a talker—takes the bait.


“Well now,” he says, his smile growing wider as he maneuvers to the low-slung counter. “I’ve got all them tourists to thank for it! Them and the retirees. You wouldn’t believe the money they’ve brought around. I sure gotta stock and serve different things.”


He gestures to a chalk-lettered menu above him, full up with a list of soups and sandwiches that bear names with no resemblance to the “tomato” or “turkey and swiss” items I remember as favorites. I squint up at the Beverages section, stalling on a listing for a kale smoothie that makes me wonder if I hallucinated my whole entire road trip. Nadia loved a kale smoothie.


“Do you still make milkshakes?” I blurt, because it is not my job anymore to know what Nadia loves.


Ernie scoffs in mock offense. “Now you know I do.”


I’m so relieved that I order two strawberry milkshakes, even though I’ve always preferred chocolate.


Ernie’s in it now, a full-on thesis about how well Darentville’s doing, property values on the rise and even a mention in a Washington Post article about up-and-coming destinations along the Chesapeake Bay. He tells me we’re well on our way to being as good as Iverley, the town right to the southwest of us that’s got more waterfront and so has always had more wealth. I can’t say I’m in the mood for more talk of transformation, but at least this way, Ernie’s not going to focus on my apparent lack of one.


But then the bells over the door ring out again, and as soon as I hear the voice accompanying them—a sing-songy, drawling, “Hey, Ernie!”—I know my reprieve is over.


“That must be Georgie Mulcahy,” the voice calls, and I take a breath through my nose. What I wouldn’t give not to be wearing a trash-bag outfit at this moment.


I send a nervous smile toward Ernie and turn to face the music.


In the form of my ninth-grade music teacher.


“I knew it,” Deanna Michaels says, laughing. “I sure did see the back of you enough!”


Behind me, I can hear Ernie swallow a laugh, and I concentrate on controlling the heat in my cheeks. I laugh, too, all unbothered self-effacement, but my brain is doing a highlight reel of every time Mrs. Michaels sent me out of her classroom. Tardiness, talking too much, the time I made up a new set of lyrics to “The Circle of Life” and taught them to the rest of the alto section.


“Hi, Mrs. Michaels,” I say, definitely trying not to dwell on those lyrics. “Nice to see you again.”


“Well, I had no idea you were coming into town,” she says, clasping her hands in front of her chest, a move so familiar it gives me flashbacks to standing on the risers in her classroom. “I ran into your mother last month, and she didn’t mention a word about you visiting!”


“I didn’t know I would be visiting last month,” I say, but even as it comes out of my mouth I realize I’ve made a mistake, giving her the kind of information she can make use of.


Her eyes light in a way I recognize—the part-pitying, part-indulgent look that so many of my teachers gave me once I no longer had them in actual class—and she laughs lightly. “That’s so like you, Georgie. You always were a fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants type!”


It’s a little unfair, this accusation; it isn’t as if I decided to come yesterday or something. And also, my current pants are not even technically pants. But Mrs. Michaels isn’t entirely wrong. I was impulsive, flighty back when she knew me, and I haven’t really changed. It’s just that I’ve put flying by the seat of my pants to good use. I’ve pretty much made a living off of it.


But now I don’t have that living anymore.


“You know me,” I say.


“Now, Georgie,” Ernie says, something gentle in his voice, “tell us about that fancy job you’ve got! Your daddy says you went to the Oscars last year.”


“Actually, I—”


“Ernie,” chuckles Mrs. Michaels, “you know better than to believe anything Paul Mulcahy says!”


“I did go,” I say, and for the first time I’ve let an edge of annoyance slip into my tone. It’s good-natured, I know, this teasing about my dad’s legendary tall tales and exaggerations, but it’s always chafed me, enough that I’m willing to exaggerate a little myself. I hadn’t actually gone, but I had worked that day, had done a flurry of complicated errands for Nadia, including delivering things to the hotel room where she was getting ready. Then I’d ridden with her in the limo over to the Dolby so she could practice the speech she didn’t ultimately get to give.


So technically, I had gone. Sort of.


Mrs. Michaels raises her eyebrows, and I feel a fleeting moment of satisfaction. But there are limits to my own capacity for stretching the truth, and in a moment of absurd overcorrection, I say, “I’m in between jobs at the moment, though.”


An awkward silence falls, and then Ernie—blessed, heroic Ernie—turns on the blender. I use the time to tally up things that there’s no point in saying. My boss decided to change her life. She said it’s time to think about changing my own. I could pick up the phone and have a job exactly like my old one tomorrow, if I wanted it, except the problem is I don’t know if I do.


I don’t know if I want anything.


The blender quiets. Is my face the color of a strawberry milkshake? Probably. Mrs. Michaels’s eyes have gone more in the direction of pitying. She smiles kindly and says, “Well, a good idea to move back home! It’s very expensive out there in Los Angeles, as I understand it!”


“Oh, I haven’t moved home,” I say, but I think I might’ve swallowed those last two words a bit, imagining Mrs. Michaels walking past my garbage-bag-stuffed Prius out there. Embarrassingly, I have an extremely late-breaking realization: I have, functionally, moved home, since I don’t have any solid plans beyond these couple of months I’ve promised to spend with—


“Bel,” I blurt, because if there was ever a way to get Mrs. Michaels’s attention deflected from me, it was by drawing it to my best friend. “I’m here to spend time with Bel.”


It works like a charm.


“Oh, Annabel,” she says with the kind of reverence reserved for a straight-A, perfectly behaved, always-on-time student. “Everyone is thrilled she’s moved back. And with that lovely husband of hers! Have you met him?”


I want to roll my eyes, but refrain. It’s a subtle dig, but a dig nonetheless. Bel and I were always unlikely best friends in the eyes of teachers.


“I was her maid of honor,” I say.


