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For my mom and my sister: I’m so lucky to have you.










Chapter 1


“You brought balloons.” Ryan’s face doesn’t move as he stares at the mess of color floating over my head. “To the airport.”


“Is that not a thing?” I ask. My arm hurts a little as a gust of late-summer wind yanks on the bouquet.


“No, they’re . . .” He laughs. “They’re great. And she’ll be able to see us from a mile away! It’s perfect.”


I stick out my tongue at him. Maddie won’t have a problem finding us in the Omaha airport, which is basically just one big room. But I thought the balloons would be nice. And it’s the kind of thing my best friend would do for me, if I was the one who’d spent half the summer at a cool science/soccer program in Spain.


Plus, I think Maddie could use some cheering up. Early in the summer she was telling me all about this guy she’d met, asking for flirting advice like she always does. Maddie’s the sporty, STEM-y one and I’m the one who knows about boys, so I think my tips were pretty solid. But then she stopped talking about him and I never saw any pictures, so . . . I guess we’re back to square one.


Ryan strides toward the airport doors. “I know she was a walking disaster before she left, but you didn’t have to get her a hospital present.”


I pull the balloons down fast, so that some of the low ones bonk Ryan in the head. He yelps and we both laugh, and the automatic doors swoosh us into the freezing baggage area. “Hospital present isn’t a thing,” I tell him. “But if it was, it’d be flowers.”


Okay, maybe I feel like I owe her a present because of last year. Like how her date, Ben Perez, left in the middle of Spring Formal without telling her or even sending a text until two days later. And how I wasn’t even there, because I was busy driving to the lake with my boyfriend at the time, Paul.


And then the week before she left for Europe, Maddie’s parents announced they were getting a divorce. She came to see me at my job, crying, and all I could do was take a fifteen-minute break and hug her while she cried. I really wanted to say the right thing, but I don’t know—Maddie’s parents are weird. At least with the Ben Perez thing I knew what to do—unfollow him on all the socials and cough “loser” when I saw him at school. What do you say about someone’s parents?


Luckily my job at Dairy Queen has left me a lot of time to think this summer, particularly about being a better friend. Or at least getting back to being the fun friend with good advice about guys. Even if the jerk in Spain didn’t work out, we’ll find Maddie someone awesome this year. She deserves that.


“Seven o’clock,” Ryan mutters, turning toward me and jerking his head a little, back and to the left. “You’ve got another admirer.”


I look past his shoulder and see a boy about our age, sixteen or seventeen, not much taller than either of us. But solid. Not cute, exactly—sort of rust-colored hair and dark eyes and almost a mean look on his face. Or not mean, maybe. Intense. As soon as the guy sees me looking back, his glance flits away. He’s waiting at the same baggage carousel Maddie should be headed for, from her connecting flight from Chicago. An older guy, probably his dad, stands next to him. They don’t talk.


“Oh, and him, too. He’s hot.” Now Ryan’s looking past my shoulders at someone else.


“You don’t think they’re just checking out the balloons?”


He snorts. “Get it? The balloons?”


“Oh my God, you’re ridiculous.” I shake my head, but actually I’m going to miss this, having Ryan to myself. The way guys stare at me sort of makes Maddie crazy, even more than it bothers my mom. Sometimes she seems jealous, sometimes worried—it’s always something. Another reason that life would be better this year if Maddie had a good boyfriend. Win-win-win, or however the saying goes.


“Where is that girl?” Ryan asks, and then he jumps. “Madelyn Costello, report to carousel three!”


I hear Maddie’s squeal before I see her, and her arms are around me before I can even get a breath. She smells like flowers, and she hugs me tight, like always. We hop around, holding each other, and then she’s hugging Ryan. We’re all laughing and it’s old times again—until she steps back and I get a good look.


And gasp.


“I know!” she cries, smiling so big it looks like it must be hurting her face. “My hair got super blond!”


It’s true, but also—Maddie is gorgeous. She’s always been pretty, but now she looks like a girl from TV. She looks like she should be trying out for a modeling reality show. 


“Good on you, girl,” Ryan says, reaching out and touching Maddie’s long hair. Very long hair. Long and beachy and definitely super blond. “Love.”


Her face is bright and freckled and she really can’t stop grinning. “We were outside all the time, you know. With the soccer and everything. Seriously, you guys wouldn’t believe how into it they are. It’s not even a sport, it’s a religion.”


I nod vaguely. How did I not know she’d changed so much? We talked all the time. But her Instagram was all blue skies and old cathedrals and stuff. Maddie’s not a selfie girl, at least not without me around. My brain struggles to put together the Maddie who left two months ago—the sweet and pretty but very sporty, kind of plain girl—with the girl here. This girl has amazing hair and beautifully tanned skin and legs that are totally longer than they used to be and clothes . . . I mean, even her clothes look exotic. . . . Foreign.


“You could be a model,” I finally manage to say. She laughs like I’m joking, and I’m glad because that means she can’t hear how jealous I sound. Am I jealous? God.


“You’ve got competition,” Ryan says, elbowing me.


“Now you’re just being ridiculous.” Maddie rolls her eyes.


“Okay, now let’s talk about how pretty I am,” Ryan says.


Maddie laughs and turns to grab her suitcase. I’m still smiling but it’s starting to pinch a little.


It’s not that she’s so pretty. Or not just that. She’s different. I watch as she strolls alongside the conveyor belt, casually tossing her hair over one shoulder. Last spring Maddie was still wearing Keds and shorts that came down to her knees. Now she has on a skirt and chic, strappy sandals and she’s laughing with some random airport guy who’s helping her with her bags.


Without meaning to, I glance over to where Intense Boy was standing earlier. But he’s gone.


