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“The imagination separates us from the past as well as from reality; it faces the future.”


—Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space













PROLOGUE



BEFORE


After all this time, I still think about him.


It feels like yesterday when he was here. Sunlight flickers through the branches as I open my eyes. I’m lying out in the grass, hands resting on my stomach. A few petals fall from the sky as I turn my head slowly. Sam is sitting there beside me with a notebook in his lap. And suddenly, it’s the spring of freshman year again.


“Enjoy your nap?” he asks.


I close my eyes again. “I wasn’t napping.”


“Oh, really?”


“I’m just resting my eyes.”


“For forty minutes? Well, the snoring was a nice touch.”


“Forty minutes?” I blink at him. “Jesus, why didn’t you wake me up?”


“I thought you were resting your eyes,” Sam says, smirking a little. He pushes himself up, setting his pencil on the grass. “I actually just lost track of time. Had to finish my drawing.” A breeze comes, gently ruffling his dark hair. I could lie out here all day, watching him. “It’s looking pretty good, too.”


“What about the math assignment?”


He winces. “I forgot about that . . .”


“Sam, it’s due tomorrow! Who am I supposed to copy off?”


“You don’t want to see my drawing?” He glances at me. “It’s of you.”


I narrow my eyes. “Show me . . .”


Sam hands me his notebook. There’s a sketch of me, lying in the grass with one hand behind my head, surrounded by flowers. I’ve never had anyone draw me before.


“I’m not the best at shadows,” he says.


“You did this while I was sleeping?”


“You can tell me if you hate it.”


“I mean, it’s not bad.” I point at myself in the drawing. “But you got the arms wrong. My muscles are much more defined.”


Sam rubs his chin. “I knew something was off . . .”


We both laugh. I hand him back the notebook. “I like the flowers you added. Roses, right?”


“White roses. Those are my favorite.”


“Mine too,” I say. To be honest, I didn’t have a favorite flower before. But that’s what it is now.


“You know what I’ve been thinking about?” says Sam. “Guys don’t get enough flowers.”


“Agreed. Society needs to change.”


Sam smiles. There’s a silence before he says, “Can I ask you something?”


“Shoot.”


“Who’s Zach?”


The name catches me by surprise. How does he know about Zach?


Sam glances at my phone, which is between us. “Sorry, I noticed he texted you a few times.”


“He’s a friend,” I say, vaguely.


“How come we haven’t met yet?”


“He lives all the way in Redmond.” It’s another small town in Washington, right outside of Seattle, about an hour and a half away from Ellensburg.


“Cool. How long have you known him?”


I run my hand over the grass, not wanting to answer. “I don’t know. Not that long.” We’ve only been talking for a few weeks. I haven’t even met him in person yet. And I’m too embarrassed to mention this. Especially when I’m not exactly out at school yet.


“You know you can tell me anything,” he says.


I hesitate. Sam and I have been best friends since seventh grade. We know pretty much everything about each other. But there are a few things I’m not ready to share yet. “I know . . .” is all I say.


Sam offers another smile. Then he stares out at the lake. “The water looks nice today,” he says, changing the subject for me. “Maybe we should go for a swim.”


I scoff. “And put off our homework?”


He lets out a breath. “You’re right. We have to be responsible.”


We both narrow our eyes, looking at each other. There’s this game we play sometimes. I wait for the smirk to rise on Sam’s face, and then we both jump to our feet. The next thing I know, we’re racing toward the dock, shirts thrown behind us. The second we crash into the water, everything around us vanishes as the memory changes . . .
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Dress shoes slap on marble floors of the hotel lobby. Sam and I are standing outside the ballroom, wearing button-up shirts and bow ties. Music pours out through the double doors as Sam sticks his head in and says, “Are you sure this is a good idea?”


“What’s the worst that could happen?”


“We get arrested.”


“For crashing a wedding?”


Sam sighs. “I don’t know how you talk me into this stuff.”


It’s the fall of sophomore year. The Sagamore is the nicest hotel in Ellensburg. We’ve walked past it a hundred times and joked about sneaking in someday. To be completely honest, I never thought we’d actually do it, but here we are. I clasp Sam’s shoulders and say, “We’ll go in, grab a slice of cake, and go. Maybe a drink or two. No one will ever know we were here.”


“I hope there’s shrimp cocktail.”


“That’s the spirit.”