This clearly is more impressive than (only sort of) going to the Oscars, judging by Mrs. Michaels’s expression. I smile, maybe a tad smug, thinking of the dream of a bridal shower I threw for Bel three years ago, exploiting every connection, every favor I was owed to make it luxurious. A destination weekend in Palm Springs with a bank of hotel rooms, beautiful catering, gift baskets, and spa treatments. Bel says her friends still talk about it.


Take that, trash bags! I’m thinking, but the truth is, this fleeting, polite exchange with my former teacher has only served to bring back that parking lot doubt. I want to be with Bel, sure. But I don’t want to be in this fancy new Nickel’s, looking a mess. I don’t want to be in this town, where people know me as a flake, a failure.


Where I spent a lot of years with the same sense of blank confusion about my future as I have right now.


That smug smile I’m wearing wavers, and before it can wobble completely off, I turn back to Ernie, who’s moved over to a sleek iPad that rings my neurotic better check your phone internal alarm. I try to refocus on the milkshakes and on the reason I came all this way—Bel and her new home, Bel and the baby that’s coming soon. That isn’t a blank, at least.


“It’s $8.42 for the shakes,” Ernie says, and my smile firms up at the price increase. Counting out change at the counter like Bel and I used to do probably doesn’t cut it for the kids in Darentville these days. Well, good for Ernie. And good for me, too, not to need to shake out quarters anym—


Shit, shit, shit.


I pat uselessly at my pockets—God, why do overalls have so many pockets!—and sense the self-satisfied stare of Mrs. Michaels behind me.


Typical Georgie, I can practically hear her thinking.


But when a throat clears in a low rumble behind me, it obviously hasn’t come from Mrs. Michaels.


I lower my head and let my eyes slide shut. Two witnesses to my humiliation is bad enough; does there have to be a third involved? Am I going to turn around and find someone else who recognizes me, another person eager for a light, no-harm-meant laugh at my expense?


“Ernie,” I say quietly, raising my eyes again. “I left my card out in the car. I’ll just run—”


The throat clears again, and this time, I look over my shoulder to find a stranger watching me from beneath the brim of a weathered, olive-green ball cap that’s pulled low over his eyes.


I narrow my own at him, at the way he’s standing there with impatience clear in every line of his long, lean body, at the way he holds his dark-bearded jaw tight. If it weren’t for how obviously irritated he looks, I might feel a kinship with him, since his clothes are in worse condition than my own—work boots and faded jeans that are both pretty well caked in dried mud, a T-shirt with a wide, dark stain along one side. Even Mrs. Michaels looks to be keeping her distance, but she’s clearly still interested in what’s coming next.


I face Ernie again, though something is tugging at my memory about the man behind me. Is he a stranger, or—


“Do you need to borrow some money, Georgie?” Mrs. Michaels chirps, her voice the kind of sweet that sets my teeth on edge.


“I have the money in the car,” I say, only to Ernie. “It’ll only take a second.”


A basket thunks onto the counter beside me.


“I’ll get it,” says the stranger, his voice pitched low. So low that I’m certain he’s also trying to shut out Mrs. Michaels.


I can’t bear to look over at him yet. Instead, I focus on his basket, full of staples—milk, eggs, a bag of rolled oats, a bunch of underripe bananas, one of those loaves of fancy bread.


“I have the money,” I repeat, my voice barely above a whisper. “I only need to—”


I break off when I notice his fingers curling tighter around his basket, his knuckles briefly going white, the muscles along his tanned forearm flexing.


“Ernie,” he says tightly, not acknowledging me in the least. “I’m in a hurry. Put her stuff on mine.”


I try to ignore his nice forearm so I can focus on his not-nice manners, in spite of the fact that he’s offering to pay my bill. But when I finally look over at him, I find that his face—even in profile, even half-covered by the brim of his hat—is as distracting as that flexing forearm. The line of his thick beard is cut close along his square, set jaw, the slope of his nose is sharp, the fan of his dark eyelashes is lush enough to cast a small shadow on his cheeks.


“Sure thing,” says Ernie, which at least snaps me out of my fixation on the most attractive, most irrelevant details about this entire situation.


“Ernie, wait,” I try again, but he only gives me a small shake of his head, as if he’s trying to warn me off any further challenge to this man’s I’ll-pay-for-it demands. Behind me, Mrs. Michaels has either gone mute or finally slinked off somewhere into the store, but I don’t want to look either way.


“Pardon,” the stranger mutters, reaching an arm past me and pushing his card into the reader. When he pulls it out, the edge of his hand grazes briefly across the front of my ridiculous overalls, and he grumbles out an irritated apology. I’m warm all over with embarrassment, with hyperawareness of how foolish, how flaky I must look.


“You’re all set, Georgie,” says Ernie, his smile soft and kind and forgiving.


I grab hastily at the milkshakes he’s pushed toward me on the counter, try to focus on the weight of them in my hands instead of the whirring in my head. It suddenly feels so important, so telling that I’ve botched this. Not even a full week without my job and I’m a puppet with its strings cut. If my phone isn’t pinging all day with to-dos, I’m lost, irresponsible. A blank, a mess.


“I’ll pay you back,” I say to the man beside me, pitching my voice louder this time. Whether Mrs. Michaels hears me doesn’t seem to matter quite as much, though, when the stranger is determined to pretend he hasn’t. He’s unloading the contents of his basket as if he’s trying to make up for the time he lost in having to say the fifteen words he’s spoken over the course of the last minute and a half.


“I’ll get cash and leave it with Ernie,” I add, determined now, like paying back this random man is my best shot at reversing the course of this homecoming.


“Fine,” he says, in a tone that says he just wants me to stop talking.


Well, fine then. I’m oddly and unexpectedly buoyed by his gruff dismissal. It’s better, somehow, than the schoolroom-flashback spectacle of the last five minutes. It’s no Typical Georgie for this guy; it’s Broke Woman Holding Me Up. That, at least, simplifies things.