I’ve never been jealous of Maddie. She’s good at sports and her parents can afford stuff like summer programs in Spain, but I have my own things. And unlike most girls at our school, Maddie never turned our friendship into a big competition over guys or prettiness or whatever.


I blink, trying to shake off the weird feeling. She looks happy. That’s what’s important. And if she also seems a million times more confident than when she left, then . . . great. That’s great.


Ryan picks up Maddie’s carry-on as she wheels two big duffels back toward us and the doors.


“You guys are so nice to pick me up! I missed my R ’n’ R!” Maddie grins at us over her shoulder, and then finally she seems to notice that I’m basically that old man from Up. “And you brought balloons! Oh, Rosie, you remembered!”


I feel a sudden rush of warm reassurance, because of course Maddie remembers that one time in eighth grade when she brought me a balloon. I’d gone to Arizona with my mom for her dad’s funeral, and when we got back from the airport Maddie was sitting on our porch with a big balloon shaped like Elmo. For some reason it just made us both laugh really hard, how silly it was. That was when I decided that even though Maddie didn’t care about makeup or stalking boys online or hanging out at the right mall on Saturdays, she was going to be my best friend.


Ryan and Maddie drop the duffels near the back of my mom’s old SUV. I click it open and let them put the luggage in before I stuff the balloons in the way-back space.


“Okay, what happens if you have to see out the back window?” Ryan asks me.


Maddie hugs him again. “Don’t pick on her—she brought them for me.” And then she hugs me again, too, and this time I have both hands free to hug her back.


“Okay, okay.” Ryan rolls his eyes at us, but in a nice way. “I told Father Matt I’d come help with the relief boxes we’re sending the church in Beatrice, so I gotta run.”


Maddie makes a pouting face. “You’re not coming with us? But Village Inn! Pie! A million photos of Spain on my phone!”


He just kisses her forehead in response. Maddie’s almost as tall as Ryan now. And they’re about the same level of tan—that golden shade that I’d kill for but just cannot achieve. My mom tells me to be thankful for my pale complexion, and I do get a lot of Angelina Jolie comparisons, but still. Sometimes I wish I could just be cute. And wear an SPF below 2 million.


“Tell David I said hello,” I say to Ryan as I walk toward the driver’s side.


“Who?” he replies, but his cheeks are red. Neither of us knows for sure if David, who goes to St. John’s and volunteers almost as much as Ryan, is actually gay. But he’s got this dimple that we’ve spent half the summer admiring.


“Oh, man, I want to hear about David,” Maddie says.


“Next time. Maybe.” Ryan waves and hurries across the parking lot.


I climb behind the wheel, start the car, and roll down the windows. As soon as hers is lowered all the way, Maddie sticks her head out and yells, “Hello, Nebraska! I’m home!”


I steer us toward the exit and laugh again. Maybe she hasn’t changed so much, after all.


After I pay the short-term parking fee, Maddie turns sideways in her seat and says, “Tell me everything. Everything. What’s going on with—um. Are you still hanging out with Cory Callahan?”


I shrug. “Sort of. But who cares, you’re supposed to have the stories! You’ve been hooking up with Spaniards.”


“Well, I told you about Miguel, and how he was all tongue.” She shudders, and so do I. “But there was actually an American guy who was really nice. And smart. We were study partners for a while.”


I feel a little jolt. She didn’t tell me about an American guy. Why not? “Oooh, study partners,” I say, ignoring my stupid worries.


“No, not like you’re thinking. I mean, I took your advice, I ‘got out there.’” She makes air quotes and shrugs. “But this guy was just really fun to hang out with. Great footballer, too. Not as hot as Cory Callahan, though. God, remember when I was in love with him for all of freshman year?”


I turn onto the freeway, enjoying the little surge of adrenaline as I press down on the gas pedal. Above us, the sunny sky is starting to turn gray, as flat and dull as the road. It must look so boring after Europe.


“Oh—yeah,” I say. I’d actually forgotten about her Cory crush. She didn’t talk about it that much; had she really been in love with him for an entire year?


“Anyway, I met Aaron at the pickup games we used to play at night, you know, when all the dorm kids would hang out.”


I nod. I’m not jealous, definitely not. I don’t even like soccer.


“But he lives in North Carolina, so I guess I’ll just have to move on with my life.” Maddie laughs, sounding genuinely chill about it. Which is also weird, because Maddie is fun but she’s rarely chill. 


“Well, if you want to start moving on tonight, there’s a thing out in that new neighborhood where Gabe Richmond lives,” I tell her. “A bunch of the houses are, like, half finished, so we’ve been taking beer and picnic blankets and stuff. Gabe has all that weird hunting gear. Did you see his awful dead-deer photos on Instagram?”


“Ew, yes,” she says. “Wait, are there dead animals at these parties?”


“No! It’s just, that’s why Gabe has, like, the entire Cabela’s fall collection. Lanterns and shit. It’s actually kind of cozy.”


Maddie takes a lip gloss out of her bag, checking her face in a pocket mirror I’ve never seen before. I ease the car onto the exit ramp, angling the steering wheel with one hand onto the side road that leads to Village Inn. I don’t remember Maddie ever touching up her makeup in the car. Or anywhere else, really.


“Isn’t that illegal, though?” she asks.


“Probably. But it’s fun, and it’s not like we graffiti the place or anything.”


“Ha, okay. Let me just see how the parents are.”


We’re in the parking lot now, so I get my own lip gloss and take a second to smooth my hair in the rearview mirror, waiting for her to text her mom and then her dad. I think about asking what’s going on with them, but the words feel awkward in my throat. We haven’t talked about them all summer, and I figure Maddie will tell me what she wants to whenever she’s ready.


But probably a better friend would ask. Would know how to ask.