We adjust each other’s collars before heading inside. Flowers fill the entrance as we make our way toward the crowd of wedding guests. You know these people have money because the ice sculptures are bigger than both of us. I reach out to touch one of the ice swans.


Sam shoves me. “Stop that.”


“I was checking if it was real.”


“We’re supposed to be invisible, remember?” Sam shakes his head at me. Then he glances around the room and says, “Wait a minute. Is that a photo booth?”


“A photo booth?”


We race over to it. Several pictures later, we grab our prints and head toward the buffet to get some food. Sam’s face lights up at the chocolate-covered strawberries. He places two on his plate and says, “Everything looks so good.”


“Told you this was a great idea.”


“Could you imagine having a wedding like this?”


I shrug. “It’s a bit much, if you ask me.”


“But you want to get married, right?”


I think about this. “Maybe. Do you?”


“Of course. I mean, if I meet the right person.” His eyes move around the room as if he’s imagining it for himself. “Doesn’t have to be this extravagant though.”


“I guess weddings are a good way to get flowers,” I say.


“True.” Sam smiles, turning back to the dessert.


I wish I could tell him how handsome he looks tonight. How the light around us brings out the deep brown in his eyes. We find a table and enjoy our food. Then we wander toward the dance floor to see the band. As we’re enjoying the music, a tall man approaches us.


“Excuse me,” he says. “I don’t think I’ve seen you boys before.”


Sam and I exchange a nervous glance. Before either of us can speak, the guy behind him with a camera says, “Do you have a few words for the bride and groom?”


We blink at each other. Sam nudges me.


“Uh . . . of course,” I start. I put my arm around Sam and smile into the camera. “Thank you for sharing this beautiful night with us. I think I speak for everyone when I say, you two are truly made for each other. Watching you fall in love over the years was a gift to us all. So congratulations to . . . uh—” I freeze, realizing I don’t know their names.


“You lovebirds!” Sam jumps in to save me.


“Stop, I’m getting emotional,” I add, fanning my eyes.


The moment the man turns away, Sam grabs my arm. I’m laughing as he pulls me aside, looking worried all of a sudden. “Oliver, I think it’s time to go.”.


“But they haven’t even cut the cake!”


“I don’t want us to get caught.”


“Relax, nobody’s noticed yet.”


“We’ve stayed long enough,” he says firmly. “I’m gonna grab my jacket and meet you at the door.”


“Boo.”


He walks off before I can stop him. The music was just getting good, too. As I’m standing there, not yet ready to leave, an idea comes to me. I head up to the band and make a request. Thankfully, the guitarist knows the song. As I’m waiting for them to play it, Sam returns to the dance floor and says, “What’s taking so long? You were supposed to meet me by the door.”


“How about one more song?” I suggest.


“You can stay for one more song. I’m gonna wait in the car.”


“Come on, Sammy.” I grab his arm.


But he pulls away. “I’ll be outside.”


I stand there as Sam begins to walk off again. Then, as if on cue, there’s a familiar drum intro. He pauses, recognizing the beat instantly. There’s only one song that could get Sam to stay. “Escape,” by Rupert Holmes, better known as “The Piña Colada Song.” It’s unironically one of Sam’s favorites of all time. He’s forced me to listen to it a thousand times in the car. We choreographed a dance to it for his parents’ anniversary a few years back.


Sam turns around slowly, narrowing his eyes at me. I smile as I step toward him, rolling my shoulders to the beat. Eventually, Sam taps his foot as if the music’s taken over. The moment the chorus hits, he finally surrenders to it, dancing along with me. To my surprise, we remember the moves almost perfectly. I love seeing him like this, singing along to the words, as if no one around is watching us.


Haze blankets us, pouring down from a fog machine on the stage. Sam shuffles toward it, making me follow after him. The music fades as we disappear through the fog, and the memory changes once again . . .
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Fog turns to mist as I step off the city bus. It’s seven-thirty on a Saturday night. Zach lives an hour and a half away from Ellensburg. We’re finally meeting after three months of texting. I’ve never been on a date before. I picked a Mediterranean place because he mentioned it on the phone once. I grab a table in the restaurant and wait for him to arrive.


Zach is running late. I send him another message.


Hey I just got here


I’m sitting at the table in the back left


Hopefully he’ll be here soon. The waitress comes to take my order.


“I’m still waiting on my friend,” I say.


But twenty minutes go by. Why hasn’t he answered my text yet? I keep glancing out the window, hoping to see him outside. Eventually, the waitress comes back again.