“Tomorrow,” I promise Ernie, and the stranger who is still ignoring me, and myself. It feels good to say it, like I’m gathering up some of my puppet strings, or filling up some of that blankness that’s ahead of me. Tomorrow I’ll be helping Bel. Tomorrow I’ll pay back this bill. Tomorrow there’ll be something.


I don’t bother waiting for a reply. I raise my chin and turn to find Mrs. Michaels still there, too pleased by half. I send her what I hope passes for a confident, unbothered smile as I move past her, and I make myself an additional promise.


I am not going to spend the next two months this way—a topic of conversation or a target of well-meaning but rudely executed excuses. And I am not going to avoid that blankness anymore, the same one that chased me for almost the whole last two years I last lived in this town.


I’m going to fill it up; I’m going to figure it out.


What I really want.


Somehow, this time, when I leave Darentville, I’m going to be well and truly different.
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Barely a half hour from the time I stepped onto the wide, white front porch of Bel’s brand-new home, I decide it’s a good thing I made that backup promise to myself.


Because honestly?


From the look of things, Bel isn’t going to need that much help from me after all.


We’re in the nearly done nursery, Bel sucking at the dregs of her milkshake and pushing her foot against the plush-carpeted floor to keep her brand new, top-of-the-line glider moving with hypnotic smoothness. She ended the house tour here, most excited to show me the crib she and her husband, Harry, assembled the day before yesterday, and even though I’m impressed by it, it’s not any more impressive to me than everything else in this house—big windows with waterfront views and rooms that somehow seem both incredibly polished and incredibly lived-in, even though Bel and Harry have only been here for about three weeks. I pictured boxes lining the walls, disorganized closets, cabinets and drawers that needed stocking and systematizing. I pictured stuff for me to do.


Instead, I feel strangely extraneous, and now that we’re done with the tour, the topic of conversation Bel’s landed on—my unemployment—isn’t exactly helping. I wish I hadn’t left my phone downstairs, not that anyone’s calling at the moment.


“I don’t understand how she could up and leave,” Bel says, the hand that’s not holding her milkshake smoothing over her rounded belly. She looks serene and stylish—black cropped pants, black sleeveless top, a pair of delicate gold studs in her ears, her dark blond hair pulled into a low ponytail. When she showed me her home office, already set up with two monitors and a whiteboard calendar on the wall filled with her careful handwriting, she’d told me that she gets dressed for work every day, even in this new setup.


“I read that it’s important to keep routines when you work from home,” she’d said, and I’d gotten strangely stuck on the phrase. I’d worked from home sometimes, I guess—in Nadia’s small guest house, where I’d moved only three months after I started working for her, I’d often made calls and travel arrangements and filtered through thousands of her emails. But I worked in the main house, too. I worked in hotel rooms when we traveled. I worked on sets. I worked standing against the walls of ballrooms and restaurants where events were being held. I worked anywhere, and there wasn’t much of a routine to any of it.


“Bel,” I say from my spot on the floor, my back pressed against the spindles of the recently assembled crib. “You literally left DC less than a month ago.”


She furrows her brow, looking offended. “It’s not the same,” she says, but the thing is, it kind of is. On the face of things, Nadia and Bel don’t have a huge amount in common. Nadia is a famed screenwriter and director, part Nora Ephron and part Nancy Myers; Bel is a quiet but powerful force in the world of US education nonprofits. Nadia is a vortex of chaotic, whirlwind creativity; Bel is a steady, organized problem-solver.


But however different they are, both of them have made big changes. Both of them are all about slowing down, living different lives.


And both of them are doing fine without my assistance.


I blow out a breath, annoyed with myself at dwelling on the comparison. Nadia was your boss, I scold myself. Bel is your best friend.


Still, the blankness yawns in front of me, and I’m desperate to change the subject.


“I saw Mrs. Michaels at Nickel’s,” I say. It’s a sharp turn, and at first I don’t think it’ll work. Bel narrows her eyes at me for a split second, because she knows what I’m doing, deflecting this way. But she decides to give me a reprieve, I guess, because she tosses back her head and laughs.


“Oh my God, of all the people,” she says. “Remember when she gave you detention for teaching us—”


“The new and improved ‘Circle of Life’ lyrics?” I say, smirking. It’s not so bad to be reminded of my foibles in this context, since Bel has never made me feel like a flake. “Yes, it did cross my mind.”


“She was a pedagogical terrorist,” Bel says. “I still think of her when my posture slumps.”


I do the sharp, quick double clap Mrs. Michaels used to do when she caught any of us slouching on the risers, and Bel laughs again before pressing her foot into the floor, stopping the motion of the glider, her eyes bright with excitement.


“Oh my God,” she says, “This reminds me. I have something to show you!”


Is it another already unpacked, beautifully arranged room? I think.


I want to turtle right down into these overalls for the stray, snarky thought. In the twenty years of our friendship, I’ve never had this kind of reaction toward Bel—impatient, resentful, dangerously close to envy. And we’ve been through bigger shifts in our lives than this one, times when the differences between our situations were even more pronounced. The first time I’d driven up to Georgetown to visit her at college, I was splitting my time between my morning shifts as a cashier at the Food Lion and my evening shifts at a diner over in Blue Stone. I’d worried a little, as I made my way through the congestion on I-95, whether it would be strained between us, whether college would have already transformed Bel so completely that we wouldn’t fit the same way we had for all the years of our friendship.


But it hadn’t been like that; it’d been the same perfect fit it always was. A big hug at the curb outside her dorm, squealing happiness over being reunited. We’d taken walks around campus, gone to a house party with loud music and red Solo cups, had a bunk-bed sleepover, stuffed ourselves full of greasy cafeteria breakfast. I’d soaked up the atmosphere of her university experience without a trace of frustration over the knowledge that I’d never have a similar one of my own. And in the years after—after I moved to Richmond to waitress, after I got my first gig as a set assistant, and then as a personal assistant, after I settled into my full-time role with Nadia in LA—Bel and I always fit. Every phone call or FaceTime, every meetup we’d managed over the years of long-distance friendship, we fit.