Maddie turns and looks toward the back of the car. “Will those be okay while we’re in there? We could give them to the hostess or some kids or something.”


“No, you have to take those home! And treasure them always!”


“Okay, for always,” Maddie says as she climbs out of the car. “Hey, does that waiter still work here? The one who loves you so much and gives us free stuff?”


I stick out my lower lip and shake my head. “He hath forsaken me. But there’s a waitress who maybe digs me a little bit . . .” 


“Dishy!” she cries. “See, this is the tell me everything I was talking about! Are you joining Ryan over the rainbow, or what?”


“Not unless they have football players there.”


“They do, but probably not lesbian ones,” she says. “At least, not at our school.”


“Yeah, no. You’ll have to go away for a lot longer than one summer if you want things to change that much around here.”


Maddie throws her arm around my shoulder and walks me to the restaurant door. “Tell you what, if Rosie Fuller is my best friend and still snagging free food because she’s crazy gorgeous, then I’m happy to be home.”


“Me too, lady,” I say. “Me too.”


Turns out our waitress is older, maybe forties, and doesn’t care about flirting with anyone, especially not us. So Maddie tells me more about Spain, shows me pictures of the North Carolina study partner, laughs at my stories about DQ.


I watch her tucking her hair behind her ears, eating her slice of chocolate cream pie. Try to convince myself she hasn’t changed that much. 


When Maddie told me about her parents getting divorced, I genuinely didn’t know how to feel upset. My mom was never actually married to my dad, and I only half remember her getting together with my stepdad. And Maddie’s parents have never liked me very much; it’s always been pretty clear they think I’m not smart enough for her.


But she needs me. I make sure she has fun, I force her to wear cuter outfits than she’d dare to otherwise, I have no problems talking to boys and she freaks out when anyone sends the most harmless of texts.


This weird feeling will go away. So what if she didn’t tell me everything about Spain? She’s back now.


Plus, now I know I haven’t been a good enough friend. Maybe I don’t know how to change, exactly, but I’m going to at least try. I can be happy for her that she had such a good trip. I can be happy that she’s so blond and gorgeous. I really can.


“You sure you don’t want a bite?” she asks, pointing her fork at her plate.


I make a face and she laughs.


“See, this is why we work, Rosie. If you liked chocolate cream pie, I’d actually have to share with you.”


“But I actually think it’s disgusting.”


“Exactly. So more for me.”


I put a protective arm around my cherry pie and she laughs again. “Forever. All that gross chocolate cream pie for you forever, Maddie.”










Chapter 2


“There’s a room upstairs,” Cory says, his long quarterback fingers digging into my hip and pulling me closer.


“But it doesn’t have walls,” I say, giggling. “You are such a perv. And we have to wait for Maddie, remember? I thought she’d be here by now. . . .” 


Cory just makes an mmm sound and buries his nose in my hair, tickling my neck.


“Oh, there’s Ryan,” I say, waving. Before I can catch his eye across the crowd, Cory’s grabbed my other hip and started grinding with me. In addition to Gabe’s Coleman lanterns lighting up the half-constructed house, someone brought iPod speakers that are filling the place with pounding hip-hop.


I laugh again, letting Cory dance with me. Adorable freckles scatter across his cheeks and late-night stubble defines the shadows on his strong jaw. He looks like someone’s Hollywood version of a corn-fed Midwestern boy. Last year I dated a couple of basketball players and even made out with a random college guy at a party. Now I guess I’m into big, blond football clichés. Or for a couple of weeks I have been, anyway.


Someone bumps into us and Cory jerks around, hands up, like he’s going to throw a punch. “Hey!” he yells, but it’s so crowded I can’t even tell who he’s trying to start with. I reflexively grab one of his elbows, pulling him over to the keg. It’s late, I’ve lost sight of Ryan, I still want to find Maddie, and as much as I like having my whole body pressed into Cory’s, I’m starting to feel sweaty and thirsty.


Cory grunts and lets me lead him away. “Beer, yeah. Good call.” He grabs us a couple of Solo cups from the plywood floor. Another football player comes over and shoves him in the shoulder on purpose, and this time Cory shouts, “Bro! Sick practice today!” and they fist-bump.


I take my beer and sip, even though it’s still half foam. Maybe it’s better that I couldn’t catch Ryan’s eye. He’s not that into the jock thing. Last year when I broke things off with Paul Maziarz, one of the basketball players, Ryan went, “Oh, thank God,” and when I got offended he just said, “I’m sorry, but dude-bro is my least favorite breed.”


I watch Cory talking to his teammate, gesturing wildly about some drill they ran. He’s fun and he never takes things too seriously—I mean, I’ve never seen him actually punch someone—and I happen to like jocks just fine. They’re easier than guys who think they’re into music. And obviously they’re so much easier to hang out with than girls.


The Midcity jocks have the best parties, too. We seem to be disproportionately blessed with tall boys who have access to alcohol and reliably absentee parents.


My eyes wander around the room, but Ryan must’ve gone back outside, and Maddie definitely isn’t here yet. I see another familiar face, though. It takes me a few seconds to place it, and then I nearly choke on my beer.


The guy from the airport is here. The intense one, the redhead. He’s standing against the doorframe that will someday lead out to the porch and yard, but for right now is nothing but a big rectangle with the black night behind it. His hands are shoved in his jeans pockets, and he seems about as comfortable as Maddie will probably be, if she ever shows up.


“Hey, isn’t that Costello over there?” Cory shouts in my ear.


I turn toward where he’s pointing, and at the same time I hear Maddie’s laugh ringing out over the blaring music. It is her, though she looks even more different here than she did at the airport. Her hair is glowing in the lamplight, and her eyes are dark with eye shadow and mascara. And her shorts are short. She has all these bohemian necklaces on, plus a bunch of bracelets, and she is completely pulling it off. If she weren’t my best friend I’d be hating her right now, hating even more how pathetically boring my black tank top and white jeans skirt look in comparison.