“Sorry, he’ll be here soon.”


“Alright, sweetie, but we have a long wait tonight.”


There’s still no reply from him. Hopefully everything is alright. After another twenty minutes pass, I’m forced to give up the table and wait outside. It’s starting to rain a little. I’m standing on the sidewalk, trying not to get my hair wet.


Then my phone vibrates. A text from Zach. Finally.


Sorry. I can’t make it anymore


For a second, I think he’s joking.


what do you mean? Is something wrong


I’m just not ready for this. Should have told you sooner


but you asked me to come all the way here


I know, I’m sorry. It just doesn’t feel right


I don’t know what to say back. We made all these plans together.


Should we try another day?


The text doesn’t go through. At first, I think it’s my cellphone signal. Then I check the app and see his profile has vanished. I search for our old messages, but they’re all gone. This must have been an accident, right? How am I gonna reach him again? It’s raining harder all of a sudden. The next bus home won’t come for another few hours. I wasn’t expecting to spend this evening alone. I stare at the blank screen. Then I send another text and find a bench to sit on.


I don’t know how much time passes. But at some point, someone appears at my side, placing an umbrella over my head. I don’t even have to look up to know who it is.


“What are you doing out in the rain?” Sam keeps the umbrella steady as I lift my head. He must have left soccer practice early to come find me.


“Oh, you know . . . just wanted some fresh air.”


“In Redmond?”


Maybe I should just tell the truth. After all, he came all the way here. I let out a breath and say, “I was supposed to meet Zach for the first time. But he never showed up.”


“Did he know you were coming?”


“We’ve been planning it for a while.” I point toward the restaurant down the street. “I told him I didn’t mind taking the bus here. I guess it was a waste of time.”


“I’m sorry, Oliver.”


I shrug. “It’s okay. I mean, it could have been worse, right?”


“Sure, you were too good for him anyway.”


“You’re my best friend. You have to say that.”


“I’m serious,” he says. “You deserve better than that, okay? You deserve someone who gives you flowers.”


If only that person could be you. Of course, I keep this thought to myself as I rise from the bench and place my head on his shoulder. “Thanks for coming to get me. Let’s go home.”


“But we’re already here,” Sam says, smiling. He glances at the restaurant, then back at me. “The place might still be open if you want to go.”


“I’m not going back in there.”


Sam laughs. “Then let’s get some pizza.”


He puts his arm around me, leading us down the sidewalk. There’s a spot right across the street. Sam opens the door, letting me go in first. As I step inside, the memory changes again, pulling me somewhere else . . .


[image: ]


Sunlight fills the café as I come inside. It’s the middle of the afternoon and the place is packed. Sam is standing behind the counter, ringing up a customer. It’s his first week on the job. I decided to stop by and surprise him at work. Maybe get a free drink while I’m here.


“Excuse me.” I cough, making my voice sound deeper. “I’m curious, what’s the difference between a latte and a cappuccino? And are the muffins made fresh?”


“First of all, they’re scones,” Sam says. “And since when do you drink coffee?”


I hold up a hand. “Now, that’s no way to talk to a paying customer,” I say, appearing offended. “Can I speak with your manager?”


“Get out.”


We both laugh while I lean against the counter. “Alright, Squidward. How’s your first week going?”


“Getting the hang of it,” he says, tossing a hand towel over his shoulder. “You should have been here during the rush. I had two women screaming at me.” He turns around, grabbing something from behind him.


“I hope you’re taking advantage of the free drinks.”


“I’m actually making one right now—”


Sam sets a steaming cup on the counter. The froth is dusted with sugar.


“Looks fancy,” I say.


“It’s a honey lavender latte. But it’s not for me.” For a second, I think it must be for me. Then Sam gestures to a table in the back. “It’s for that girl behind you.”


“Oh.”


“She ordered it the last time she came in. Her name is Julie.”


I take a good look at her, trying not to make it obvious. A girl with dull brown hair is sitting at a table alone, writing in her journal. I’ve never seen her around before.


“I’m kind of nervous to give it to her,” Sam says.


“Have you guys talked yet?”


“Not exactly,” Sam says. “She’s in one of my classes. I think she moved here a few months ago. Do you think I should give it to her? Or would that be weird? Maybe I shouldn’t. Unless you think it’s a good idea.”