And I know, deep down, that we still fit now.


“Well, let’s have it,” I say brightly, pushing to my feet and pushing off my attitude. I’m tired, that’s all. Disoriented from all this recent change. Too much time in the car, in my own head, thinking about the blankness. I do want to see whatever she has to show me, even if it does have something to do with Mrs. Michaels’s terrible double clap.


Bel braces a hand on the arm of her glider, giving me a smiling, self-deprecating eye roll at the way she has to heave herself upward a little. When she’s finally standing, she frowns down morosely at her empty milkshake cup, and I hand mine over automatically. The truth is, I only managed to drink about a quarter of it. The fact that I couldn’t pay for it has ruined the taste. It’s become a shame-shake.


I feel an embarrassing echo of that handsome stranger’s hand across the front of my overalls.


Bel takes a big, grateful sip and then says, “Okay, follow me.”


We move down the hallway toward the guest room, which Bel had shown off on the tour with great emphasis, seeing as how she’s still hoping I’ll change my mind about staying at my parents’ place instead of here. I’m about to tell her again that yes, I am still very impressed by the therapeutic mattress, but haven’t changed my mind—especially since Bel has told me on many occasions what pregnancy has done to her sex drive—when she stops in front of a door across the hall from the guest room. If Bel shows me a perfectly arranged linen closet that Mrs. Michaels would quadruple clap in praise for, I’ll probably cry.


“Don’t judge me,” she says, as she sets her hand on the doorknob, squeezing her eyes shut tight as she opens it.


“Haaaaaaa,” I breathe out at the sight that greets me, a small room absolutely packed with stuff.


“I’m getting to it!” she says, defensively. But already I’ve taken a step into what is basically a wide center aisle, flanked on either side by haphazard stacks: some cardboard boxes, some plastic bins, and—I desperately try not to pump a fist in victory—a few garbage bags.


“Well!” I say, grinning. “I don’t know what this has to do with Mrs. Michaels, but I am delighted.”


She scoffs and gently nudges me aside with her elbow, reaching for one of the plastic bins. It’s got a strip of masking tape stuck to the top, and I recognize her mom’s handwriting: Annabel, Teen Years.


I move closer to Bel, a clutch of sadness in my chest. Bel’s mom died two years ago—a brutal, aggressive cancer that took her within months of her diagnosis. Nadia had given me three weeks off to be in DC, where Bel’s mom spent her last days in a hospice facility.


“I’ve had all this stuff in storage since Mom,” she says, her voice brisk, but I hear the grief in it, and I tuck even closer so she can lean some of her weight against me. “But since we have all this space now …”


“Totally,” I say.


She takes a breath and sets her milkshake on another stack, moving to lift the lid on the bin.


“Wait,” I say, taking over. I shift the bin to the floor, then set another sturdy one in front of it for Bel to sit on. It definitely doesn’t look that comfortable, so I make a mental note as I crisscross myself onto the carpet that we’ll need to move before too long.


“Look at this,” she says, lifting the sweatshirt that’s folded on top and shaking it out. It’s dark green, our high school’s official color, and across the front in big white letters it says, HARRIS COUNTY LOGGERHEADS. I know without her having to turn it around that there’s a badly drawn turtle on the back. Somewhere I have this exact sweatshirt, which all of us got on the first day of our freshman year. At the time, it’d been a huge deal, a rite of passage—going to the county’s high school meant you weren’t just a Darentville kid anymore. You were in school with kids from Iverley, Blue Stone, Sott’s Mill. You’d made it to the big time.


Bel pulls it on over her head, mussing her ponytail and stretching it over her belly. “Still fits,” she says, and I obviously don’t argue. “Eeeeeee, there’s so much in here!”


Bel digs in excitedly, but I’m cautious, tense as I reach in. Of course I know that there’s mountains of good memories in here, relics of the fun Bel and I had during those years. But I’m too close to that scene in Nickel’s, the reminder that, separate from Bel, I was a disaster in high school—minor bad behavior, major bad grades, no ambition or plans for the future.


All the things you want to do, Nadia’s voice echoes, collapsing somehow with every teacher and school counselor who prodded me with questions about college, vocational school, maybe even the military.


I never could see myself doing any of it.


Thankfully, I get a reprieve when the first thing my hand closes around is a synthetic, faded white sash—Bel’s homecoming court souvenir from our senior year. Rough green glitter sticks to my hands as I lean across the bin and drop it over her head, laughing when she preens and smooths it against herself.


“I should’ve won,” she says, and I dig back in, wondering if somewhere in here is the consolation construction paper crown my mom and I made for her the next day. Instead I find a photo of us, still inside the frame the parents’ association sold at commencement—garish and thick, it’s got our graduation year across the top and a line of puff-painted loggerheads along the bottom.


We’re in our green robes, Bel’s honor cords swinging between us, our caps off, our arms around each other, our cheeks pressed together, and our smiles huge. We look happy, twinned in celebration. But if I look close, I can see something else in my eyes—a fear at the ending of this, an uncertainty.


The same look I’ve seen in the mirror for weeks.


“Oh. My. God,” Bel says, interrupting my thoughts. I look up to find her wide-eyed, a notebook open in her lap. “Oh my Godddddddd,” she repeats, and I lean forward to peek.


“What’s—”


But as soon as I get close enough, the question trails off, because I know what this is. I haven’t thought about it in years, but somehow, I’d know it anywhere.


Bel shrieks in excitement. “Our friend fic!”


“Oh my God,” I echo quietly, taking it from Bel’s lap without even thinking. I hold it with a strange sort of reverence, memories flooding me. I’d spent more time on this notebook at the age of thirteen than probably I did on any of the schoolwork I was assigned for the next five years. I loved this notebook. I loved writing this fic.