“I didn’t know she was hot,” Cory says.


“Let’s go say hi,” I yell, ignoring his comment. I grab his hand and drag him through the crowd again.


Back in ninth grade, when we started high school, I was suddenly surrounded by boys all the time. Maddie was still more interested in soccer and riding our bikes to the creek, and it started feeling weird, like I was leaving her behind. That’s when I started trying to help her get better at flirting. I taught her all this stupid shit, like how to flip her hair and bite her lip and stuff—things I probably looked like a moron doing myself, but figured must be working, because for the first three weeks of high school I hooked up with a senior. Instead of an older boyfriend, though, Maddie started getting into student government and Spanish club, and by the time she went on a few dates sophomore year, I had way better advice.


But now, as Cory and I elbow our way over to where Maddie and Ryan are talking to Olivia Thorpe and Annabelle Wilhelmi, I watch in total amazement as my best friend flips her hair. And bites her lip. And smiles at us in this way . . . it’s almost . . . 


“Hey, sexy, welcome home.” Cory leans over and gives Maddie a one-armed hug, and now I’m jealous. Because what the hell, dude-bro. But also—she is sexy. And again, what the hell?


“Hey, guys!” Maddie breaks away from Cory and kisses both my cheeks. I’ve only seen people do that in movies, and I’m so surprised I almost drop my drink. When she leans back again she winks at me, though, and I realize she’s just doing that other thing I taught her, back in the day: get all handsy with your girlfriends because guys think that girls kissing or touching other girls is super hot. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry that all my worst advice is working so well for her.


“Maddie, you remember Cory Callahan, right?” I shout over the music. My lungs feel hot as I realize I’m showing off—I’m literally showing her what I did this summer. She might’ve had all sorts of amazing experiences across the ocean, but I hooked up with one of the hottest seniors at Midcity.


Who she was apparently in love with two years ago.


The burn moves to my cheeks, but I can’t help it—I want to still be the prettier one.


“Duh!” Maddie cries, putting her hands on Cory’s shoulders for a second. All her bangles slide down her golden arms, and it’s nauseating how cool she looks. “From school! From middle school, Sunday school . . .” She throws back her head and laughs, and he is . . . dazzled.


Whaa . . . at.


And now they’re talking—Maddie and Cory just start chatting like old friends. I mean, they are old friends, we’ve been in school a year behind Cory since junior high, and we’re all at the same church.


“I thought Gabe was here?” Ryan shouts, pulling me closer. Annabelle and Olivia have scooted away, probably still pissed at me for that game of spin the bottle last year when I kissed Annabelle’s crush, Finn Kramper, right in front of her. I know I’m still pissed about it—the kiss was gross, and then Finn wouldn’t stop texting me for weeks afterward. It was just spin the freaking bottle. I wasn’t supposed to get a stalker and a sworn enemy out of the deal.


“Yeah, most of this stuff is his,” I tell Ryan, angling my face so I can talk into his ear and keep an eye on Maddie and Cory. Is she still into him? Does she think I’m not that into him?


I mean, I’m kind of not. And she seems very.


“I thought there’d be more people here I know,” Ryan says.


“You know me!” I bump my shoulder into his. “And have you met Sam Adams? He’s a super-chill kind of dude.” I tip my cup, pointing to the beer inside, but Ryan shakes his head.


“Getting up early tomorrow,” he says. “No rest for the theah-tah.”


I nod. Ryan’s always telling us how damaging cultural stereotypes can be, but he swears that gay people are better in the arts. “We know what it’s like to respect the fourth wall,” he declares to anyone who will listen. Which is usually just Maddie and me, because he’s honest with us about being gay, and also because we understand what the “fourth wall” is. Because he told us.


“Whatever, it’s still technically summer. You can be a little late.”


“I sort of can’t, though. You know, since I’m in charge. As student director.”


I stare at him for a long second, then I’m screaming and throwing my arms up, and it’s just lucky that there isn’t any beer left in my cup to spill on us.


“WHAT!”


Annabelle and Olivia wrinkle their noses at me but who cares? Ryan is legit blushing.


“It was supposed to be Charlotte Lewis, but she—”


“Yeah, no, I know, she took all the damn jobs!” I say. Ryan and I comanaged Maddie’s student council campaign, which by default made us semiprofessional Charlotte Lewis haters. Ryan did most of the actual work, and I was in charge of hating Charlotte, who ended up winning president while Maddie took VP. And then I hated Charlotte even more when she also took the best theater gig.


I lower my arms, wondering why that all feels like such a long time ago.


“So I guess she just told Klonsky it would be too much work,” Ryan’s saying, “and I’m not such a bad fallback option, so . . .” 


“Fallback?” I squawk. “You were robbed, and now you have what should have been yours to begin with! This is so amazing!” I give him a big hug.


Ryan hugs me back, then pushes me away again. “Stop or people will think you’re in love with me.”


I stick my tongue out. “Am I not a—what—pretty good fallback option?”


“From Jonathan Groff? No, sorry.”


“Well, let’s have a toast anyway.” Ryan starts to protest again but I’m already pushing him toward the keg, back across the room, where I was standing with Cory a minute ago. Where I was being humped by Cory, basically, and now I’m most definitely not.


“Maddie seems to be having a good time,” Ryan observes as I pour him a cup of foam.


“Yeah.”


“And you seem . . .” 


“What? I’m fine,” I say, but too quickly. “I am. Maybe she likes that guy, whatever.”


Ryan rolls his eyes and mutters, “that guy,” under his breath, but he takes the beer from me without further comment.