At first, I want to tell him no. But it seems like he really wants to. He must really like her, then. I would never want to get in the way of that. “Just go for it. What’s the worst that could happen?”


“She could think I’m weird.”


“You are a little weird,” I say. “But maybe she’s into that.”


“Okay, you’re right.” Sam takes a deep breath and lets it out. “I’m going to do it.” Then he picks up the drink and steps around the counter.


I watch him approach the table and set the cup in front of her. I’m too far away to hear what he’s saying, but I figure it’s going well when she smiles. At one point, Sam pulls out a chair and sits down next to her. I was hoping he would make a drink for me, too. But I don’t want to interrupt their conversation. I give it a moment longer before heading out. He probably forgot I was there anyway.
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The memory changes again. Music pounds through the walls as I come out of the bathroom stall. It’s prom of sophomore year. I’m wearing a black button-up, and my hair’s slightly wet from the rain. I’m washing my hands when the door swings open and Sam comes in looking for me.


“Oliver! There you are.” He smiles wide. “When did you get here?”


“Just a second ago. Had to dry off a little.”


I turn off the sink and grab a paper towel. Sam comes around, looking at me in the bathroom mirror. “What’s wrong?”


“Nothing.”


“Are you sure?”


I try to hide it with a smile. But Sam always knows when something’s bothering me. “It’s not a big deal,” I tell him. “My stepdad was being annoying about his truck again. That’s why I had to bike here.”


Of course, there’s more to the story. I don’t feel like talking about it right now.


“You should have told me. I could have picked you up.”


I wave it off. “Don’t worry about it. My hair looks good wet.”


“Glad you made it,” he whispers, squeezing my shoulders. “Actually, I want to give you something.” There’s a white rose pinned to his shirt. I watch as he carefully removes it and pins it on my chest. “There we go.”


“You’re giving this to me?”


“Thought it might look better on you.”


I can’t really tell what this means. It’s the first flower anyone has ever given me.


“Thanks,” I say.


Sam smiles. “Glad you like it. Now let’s go back out.”


Lights swirl across the gym as we head to the dance floor. Everyone is crowded near the DJ, dancing to The Weeknd. Neither of us came with dates tonight. So when the music slows down, we’re both just standing there, nodding along. He looks perfect with his hair brushed to the side. In an alternate world, I would ask him to dance with me. A part of me wonders if he would say yes.


Our friend Sara appears, tapping me on the shoulder. “Hi, Oliver. Would you want to dance?”


“Definitely.”


We put our arms around each other, swaying to the music. I glance over and see our other friend Taylor asked Sam to dance, too. They often pair themselves with the two of us, especially for group projects in English class. We dance for a couple songs together. Then Sarah and I decide to head upstairs to get something to drink. When we return to the dance floor, Sam is gone. I ask a few people if they saw where he went.


“I think he went outside,” someone says.


“Did he say why?”


But nobody knows the answer to this. Maybe he needed some fresh air. I leave the gym and make my way down the hall. As I push open the door, I find him right away. Sam is in the parking lot, slow dancing with Julie. My heart drops as I stand there, watching them. I didn’t even know she was going to be here tonight. He takes her hand as she rests her head against his chest.


I wish I hadn’t gone looking for him this time. I touch the rose on my shirt, making sure it’s still there as I head back through the door. Everything fades around me, and the memory changes again.
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I put on my black domino mask before entering the party. It’s Halloween of junior year and the theme is “dynamic duos.” Sam and I mulled over a few ideas but ultimately decided on Batman and Robin. I told Sam I didn’t mind being Robin. I secretly prefer the golden cape. Plus, I’ve been told that green is my color.


I find Sam in the kitchen, chatting with Taylor and Sara. They’re sitting on the counter, dressed as Velma and Daphne. Sam throws me a can of soda as I approach them.


“Batman and Robin?” Taylor says. “Aren’t you boys original . . .”


I raise a brow, looking her up and down. “Velma and Daphne? At least we’re not overshadowed by a dog.”


“And isn’t Daphne’s hair red?” Sam asks.


Taylor rolls her eyes, flipping her blond hair over her shoulder. “I’m not dyeing my hair for a party.”


“Then you might as well be Fred,” I say back.


Everyone laughs.


“Where’s Julie, by the way?” Sarah asks.


“She’s visiting her dad in Seattle,” Sam answers.