“Look at your handwriting!” Bel says, and my eyes scan over the loopy script that I packed to the very edges of each page, pink and purple ink my medium of choice. When I skip a few pages ahead, I find an entry of Bel’s, shorter and tidier and in a standard Bic blue, the same kind of pen she used for homework. It is possible that Bel thinks my handwriting has changed in some way, but honestly it still pretty much looks like this.


“I can’t believe you still have it,” I say, turning pages, barely registering what’s written there. But even still, my head is full of the stories inside it, the scenarios Bel and I wrote with almost frantic excitement. We’d started it halfway through eighth grade, our minds constantly preoccupied with what awaited us in high school. Story after story of what we’d do once we got there, this new threshold of being grown up. Real teenagers.


“I didn’t know I did,” she says, scooting awkwardly forward. I set the notebook sideways atop the mess of stuff left in the bin so we can both look.


“Look at this,” I say, pointing to one of her entries. “This is a whole story about you getting a powder-blue convertible when you turned sixteen.”


Bel snorts. “Extremely fiction,” she says. “My old Corolla must’ve had real impostor syndrome.”


She flips ahead a page and my face immediately heats, seeing the huge hearts that decorate the margins. Prom with Evan Fanning, it reads across the top, and also I’ve made the a in his name a heart.


“Georgieeeeeeeeeee,” Bel squeals teasingly. Maybe this is payback for me being delighted over her secret storage shame room. “You had such a crush on Evan Fanning!”


I groan in embarrassment. I did have a crush on him, and it lasted way longer than it should have, since he barely knew I existed. Evan Fanning was a year older than Bel and me, a golden boy from Iverley whose family owned and operated the local waterfront inn there. I’d met him once the summer before Bel and I had started this fic, tagging along with my dad to a job he’d had at the inn. Over the course of an introduction that probably lasted less than two full minutes (“This here’s my girl Georgie, short for Georgie,” my dad had joked goofily), I’d pretty much latched on to Evan’s boyishly handsome face and good manners as evidence that he would be the perfect high school boyfriend. This fic is positively littered with his name.


“I wonder what happened to him,” I say, but as I flip through the pages, really I don’t. Instead, I sort of wonder what happened to me, because I can hardly believe what I’m seeing. It’s the opposite of blankness, my newly teenaged brain fairly bursting with ideas about my future. Sure, it’s a small-scale one, full of adolescent imaginings of local traditions and film- and TV-inspired teenage activity—The Day We Jump Off Buzzard’s Neck Dock, Sott’s Mill Shopping, Hard Cider and Horror Movies—but the point is, it’s a future.


A future I wrote for myself.


My palms are sweaty, my face hot. I can’t bear to look at Bel, because I know I’m having a way-too-serious reaction to what is meant to be a fun box of silly nostalgia. I am strangely desperate to be alone with this discovery.


From downstairs, I hear a door open and close, and like I’ve got thirteen-year-old muscle memory, I slam the notebook shut.


“Bel?” Harry’s deep voice calls, and she excitedly calls back, “Up here!”


I transfer the notebook to my lap and quickly dive back into the bin, messily shoving things out of the way. There it is, I think, pulling out the folded-down paper crown. “Here,” I say, shaping it back the best I can and handing it over to Bel. “Put this on, too.”


She laughs and obliges, the faded-pink circlet crooked on her head. She stands and turns to the door right as Harry finds us, his face brightening into a smile as soon as he sees her.


“Well, look at you,” he says, his eyes running over her, as though his wife in a too-small sweatshirt and glittered homecoming sash is the best thing he’s ever seen. Henry Yoon is a prince among men, the best person I could have ever imagined for my best friend to be married to, and I love him like a brother.


“Hiya, Harry,” I say from my spot on the floor, and his smile transforms for me, familiar and friendly. He makes his way over, bending to accept my outstretched arms. He smells like fancy cologne, except not too much of it, and also whatever hair product he uses to tame his thick black hair back from his forehead. Except not too much of that, either. Harry always seems like he went to some kind of fancy school to learn how to be a very sophisticated man. He went to Stanford, but I’m pretty sure they don’t teach you how to make cufflinks look totally normal there.


“Georgie,” he says, giving me a light squeeze. “I’m so glad you made it safely. I’m so glad you could come.”


He rises and stands beside Bel, draping an arm across her shoulders and lightly fingering the sash that’s stretching across her belly. “Homecoming court, huh?”


“We’ve hit a gold mine,” Bel says, gesturing to the bin. “Georgie was looking at—”


“The house is beautiful,” I blurt, cutting her off, because that feeling of private desperation is persisting. I don’t want to talk about the fic, not yet. I want to look at the whole thing; I want to dissect it. I want to roll around in its fullness.


“It’s all Bel’s doing,” he says, and she presses onto her toes to kiss him on the cheek. For a second, they’re in their own private, quiet world; he touches her bump and softly asks how she feels. She rests her hand over his and murmurs a reply that I don’t catch, except for the word daddy, which I hope has to do with the baby and not the sex drive she keeps talking about. I use the time to tuck the fic more securely on my lap. I’d probably shove it down the front of these overalls if I thought Bel and Harry wouldn’t catch me doing it.


“I tried to convince her to stay here,” Bel says, her voice back to a normal volume, and Harry raises his eyes to mine.


“We’d be thrilled to have you,” he says. “You could use some rest.”


Bel nods. “Pampering,” she says. “Time to think.”


It’s nice; of course it’s nice, but it’s also nearly Mrs. Michaels/milkshake-bankruptcy mortifying. The idea that I’m here to help somehow is dust in the wind; Bel and Harry stand across from me like a let’s-help-Georgie team. Bel’s pleas for me to come last month now strike me as a ruse I should’ve seen through—an effort to get me out of LA after such an unexpected change to my circumstances there. Suddenly it’s not the prospect of sex noises that’s putting me off the guest room, it’s the idea of being a project for these two very successful people who already have most of their new house unpacked and who probably have been talking about me occasionally as they did it, wondering what I’ll do now that I’m not working for Nadia. Time to think, I know, means time to think about what’s next, and even though it’s barely been an hour since I made myself a promise to do exactly that, I realize that doing it at someone else’s coaxing—Nadia’s, Bel’s—simply doesn’t appeal.