“Hos before bros,” I say with as much conviction as I can muster. Then I tap my plastic cup against his and we both drink.


“She looks freaking amazing,” Ryan says, and we both watch Maddie laughing at something Cory said. 


“Yeah,” I say. Maddie deserved to have an awesome summer, to have something go right. And if the only thing in her way now is me . . . 


Ryan nods toward another corner of the room. “I heard Marcus Weaver still pines for you.”


I spot Marcus’s big Afro floating above the crowd. “Come on, pines?” I snort.


“Yes, pines is a perfectly acceptable way to phrase that! I also hear that he’s been jonesing for your groovy kind of love.”


I drop my head, giggling too hard to look him in the eye anymore.


“Seriously, though, do you really like Cory? Isn’t he kind of . . .” 


I look back up. “What, hot? Yes, he’s kind of hot. And he’s funny.”


Ryan’s eyes get huge and serious. “He is not funny.”


We stare at each other silently for a few long seconds, until I crack up again, shaking my head. “No, he’s not!”


Ryan smiles but mostly just looks relieved. “I mean, you’ve probably laughed at him.”


“Don’t be mean! What if Maddie really does like him? You’ll have to find a way to enjoy his company.”


Ryan shrugs and I feel sort of buzzy with a new idea. Maybe a balloon bouquet was immature, but ditching Cory so Maddie can have him . . . that’s something a really good friend would do. 


Out of the corner of my eye I see someone standing very still, a dark column of silence in the room. I turn and don’t even feel surprised to see that it’s Airport Guy again. He’s looking at Gabe Richmond, barely nodding while Gabe talks, though his face is alert and almost friendly. I stare at them for a minute, wondering why Airport Guy is so totally different from everyone else in this room. It’s not just because he seems sober, and focused, and quiet. It’s also . . . I don’t know. Interesting. Sophisticated. 


Maybe he went to Europe this summer, too. Snort.


“You were looking for Gabe, right? He’s over there,” I tell Ryan. “Who’s he talking to?”


“Where? Oh. Oh!” Ryan puts a hand on my shoulder like he’s steadying himself. “Isn’t that Alex Goode?”


“Alex Goode? Like, the Alex Goode?”


“Yeah. Remember we heard he might move here or something? I guess he did.”


I only half remember, honestly, because I’m terrible at keeping up with the news. But now that Ryan says it, I realize I’ve seen Airport Guy on TV. He’s Alex Goode, and he stopped a school shooting last year, over in Iowa. He caught the gunman, another student named Brian Hinckley, and somehow talked the guy out of a massacre. Brian killed himself, but everyone else was okay. And Alex became a national hero.


“Jesus,” I say under my breath. “No wonder he seems so intense.” Then I look at Ryan, suddenly suspicious. “Why didn’t you recognize him at the airport today?”


“He was at the airport?”


“Yeah! You were all, seven o’clock.”


Ryan’s face is blank for a minute. “Nope. That guy was black. I for sure did not see Alex freaking Goode at the airport.”


“Huh.” I turn back to watch Alex nod at something else Gabe is shouting over the music. “This is the smallest, weirdest town.”


“Let’s go say hi,” Ryan says.


Gabe smiles as we walk up, but Alex just looks at us blankly as Ryan shouts, “Hey! I’m Ryan. You’re Alex, right?” and sticks out his hand. Alex nods and shakes hands but still doesn’t say a word. I’m about to pretend to faint or something, anything to avoid the awkwardness, when Ryan points at me. “This is Rosie.”


“Hi,” I say. I reach out and Alex takes my hand. It’s very serious.


I bite my lip to keep a silly giggle from escaping. Something tells me Ryan will not approve of me giggling at National Hero Alex Goode.


Alex’s hand is strong and warm and dry, smooth in a way that shows this guy doesn’t sweat. At least, not over stuff like girls. The giggle evaporates in my throat, and I manage to meet his eyes and smile. They’re dark and at the same level as mine, and I’m wearing heels, so that means he’s only a few inches taller, and in a flash I remember every single shred of gossip I’ve ever heard about him. And then I go full maniac and blurt, “You’re on the team! Football! I mean—you play football. Right?”


Fabulous. It’s because he’s famous, I think. I’ve never met a famous person before. Or a hero. Unless you count all my friends’ parents who are in the military, they’re heroes, obviously, but besides them. I’ve had too much beer, and I don’t know how to be normal around a celebrity, that’s all.


Alex nods at me and that’s it. Thank Jesus, Gabe starts telling us about something football-related and Ryan laughs—which is weird, because even though Gabe is very entertaining Ryan doesn’t usually care about football, but whatever. But Alex and I just stand there, stuck in the awkwardness vortex I created.


“I gotta go,” Alex says suddenly, and without another word he disappears into the crowd, heading toward one of the not-yet-a-door holes in the wall.


The three of us watch him leave and Gabe goes, “He didn’t even want to come to this. The dude is totally shy, it’s so random.”


“I don’t know,” Ryan says. “Kind of makes sense to me.”


I pour the rest of my beer down my throat. I don’t know what I expected Alex Goode to be like, but shy wasn’t it.


Gabe and Ryan keep talking, but I tune out, scanning the room. Cory is touching Maddie’s hair, and she’s gazing up at him. Olivia and Annabelle are dancing with each other. My head is doing that floaty thing.


Ugh, I’m drunk. I check my phone, and it’s later than I’d thought. It’s almost curfew, and I’m tired of watching Maddie flirt with Cory. I’ll deal with all that tomorrow.


“Can I get a ride?” I ask Ryan. “I don’t think the guy who brought me here wants to drive me home.”


He raises his eyebrows. “You don’t sound too broken up about it.”


“Yeah, well. Maybe I’m growing as a person.”