People are moving toward the living room, where a game of beer pong is being set up. As Sam and I head over to watch, my phone vibrates. There’s a long text from my mom. I pause for a second to read it. Unfortunately, there’s something going on at home. I had a bad feeling when I left. There’s been some issues with my stepdad lately. I was hoping things would get better at some point. I send her a reply, letting her know I’m on the way. Then I turn to Sam. “Do you mind if I borrow your car?”


“What for?” he asks.


“I have to go home for a minute.”


“Is something wrong?”


I don’t really want to discuss it, but Sam knows enough about the situation to guess for himself. “I just have to go home really quick,” I say.


“Okay, I’ll go with you.”


“You don’t have to—”


“No, I’m going with you,” he insists.


Sam takes out his keys. Then we head outside and get in the car. I toss my cape in the back seat as he starts the engine. Thankfully, it’s not a long drive to my house. I’m nervous as we pull up to the driveway. My stepdad’s truck is parked in the garage, meaning he’s still at home. I tell Sam to wait in the car, but he follows me anyway.


“Seriously, just stay here.”


“I’m going in with you,” he keeps saying.


I take a deep breath and open the front door. There’s some clothes lying around, but nothing out of the ordinary. Then I notice a broken dish on the floor.


“Mom? Are you home?”


There’s a silence before their bedroom door opens. Mom comes out, carrying a small bag. My stepdad shouts something from inside the room.


“What’s going on?” I ask.


Mom shakes her head and whispers, “It’s nothing, Oliver.” She sets the bag on the table and places her wallet inside.


“Then what is he yelling about?”


“Please ignore him, okay? Just help me get my things.”


That’s when I understand what’s happening. They must have had another fight. I exchange a look with Sam. Part of me is glad he’s here now. “Don’t worry, we’ll help you pack,” I say.


I walk her back to the room, where my stepdad is sitting on the bed, watching television. He turns his head toward us, the ceiling fan oscillating above him. I’ve rarely come into their room while he’s here.


“You don’t knock?” he sneers.


I don’t say anything. Neither does Mom as she crosses the room and retrieves another bag from the closet.


“Where do you think you’re going with that?”


She ignores him, grabbing some clothes from the dresser.


“You better answer when I’m talking.”


I hate the sound of his voice. And the way he speaks to her. I don’t know what the argument was about, but it doesn’t matter right now. When he rises from the bed, my stomach tenses. He’s not a big guy by any means, so he uses his voice to fill the room.


“Answer me when I ask you a question.”


“Don’t talk to her like that.”


It’s the first time I’ve ever snapped at him.


“Oliver,” Mom shushes me.


“You need to watch that boy. And you’re not going anywhere.” The moment he grabs her bag, something takes over me. I step forward and push him away from her. A lamp falls over as he stumbles to the floor. He looks up at me in shock.


As he rises to his feet, Sam puts himself between us, placing his hands on my shoulders. “Let’s help your mom get her things,” he says calmly.


But my stepdad isn’t nearly as calm. He grabs the lamp and throws it against the mirror, shattering the glass.


My blood boils. I shout at him, “You think I’m scared of you?”


“Why don’t you get out!” he shouts.


“Gladly! I never wanted to live here.”


“Take your mom with you and don’t bother coming back.” He turns to her. “You see what you did? Because you keep walking in front of the TV and blocking the game.”


That’s when it hits me. “Is that what this is about? The stupid television again?” This isn’t the first time he’s yelled at her for blocking his view or accidently changing the channel. One time he even threw a plate of food at her. My mom denied it, but I heard it hit the wall from my room.


“You better watch who you’re talking to,” he says.


“I’m talking to an asshole, that’s who.”


“Get the hell out of my house!”


Sam stays between us, making sure nothing happens. Eventually, my mom finishes packing and zips up her bags.


“Please, let’s go, boys,” she says. Sam picks up her bag and walks her to the door.


“I hope you enjoy sleeping on the street,” he spits at her.


I clench my first, turning to Sam. “Take my mom to the car,” I whisper.


“Oliver . . .”


“Just do it.”


Sam presses his lips tight. Then he takes her out of the room. I’ll probably regret this later. But the anger I’ve built up over the last four years breaks like a dam. I grab the golf club he keeps behind the dresser and smash it into the television screen. Then I toss it to the floor. “There. Problem solved.”