The fic fairly burns on my lap.


I shake my head, hoping my smile looks grateful. “It’s like I said, Bel. I told my mom and dad I’d stay at their place. They want me to watch their plants while they’re away.”


This excuse would probably sound flimsy to anyone else, but my parents are super into their plants. They’d already had one of their lengthy, wandering road trips planned when I’d let them know I’d be coming, and I’d managed to convince them not to alter their schedule by assuring them of the serendipity of my availability as a house sitter. My parents are also super into things like serendipity.


“But you’ll come over,” Bel says. “Every day?”


“Of course,” I promise, then sweep a gesture toward the boxes. “It’ll probably take us that long to get through all this.”


She nods, her eyes dropping briefly to the notebook, and when she looks at me again, I’m trying to tell her something silently; I’m trying to harness all our years of knowing each other, being close with each other, into conveying something about this unexpected find. Something about how I need to keep it private for now.


I made this promise to myself, I’m trying to say. And I think this fic has something to do with it.


There’s no way she gets all that, but she gets something. She gets that I’ll be taking this notebook with me tonight when I go, and she gets that I definitely don’t want to talk about it yet. She gets that the let’s-help-Georgie team needs to manage its expectations for now.


“Stay for dinner at least?” she offers, and I smile in relief—we still fit.


Dinner, I can handle.


“Absolutely.”
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I drive away a couple of hours later with Bel and Harry in the rearview, on the porch with their arms around each other, both of them lifting a hand to wave before I turn out of view. I honk once and stick a hand out the window, trying to convey my sense of total fine-ness through the casual gesture, but in spite of the impressive dinner—Harry’s baked rockfish and roasted potatoes—I hadn’t managed much to eat, my stomach fluttery with distracted anticipation ever since I first held the fic in my hands. All through cooking, eating, and cleanup, I could only keep a quarter of my brain on the conversation—more talk of Darentville’s ongoing glow up (still needs more restaurants), discussion of the tense negotiations Harry is having with his financial planning firm about his hybrid telecommuting/in-office schedule (a nightmare!), lots of chat about the state of the birthing plan (underway, but not yet complete). At a certain point, I’d gotten the sense that Bel had managed some secret communication with Harry, warning him off any conversation that veered close to Nadia or LA in general, and while I’d been grateful, it’d only intensified my desire to be alone for a while.


I’m not even back on the main road before I put all the windows down again, letting the warm evening air renew my hair’s hugeness, leaning into the knowledge that I don’t have to put on a show for anyone else tonight. Beside me, the notebook sits on the passenger seat, and I already know I’m going to spend the next couple of hours reading it. That sense I had back in Bel’s junk room hasn’t lessened. If anything, it’s intensified: This fic has some kind of answer for me.


The drive out to my parents’ place is strangely familiar, more familiar than most of the Darentville sights I’ve seen today, and it’s soothing to navigate my way through this side of town, where the changes don’t seem so pronounced. I get farther from the riverfront and closer to the heavily wooded lots of the northeast side of town; I see rusty mailboxes I recognize and a crooked roadside sign that tells me to STOP FOR FARM-GROWN FRUIT, which means the Talbotts are still using the same mode of advertising they’ve used since they took over the place when I was twelve. It’d be a lousy business strategy, except that if you were in the know, you could also STOP FOR WEED, and I’d say a fair number of people from this area—including my parents—regularly did. Last year my dad told me that the Talbotts were taking their crop legal, now that state laws had changed, but my guess is that the county itself wasn’t being as permissive about a sign advertising it.


It’s another mile before I reach the barely visible turnoff to my parents’ property, which at first sight looks less like a path to somewhere and more like a dirt-and-gravel dent in the woods. When I was growing up, it embarrassed me, this wild and hidden entry to our house, a contrast to the neatly trimmed, grass-lined asphalt driveways of other kids’ homes, the ones who lived closer to the center of town. As I got older, I minded it less, growing into the understanding that my parents simply didn’t abide by the same rules as everyone else—certainly not any rules that mandated lawn care—but I still rarely invited people other than Bel over. It’d be exhausting to explain how to look for that turnoff, and then there was the matter of what you’d see once you found it.


I see it all now, sprawling before me in all its strange, slightly hilarious glory, relics of my parents’ half-formed habits and hobbies. There’s a few more raised beds in the yard than the last time I was here, but the worn, crooked condition of the cedar is a reminder that I’ve mostly seen my parents in other places over the last five years—meetups we’ve made in other cities, an extended trip they’d taken to California for the holidays last November. Still, the beds are overflowing with plants—not the tomatoes or squash or herbs anyone might expect to find in planter boxes, but bee- and butterfly-attracting wildflowers only, tall and unruly, no real need for heavy watering or pest control. Beside the largest bed, there’s a six-foot-tall metal rooster, painted blue and green and bright yellow, a homemade wooden sign around its neck reading: I LOVE YOU, SHYLA—the rooster and the sign both a gift from my dad to my mom on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the commitment ceremony they held not long after I was born. The rooster—my mom named him Rodney—isn’t the only lawn ornament in the yard, just the biggest one, and as I bump down the rocky driveway, I see ones I remember and ones newly acquired: sculptures and bottle trees and wind chimes, brightly colored china mounted onto metal stakes to make a garden of porcelain flowers, hand-painted birdhouses, and hanging tree lights.


The small ranch house itself has always been unremarkable by comparison to the charming chaos of the outside, and it’s got a real “a handyman lives here” energy, in that it bears all the signs of neglect that suggest the person living here does not often bring his work home with him. The white siding needs a power wash, the gutters are crooked, and there’s a shutter missing from one of the front windows. It’s not wholly dilapidated or neglected, but it is very well used, and the contrast to the house I just left is so sharp that I almost want to laugh.