Ryan glances back at Gabe and then shrugs. “Let’s go tell Maddie we’re leaving.”


“Nah. She’s good. I’ll text her.”


Ryan doesn’t argue and we turn on our phones, lighting our way across the muddy expanse of not–front lawn to his car.


“This is going to be an interesting year,” he says.


I grunt.


“In a good way,” he adds.


“Ha, yeah. Definitely. Though I’d settle for just some better parties.”


Ryan laughs, a sharp bark that gets swallowed in the humid night air. “Good luck with that, kid.”










Chapter 3


“You were out late last night.” Mom leans against the counter, a giant mug of coffee cradled in both hands just below her chin.


“Not really,” I automatically mutter, shuffling to the fridge and pulling out the frozen waffles.


“The dog next door started barking around two—”


“Mom, I was home way before that.” I push the toaster button down so hard it doesn’t stick, then jab it again a few more times out of frustration. She never believes me.


“Hey, okay, calm down.”


I watch the metal coils turn red around my waffle, and neither of us speaks for a long time. Finally I look over, taking in my Disney-princess mom in her pale lavender scrubs. Even when she’s tired, even when she’s annoyed at me, she is beautiful.


“I was home by one, I swear,” I say softly.


She nods, but then her eyes travel down to the hem of my shorts, and anger flares up behind my eyes again.


Before she can say anything else, though, Ayla comes in and yanks open the fridge.


“Where’s all the yogurt?” my sister practically shouts.


“Oh my God, are we all on our periods, or what?” I snap.


“Rosie, that’s vile,” Mom says, while at the same time Ayla nearly takes my head off yanking open the freezer.


“Watch it!” I jump out of the way as the door swings shut again, and there’s a completely different twelve-year-old standing there now. A serene, smiling one, holding a cup of yogurt and a bag of frozen blueberries.


“Ayla, honey, the moods are getting a little . . .” Mom stops herself as Ayla’s smile fades.


This has been the story of the summer, basically. My sister turned from the sweet angel my mom had always wanted me to be into a hormonal beast, and now no one is safe. Not even Ayla’s dad, my stepdad, Dave. Who is probably upstairs right now, pretending to be asleep so he can avoid the morning drama of the three Fuller women. 


My waffle pops up, and I back away, finding a spot on the counter that’s not too close to either of them, and sneak a look at Mom again. She meets my eye and smirks a little, and just for a second, we’re on the same team. The same What the hell happened to Ayla? team. I give her a tiny smile.


Then I remember that I need something. “Can I have the car?” I ask, and she sighs. Moment over.


“I still need stuff for school.” Ayla has her back to both of us, but her voice is loud and clear.


“I know,” Mom tells her. “I just have a short shift today, so I can take you later. Or your dad should be around, right?” She turns back to me. “Maybe you should ask him for a ride, too, Rosie. I have to leave pretty soon here.”


I’m careful to not look pissed when I shrug. Dave’s always nice about taking me to work, or anywhere else, but it’s starting to get seriously embarrassing being the only person I know who doesn’t have her own car. Obviously not everyone has a cool new Fiat like Maddie got for her birthday, but some old used junker would be fine.


The last time I brought it up, though, Dave just cheerfully pointed out that I’m making my own money now, so we could discuss a payment plan. I guess he’s right, but if that’s the option, I’d rather walk to DQ and have some money of my own.


“Is Maddie back?” Ayla asks.


“Yeah,” I say. “Yesterday.”


“Wow, good story.”


“Ayla . . .” Mom’s tone is a warning, but Ayla just makes a face and pours blueberries into a bowl. There’s an awkward silence until Mom asks me, “Did she have fun at her program?”


“Yeah,” I say again.


Maddie already texted to say sorry for not hanging out more last night, and I said it was no problem, and neither of us said anything about Cory. So right now I don’t really want to talk about Maddie, because I don’t really know how I feel about any of it.


“I’m gonna walk,” I say. “I should go.” I make a point of rinsing my plate and putting it in the dishwasher, hoping this will show Mom that I’m not the awful teenager she seems to think I am and make Ayla look a little bad, since she never does dishes. But they’re already looking at Ayla’s eighth-grade supply list and talking about Target, so it’s pretty much a wasted effort.


Upstairs, I stuff my uniform shirt and hat in my backpack, swipe on some mascara, and grab my iPod. I can hear Dave singing an old Foo Fighters song in the shower, and all second thoughts I might’ve had about not asking him for a ride vanish. Dave is pretty much the best guy for your mom to marry, especially if your own dad left after getting her pregnant in college. But he’s also way more into music than I am, and he thinks it’s a tragedy that I don’t want to listen to his old CDs all the time. He once tried to explain to me how Coldplay apparently used to be cool or edgy or something, and it was the longest conversation of my life.


But then I walk out the door and the humidity smacks me in the face, reminding me that a car would be a pretty awesome thing to have. 


A mile and a half later and my hair is stuck to my neck, but at least I don’t mind changing into my dry Dairy Queen polo shirt. Pulling my ponytail through the back of the white baseball cap they make us wear, I check my reflection one last time in the tiny office bathroom. Not bad. Not an outfit Selena Gomez would ever wear, obviously, but with my cutoffs I almost look like a perky girl-next-door type.


Steph Barnes is already behind the counter, cleaning the toppings case. She’s a literary magazine/Tumblr kind of girl, and at Midcity we run in completely different crowds.


But at work, she cleans. So at work, she is my hero.


“Hey, Rosie,” she says now, not looking up. “Can you get the front?” She nods toward the wall of windows with the door, where a high counter runs the length of the small store. There are a few stools in here, but most people sit outside at the picnic tables.


I stifle a groan and grab the washcloth she holds out to me.