His face burns red as he begins to scream at me. But I quickly leave the room before things get worse. Sam is calling my name from outside. As I walk through the front door, the night air wraps around me and the memory changes one last time . . .
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Everything goes dark for a moment. Then pinpricks of light illuminate a night sky as a bonfire comes to life behind me. It’s the last night of senior week. I’m standing at the cliffside, staring off at the mountains. As I turn my head, Sam is right there beside me. We look at each other for a moment. The others are drinking and laughing in the background.


“You’re oddly quiet tonight,” he says.


I shrug. “You know me . . . Just thinking.”


“About what?”


“The universe. The meaning of life. How we’ll probably never do this again.” I place my hands in my pockets, sighing. “You know, since you’re leaving me.”


“Don’t be so dramatic. I’ll only be a few hours away.”


“You might as well be in another country.”


Sam is moving to Portland, Oregon, with Julie for college. They’ve been dating for almost three years now. I swear it was only yesterday when I saw them talking for the first time. “You know I’ll visit all the time,” he assures me. “And we still have the whole summer together. We could go on a trip. Just you and me.”


“You promise?”


Sam smiles. “Anywhere you want to go.”


The thought of this makes me feel better. The two of us traveling somewhere around the world. Things haven’t been the same since he started dating Julie. She’s spending the week in Seattle, visiting her dad again. I was sort of relieved when he told me she couldn’t come tonight. I’ve been thinking about finally telling him how I feel. I’ve imagined this moment a thousand times before, but for some reason I still haven’t quite figured out the words yet.


Sam glances at the fire for a moment. I’m sure he wants to rejoin the others soon. So I should probably do this now. There’s only so much time left before graduation. Who knows if I’ll get another chance before then. I take a deep breath and say, “Sam . . . there’s something I’ve been wanting to tell you.”


“What is it?”


“I’m not really sure how to say it. Because I don’t want to change anything between us . . .” My voice fails.


“Just tell me,” he says.


“Alright, what I mean is to say is—”


But Sam’s phone goes off. He glances at the screen. “Oh my god.”


“What is it?”


“I have ten missed calls from Julie,” he gasps. “I was supposed to pick her up over an hour ago! I think she’s walking home all alone now.” He tries calling her back, but it goes to voicemail. “She’s going to hate me for this. I should go—” He puts his phone away and heads off. Then he spins back to me. “Wait, were you gonna say something?”


The moment is gone now. I just smile at him and say, “Don’t worry about it. I’ll tell you another time.”


“I’m really sorry about this. I’ll text you when I get home, okay?”


“You’re not coming back?”


Sam frowns. “Probably not. Julie’s over an hour away, and I still need to drop her off.”


“That really sucks.”


“I know. We’ll hang out this weekend though. I promise.”


As we hug goodbye, I get this strange feeling in my chest. I don’t know how to explain it. But it makes me want to hold on to him a little longer. The feeling stays with me as I watch him walk away.


I didn’t know that would be the last time I saw him. That there wouldn’t be a later for us. That I would wait up all night for a text that was never coming. That I lost him. And I didn’t even know it.









March 6 at 11:45 PM


It’s been almost a year without you


I still can’t believe you’re gone










CHAPTER ONE


A paper cherry blossom falls from the shelf and lands gently on the carpet. I watch Julie bend down to pick it up. She examines each fold before placing it on her desk. Then she lifts a moving box from the floor and says, “Can you grab the other one, Oliver?”


I fold my arms. “I don’t know why you’re packing this much.”


“Four months is a long time.”


“Which is exactly why you shouldn’t go.”


Julie lets out a breath. “You could at least pretend to be excited for me.”


It’s our last day together before she heads to Copenhagen. She’s doing a study abroad program, abandoning me for the next few months. It’s spring quarter of freshman year. Julie and I both attend Central Washington University. Whose door am I going to knock on when I get locked out of my dorm at two in the morning? Who am I going to convince to skip class with me and grab free bagels at the fourth floor of the library?


Julie holds up a candle. “Do you want this?”


“Can’t,” I groan. “My new roommate says he hates ‘feminine’ scents.” Ethan is your standard straight baseball player with whom I have nothing in common. But he isn’t the worst guy in the world.


“I don’t know how you’re gonna put up with that.”


“At least he didn’t sleep with my ex,” I remind her.


“I thought we agreed not to mention Nolan anymore.” She gives me one of her looks. “You better not text him while I’m away.”


I return the look. “And what would I even have to say to him after what he did? That I forgive him for cheating on me . . . with my roommate?”