I put the Prius in park beneath the rusty carport and breathe out a sigh of relief at this specific homecoming. All throughout my cross-country drive, I didn’t think a whole lot about the prospect of being here, at this home—mostly I’d thought of the official job I didn’t have anymore and the unofficial job I thought I’d be doing for Bel. But now that I’m here, I’m glad for it—this messy and crooked hideaway house that matches how I feel inside.


I forgo the trash bags and suitcases for now, grabbing only the duffel and the notebook for tonight. I may be glad to be here, but I sure can’t say I know what I’ll find once I’m inside, since my parents are historically hugely uneven about prepping for their trips. If my mom was feeling good in the days before, she would’ve straightened up, made sure laundry and dishes were done, maybe cleared out the fridge of anything that would spoil. But if she was having a flare, the process would’ve been slower, less pressured, her joints protesting too much effort.


Around back I fumble with my keys, ignoring a pang when I pass over the three I used most regularly when I worked for Nadia—office in Burbank, main house, my small guest cottage. The door here still sticks, especially in this summer humidity, my parents’ many paint jobs over the years swelling up the wood past the point of comfort. But it’s a fresh, sunny yellow now, the same color it was back when I moved out, and that, too, is a greeting.


Inside it smells like it always has—incense and Dr. Bronner’s, which my parents use for cleaning everything from floors to linens. It is shockingly tidy—the kitchen I’ve walked into is clear of dishes, the dining room table I can see from here clear of crafts—so my mom must’ve been feeling better than good when they left. In the small living room, all of the plants—God, they have so many plants—look perky and well-tended. Still, I don’t venture down the hall to the two bedrooms yet, fearing that things might be off the rails down that way. Instead, I take advantage.


By making a mess of my own.


I set the notebook on the coffee table and drop my duffel in the center of the living room floor, crouching to unzip it. Before I left Bel’s, I shoved my phone inside here, fearing its siren song of phantom chimes, and I dig it out and put it facedown—points to me for not checking it—beside the notebook. The overalls I’m wearing are heavy now, damp with a day’s worth of driving sweat, and while I probably should shower first, my more settled stomach is now nudging at me with hunger. I’ve got a real hankering for comfort food before I try washing the day off, and I know what I want to be wearing while I do it.


I rummage through the duffel, pulling out hastily rolled clothes and a couple of toiletry bags, all of which I leave on the rug while I search. Near the bottom I find a candle wrapped in a pair of running shorts and also three loose teabags, which is truly ridiculous, a sign of the chaotic, rushed state I was in when I finally—after putting it off as long as possible—packed up my few personal belongings. Finally, though, I find it: a thin, brightly colored, flower-patterned robe Nadia gave me during a closet cleanout a few years ago. It’s got bell-shaped sleeves and goes all the way to the floor with a short train in the back, and it makes me feel like I’m on a soap opera. This is the kind of robe you put on when you’ve lost your job and your former teacher thinks you’re pathetic, and also your best friend might think you are, too. This is the kind of robe you put on when you’re about to eat snacks and read a diary of your adolescent fantasies. This robe is for glamor.


I unhook the overalls and let them fall to the ground, stepping out of them clumsily even as I perform the task of exhausted women everywhere—taking my bra off without removing my top. Once I’ve pulled it through the armhole of my tank, I fling it onto the old, slouchy couch, sending it the disgusted glare that all bras deserve after a long, hot day. Then, it’s soap opera robe time. It’s hideously wrinkled from its tightly rolled position in the duffel, but by some miracle it’s still cool and smooth on my skin, which is excellent since my parents don’t believe in air conditioning. I don’t bother tying it at my waist; I just open a few windows and swan my way back into the kitchen, letting the lapels flap open and the train swoop—glamorously? pathetically?—behind me.


I prepare for slim or spoiled pickings in the fridge, but I’m surprised to find a fresh carton of eggs and a gallon of milk. I’ll have to verify with a smell check later, but that’s not what I’m looking for anyway. I know what I can count on in this house—there is absolutely going to be a jar of natural peanut butter in the fridge door (there!), and in the freezer I’ll find (yep) a loaf of my mom’s favorite gluten-free bread. In the pantry, I reach for the jar of honey and the box of raisins, and within five minutes I’ve made toast that is slathered in a truly inappropriate amount of peanut butter and honey mixture, topped with a sprinkle of raisins and sea salt. I’ve left crumbs on the counter, the peanut-buttered knife, too, but I can’t make myself care. It’s all part of the plan tonight, and the plan is me in my robe, eating this toast, and finding out whether it’s wishful thinking for this fic to have an answer for me.


And at first, I’ll admit—it does seem like wishful thinking. After all, young me struggled with the difference between their, there, and they’re, so maybe answers will be more difficult to parse. Plus, there’s the surplus of Evan Fanning (every a a heart; why, Georgie, WHY?), who I have placed in an embarrassing number of scenarios, including one where I blow him a kiss from the stands before his football game for luck (a whole two pages on this!).


And there’s also the fact that I was this committed to the fic at all. Seventy percent of this notebook is filled with my writing, which is probably evidence of every lousy thing Mrs. Michaels was surely thinking about me today. If I would’ve made even half the effort on my classes as I made on this fic, at the very least I probably would not be twenty-eight years of age, sitting on my parents’ couch in my underwear, a stained tank top, and a hand-me-down soap opera robe.


Except eventually … well, eventually, I get used to the clumsy grammar, the relentless crush, the sheer devotion I showed to this. I start reading, really reading, with the same set of eyes and the same stirring, curious hopefulness I’d felt back at Bel’s when I’d first seen it. Sure, the fic is fantastical, but it’s also full of what would have looked, to eighth-grade me, like perfectly reasonable plans for the years Bel and I had in front of us. Back then, I wasn’t only a fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants type. I was the type to have intentions. I intended that my first-ever summer job would be at the Fanning’s inn in Iverley. I intended that Bel and I would jump off Buzzard’s Neck dock the weekend before the first day of school, wishes for the year written, per local tradition, in Sharpie marker on our arms. I intended to shop for clothes at the trendy tourist boutiques in Sott’s Mill, and I intended to get drunk for the first time with Bel: bottles of hard cider and watching the sorts of horror movies my parents and her mom never let us see. I was going to go to prom. I was going to spend a Friday night dancing at The Bend. I was going to spray-paint my initials on the big rock outside of the high school’s football stadium.