“How’s your last weekend going?” I ask. The Formica I’m wiping down will never really be clean, but it’s satisfying to send the crumbs of old sugar cones raining to the floor.


“Okay, I guess. At least everyone’s back from their exciting travels.”


There’s a hint of bitterness in her voice that makes me turn. She shrugs.


“Didn’t your friend Maddie go to Spain?”


“Yeah,” I say. “You know a lot of people who went away, too?”


She shrugs again, and I wonder why she brought it up if it’s such a sore subject.


The door opens and our first customers of the day come in—about fifteen little girls in soccer uniforms, basically tiny Maddie clones. Their coach does a double take when he sees me. I pretend I don’t notice. He’s old and it’s gross, but I get that kind of look often enough that I can just block it out.


For almost an hour it seems like everyone has decided to have soft-serve instead of lunch, and Steph and I don’t say anything to each other except, “She ordered the Blizzard,” and “Hand me those wrappers?” It’s mindless but it keeps you from getting cold, and every time I look up to smile at a new customer, I feel a little jolt of connection. It’s weirdly fun, serving people. Especially serving ice cream, which tends to put people in a good mood.


When there’s finally a lull, I take out my phone and scroll through my feeds, but no one’s doing anything interesting. I already studied all the party photos when I woke up. The only ones with Cory showed him yelling or drinking. Maddie’s in the background in one of them, looking the other way. My genius plan of gifting this boy to my BFF doesn’t feel so awesome anymore, but I’m probably just cranky because I’m at work.


“So, you were saying about the summer?” I ask Steph, glancing up from Instagram for a second.


She sighs. “There was this camp I couldn’t go to,” she admits, picking out a red M&M and popping it in her mouth. “This guy I know, not from Midcity, he went. He’s one of those, you know, lives-in-the-neighborhood, our-parents-are-friends people.”


I nod. Steph lives in a much nicer neighborhood than I do—it’s not within walking distance of this DQ, so she drives here in a pretty new VW—and she talks about her junior high and neighborhood friends a lot.


“Anyway. I was fine, you know? Until he came back and wouldn’t shut up about it. I don’t think he even liked it as much as he likes knowing I couldn’t be there.”


“Sounds like a hell of a guy,” I say drily.


“Oh, yeah. I’m definitely gonna marry him.”


I laugh, surprised, even though by now I’ve figured out that she can be really funny.


Then the afternoon crush kicks in, the worst time of day. It’s late enough that the pool kids are coming by, dripping chlorine all over the floor and shouting at us because they have water in their ears. By the time I’ve made my fiftieth chocolate dip cone I feel like I have water in my ears, too, and I’m dying to hide in the bathroom with my phone for a few minutes, when suddenly there are two tall, dark shapes in the doorway, and my stomach goes all fluttery.


“Rosie Fuller,” Cory booms. He makes my name sound kind of dirty, but in a way that—and yes, I’m embarrassed to admit this—kind of turns me on.


I hate that I’m blushing, though, because I’m kind of mad—or something?—at Cory. And I really hate that I’m blushing in front of the guy who’s with him: Alex Goode.


They stride up to the counter like a two-man starting line, practically blocking out the sun with their shoulders. Alex is wearing a Midcity Lions jersey already, and for a second I’m afraid they’re here for some kind of team hazing ritual, making him eat his weight in Butterfinger crumbles or something. But then Cory leans his elbows on the counter and grins at me, and I take another guess—Cory’s showing off for the new local celebrity.


“What can I get you guys?” I ask. My voice comes out all breathy and flirty, which isn’t really how I feel. But Cory’s eyes flash, so: worth it.


“You know Alex?” Cory asks. “Alex Goode? He’s on the team this year.”


I smile at Alex, whose gaze is fixed on the menu over my head like it’s showing porn.


“We met at the party last night,” I say charmingly.


But Cory’s already turning to Alex to ask, “I’m starving, bro, you want something?” The new star player just shakes his head.


“Parfait?” I say to Cory, knowing from the two other times he’s visited me at work what he’s probably going to order. His grin goes from wolfish to triumphant, since obviously I’ve just made him look like a ridiculous stud. Not that there’s anything studly about the word parfait, which I wish I could point out to him right now. But if he wanted to make Alex think he runs this town, having the ice-cream girl remember his “usual” isn’t the worst way to do it.


I’m grateful to have an excuse to turn my back to them, pouring vanilla and chocolate syrup and peanuts into one of the plastic parfait cups, making the layers come out even. I’m kind of proud of how much better I am at this than I was a few months ago. Which is maybe kind of pathetic.


When I hand the cup to Cory and collect his five dollars, he smiles again, and Alex blinks in that intense way of his, and then they leave, and a weird empty feeling opens up between my lungs. The pointlessness of everything I’ve done since school let out hits me: hooking up with a guy who’s more interested in my best friend—and vice versa—and learning how to make his favorite ice cream treat exactly right and . . . that’s it.


“So weird,” Steph says as soon as we’re alone again.


“What?”


“Oh, God. Never mind. It’s—no, it’s nothing.”


I poke her arm. “Now you have to tell me.”


She flinches away, shrugging at the same time. “It’s just, you know. That guy. I know he’s a big deal and whatever . . .”


“Alex?” I guess. Though Cory’s a big deal, too, even if he hasn’t been on the news for anything but football.


“Yeah.” She laughs nervously. “I’ve just never seen a guy, like, not look at you. I’m sorry, that’s totally weird! I mean, it’s weird that I’m saying anything. But it was unusual to see a guy just . . . not drool on you.”


I laugh, wishing she would stop looking so anxious. And I wish she wasn’t so right. Cory clearly wanted Alex to be impressed that he can come in here and flirt with me—but Alex didn’t seem impressed at all. Even when I caught him looking at me in the airport . . . I don’t know. I guess he really was looking at the balloons.


“He’s kind of odd looking, right?” I say.


Steph frowns. “I don’t know, I just thought he seemed serious. He’s not as classically handsome as Cory, obviously.”


I’m checking my phone again, but I pause to roll my eyes. “I don’t know. Cory’s a little basic.”


She scoffs. “Yeah, basically perfect.”


I don’t reply because I’ve found a new photo on Maddie’s feed—someone else took it, but she reposted. Of her standing with Cory at the party, laughing. It’s . . . cute.


Suddenly there are noises from the back office, and in a flash Steph and I are both tidying up the counter, the spoons. I grab another washcloth and clean the soft-serve machine.


“My favorite girls!” Joel comes through the office door with his hands raised, and we laugh in relief.


“Oh, it’s just you,” I say, tossing my rag in the sink.


He gives me a mock-offended look, and then we smile at each other in that way that we probably shouldn’t, given that he’s twenty-two and one of the night managers and I’m still in high school. But it makes the empty feeling in my chest disappear completely. 


“You girls hustlin’ that paper?” Joel asks, rubbing his fingers together like a cartoon villain.


I roll my eyes at his pathetic slang. “We were, but then Steph ate all the M&M’s, so I think we’re back where we started.” I grin at Joel and then at Steph, but she narrows her eyes at me. She did eat some M&M’s, but whatever, so did I, and obviously Joel doesn’t care. Or I guess she’s probably glaring at me because she thinks I shouldn’t flirt with our manager. 


“I’m gonna clock out,” she says, and before I can tell her it was just a joke, she’s disappeared into the office.


Joel doesn’t seem to notice anything is wrong. He’s got his nose in the cash register, and when he looks up and finds me still standing there, he just smiles again.


“Go on,” he says lightly. “Go enjoy your soda jerks and your sock hops.”


I swing my ponytail as I turn away, smiling when I hear Joel laugh. But by the time I’ve clocked out, Steph is halfway across the parking lot already. I wait by the Dumpsters near the back door, watching with envy as she slides into her Volkswagen and literally drives off into the sunset.


My phone vibrates.


Movie night? Maddie asks.


My thumb hovers over the screen. Girls are so hard sometimes. Is Steph actually mad about the stupid M&M’s thing? And maybe I’m supposed to be mad at Maddie for all that flirting with Cory? At least with Cory—with boys—it’s obvious: they want the shiny thing, the pretty thing. And usually the new shiny, pretty thing is even better. But with girls, I really don’t know sometimes.


Then again, it’s Maddie. Of course I want to see her. And screw it. She can have pretty, shiny Cory. She needs him more than I do. And I need her more than I need him.


Pick me up in an hour?


She sends back a screen full of smiley faces and hearts. Which, let’s face it, is the kind of perfect thing that a boy would never do.


I send back one fist bump and start walking home, smiling again.










Chapter 4


“I can’t believe—it’s—” I look up at Maddie. “You didn’t have to get me anything!”


“Seriously? I’m basically the worst person ever for not giving it to you as soon as I got back! I just wanted to unpack and wrap it and . . . Are you sure you like it?” She twists her fingers together, looking genuinely worried.


I smooth the scarf against my legs. It’s a thinly woven silk in a dusky blue. When I move it in the light from Maddie’s bedroom lamps, it almost looks like a very dark aqua color.


“I thought it would match your eyes,” she says. “And maybe help you forgive me for not only going away for our whole summer, but then coming back and hanging out with your boyfriend.”


I roll my eyes at her, but my hand clenches a little around the cool fabric. We’re sitting on the floor with a package of Oreos and a bowl of microwave popcorn in front of us, getting ready to have a Pitch Perfect marathon. This is the right time to do the good-friend thing.


But I just want it to kind of happen. Maybe I could stop texting him and let high school nature take its course. . . . 


Maddie’s still twisting her fingers together, looking nervous. Something loosens in my chest, settles back to where it’s supposed to be. This is us, like always. I’m her Boy Coach.


I take a deep breath. “Listen, Mads. He’s not my boyfriend. We hooked up a bunch of times, but if you like him, you should go for it.”


Her eyes light up and I can tell she’s biting the inside of her cheeks to keep from smiling.


“Oh my God!” I cry. “This is pathetic, for real. If you don’t mind that I’ve already, like, done stuff with him . . .” I’m just teasing her, but for a second the light in her eyes definitely dims.


“That is awkward, isn’t it?” she says softly. “This whole thing is so stupid. I’m sorry. I don’t know why . . . He doesn’t even play soccer! I’m being a total asshole.”


Maddie doesn’t swear, ever. Or pre-Spain Maddie didn’t, anyway.


“Maybe Europe changed you,” I say in a dramatic voice, trying to turn it into a joke.


“Ugh, I know!” She covers her face with her hands and groans. “I really don’t want to be that girl who goes away and then can’t shut up about it!” Her hands drop and she grabs an Oreo and holds it up, showing me. “You know the truth? I ate these every day. Every day, Rosie! Because they reminded me of home. I had a stash in my room.”


I smile. “That doesn’t sound so bad. Oreos are delicious.”


“I know!” she cries, her mouth full of cookie. “But it just made me feel like such a kid, that I needed them. Everyone else there was so sophisticated and smart and just, I don’t know. Grown-up.”


“You’re sophisticated,” I say. “And the smartest person I know.”


She uncrosses one leg so she can poke my knee with her toes. “You’re too nice to me. I can’t be a total loser and ask for your blessing with Cory. That’s too much.”


“Um, okay, well you definitely don’t have my blessing because no one is getting married, right?” We both laugh. “But I do think I should text him and say I’ve moved on. Because I have.”
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