Nothing blank about it.


What happened to this girl? I think, tracing my fingers over the lines.


I could blame it all on Nadia, I suppose—the pace she kept and the way she worked ensured that the only real plans I could ever make, the only futures I could ever imagine, involved how to make her life work better. Every assistant I knew in LA worked hard, some of them to the point of total burnout or worse—dangerous habits that would keep them wired all day and into the night. But I also know that a lot of them absorbed the routines of whomever they worked for—up at the same time, familiar with favorite mealtimes and favorite meal spots, drop-offs and pickups with the same set of service providers each week, preferred modes of travel, whatever. Nadia, though, was a hurricane—her creativity huge and borderless, seeping into every decision she made. Sometimes she wanted me to book flights for early in the morning, sometimes for the middle of the day. She liked trying new places to eat, went through early-morning yoga and Vitamix phases and phases where she’d sleep until eleven and refuse food until after four in the afternoon. With Nadia, I never bothered to think much about what the next day or even the next hour would bring. What future I saw for myself was my phone in my hand for my waking hours, ready to execute whatever she asked of me.


A willing puppet.


The problem with this, though, is that I know I can’t blame Nadia. I got hired by her because I was suited to withstanding hurricanes of her type, had built a reputation for my total unflappability in the face of chaos. I’d learned it first in the trenches of restaurant work, had honed it on those early sets I worked on, had perfected it in my first gig as a full-time personal assistant, a six-month temporary gig for a French director who was in LA for meetings. I spoke no French and he spoke hardly any English, and yet I showed up every day and made it happen. I’d get his Google-translated texts and then I’d get to work. Meal delivery, dry cleaning pickup. Scheduling massages. Replacing cell phones dropped in the tub. Sending thoughtful gifts to his girlfriend. When he went back to Paris, he cried when he said goodbye to me. Every once in a while, I get a random email from him, asking how I am.


And before all that? Before all that, there was this house, with its gutters that’ll get fixed someday, with its maybe-we’ll-clean-before-our-trip and maybe-we-won’t vibe. Before that, there was Harris County High School, where I got teachers off my back by saying things like, Maybe I could be a flight attendant, or Maybe I’ll be a nurse. I said those things the same way I’ve said to casual acquaintances that I’d like to backpack around the world, or the way I’ve said, to my two long-term boyfriends over the years, that I maybe want to have kids someday. Placating, offhand. Conversation pieces at best, conversation stoppers at worst. No real intention behind any of it. For as long as I can remember, my own future has been blurry and indistinct to me.


But I’d forgotten about the fic.


I flip a few pages, end up at the entry I wrote about the Buzzard’s Neck dock, a secluded spot between Darentville and Blue Stone that had a sort of mystical reputation among teenagers in town. I read over it again, excited anew by this other me—this me who saw things with clarity. I’ve written with such detail—everything from clothes Bel and I are wearing to the sensation of hitting the warm, brackish water off the dock.


It’s such a small idea.


But it represents something big.


Years ago, when I lived here in this house, when I rattled around this town with Bel on the cusp of what was then a big transition, when I had time to dream of these tiny imagined futures, I was a person who made plans for me. It sounds strange, contradictory to say it, but I hadn’t calcified my way into the kind of flexibility that became my most defining feature to the people I worked for. I hadn’t yet become a person who never thought about the next day, the next week, the next month for myself at all.


I don’t know how long I read, but it’s long enough that the sun is nearly set, the rustle of crickets and cicadas rising outside. I didn’t even finish my toast, but it doesn’t matter. I am absorbed. At one point, I almost get derailed by a painful realization: For all the work I put into these scenarios, I didn’t end up actually doing most of them, or at least not in the way I envisioned them. Probably it was too expensive to get clothes in Sott’s Mill, and The Bend ended up closing for three years because of a fire. I don’t know why we never made it to Buzzard’s Neck, but I do know I never wrote a wish in Sharpie and jumped off the dock there. I went to prom, but of course not with Evan Fanning; in fact, not with a date at all—instead with a group of girls who weren’t coupled up at the time. The first time I tried alcohol, it was a beer that Chad Pulhacki gave me at his parents’ annual fall bonfire, and it tasted like socks and anxiety. Bel’s mom never relented in her ban on horror movies, and I never wanted to get her in trouble.


But I don’t let that trip me up. In fact, I let it light me up—I’m half on fire with the fact that so much of this is unfulfilled.


It’s given me an idea.


The first idea that doesn’t have something to do with someone I work for in ages.


I stand from the couch with the notebook in my hands, flipping back to the first page, excitement buzzing in my fingertips. How We Conquer High School, it reads, which is funny and sweet and silly, the most low-stakes strategic plan in history. But when Nadia had told me this was the time for me to do all things I want to do; when Mrs. Michaels had looked at me with knowing pity; when Bel had offered me time to think, I’d felt the leaden weight of my blankness every time, and I still feel it now. I don’t know yet what I want for my life, don’t know whether I want to simply take on another PA gig, or figure out whether I could do a different sort of job altogether. I don’t know if I want a family someday or to travel the world on my own; I don’t even know if I want some combination of all of these things. I need time to figure it out, to fulfill the promise I made to myself in Nickel’s, and I need the confidence to believe I can.
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"Clayborn’s writing is magnetic, witty, and i

The world is going to fall hard for this deliciously whimsical
and captivating story, and | cannot wait to see it!”
—Ali Hazelwood, New York Times
bestselling author of The Love Hypothesis