Julie sighs. “I thought you were healing from this, Oliver.”


I stare out the window. “I’ll heal when I’m ready.”


Unfortunately, Nolan is also a student at CWU. I met him a few weeks after high school graduation, when he led my group’s campus tour. I’d thought it was serendipity when we sat next to each other in the same computer science class I was shopping my first quarter. I ultimately dropped it, but he invited me to my first college party. Long story short, he was my first relationship. We spent every day together. We were practically inseparable. It was a great five months until he started hooking up with Connor, my former roommate. I don’t speak to either of them anymore. That’s another reason to be sad Julie’s leaving. She’s one of the few people I have left.


While Julie’s packing up some books, I walk over to her desk and rummage through one of the boxes. I take out a picture frame and hang it back on her wall. Then I grab a stack of books and return them to their spot on the shelf.


Julie turns her head, noticing me. “Oliver, stop that.” She takes the books from my hands and places them inside the box again. “I didn’t invite you here to unpack my things.”


I drop my head. “But I don’t want you to go.”


“I won’t be gone forever. We’ll still talk every day.”


“It won’t be the same though. You’re the only friend I have left.”


“You’re so dramatic,” she says, shaking her head. “Everyone loves you. You just need some time to settle in.”


As she moves the box away from me, something falls to the floor.


I bend down to pick it up.


It’s a guitar pick.


I don’t have to ask where she got it. I can hear the strings as his fingers move along them. I turn it in my hands, watching the light bounce off the plastic.


“You can have it, if you’d like,” Julie says.


I hadn’t noticed her watching. I shake my head and say, “No, that’s okay. It’s yours.” She’s given me a lot of Sam’s things already. So I hand this one back. I’m sure it means a lot to her.


“Thank you.”


We haven’t talked about him in a while. I wonder if Julie is thinking the same thing. “You know, it’s been almost a year now,” I remind her. “Since it happened, I mean.” Sam died in the spring of senior year. It took place on the night of the bonfire. As he was driving to find Julie, another car swerved into his lane and crashed straight into him before driving off. I didn’t know about it until the next morning, after he’d been found at the side of the road.


“Yeah . . . I know.”


“Do you still think about him a lot?”


“Every day.”


“Same.”


A silence passes. Then she takes my hands and says, “And I know he would want us to live out our lives. I’m sure he would be happy to know we’re friends. And me leaving isn’t going to change that.”


I don’t say anything. Even though Julie and I have known each other since sophomore year, we only became friends in the last several months. It’s funny how shared grief can bring people together. I know she’ll be back at the end of the summer. But then Julie is transferring to Reed College in the fall. She received her acceptance letter a few weeks ago. It was always her plan to move out of Ellensburg. A plan that had once included Sam. “I was thinking about visiting him later,” I mention. “Bring him some flowers or something. If you wanted to come with me. We could grab something to eat on the way.”


“You know I would love to,” she says, squeezing my hand. “But I still have a lot of packing to do. And I should probably spend time with my mom before I go.”


I frown. “I’ll go alone, then.”


“Don’t be sad,” she says. “Everything’s going to be fine, alright? Four months isn’t that long, if you think about it. And we’ll video call every day.”


“Alright, I’ll stop guilt-tripping you.”


“Good. Because my flight is nonrefundable. Maybe I’ll see you again before I leave?”


“If I can wake up that early.”


Julie smiles. Then she checks the time. There’s a pile of clothes on the bed that need folding. “I should probably get back to packing.”


“You don’t need any help?”


“I think you’ve done enough for today, Oliver.”


“Sounds like my cue to leave.”


I give her a hug goodbye and see myself out. There’s a slight chill as I make my way through town. Usually, I listen to my “sad boy” playlist on these walks alone. But I left my headphones back at the dorm. My new roommate is probably there, blasting country music.


I take out my phone and send a text.


Julie is moving tomorrow


What am I supposed to do without the both of you?


It brings me comfort to see his name on the screen. Sam Obayashi. Even though he’s gone, I still text him sometimes. Maybe more often than I’d like to admit. It makes me feel like we’re still connected. Like he’s still here. After all, he passed so abruptly and I never got the chance to say goodbye. I didn’t plan for the messages to continue this long though. Maybe this is my way of keeping him alive. I like to imagine he’s receiving my texts in an alternate universe or something.
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I haven’t had much to eat today. My favorite bakery is a few blocks from here. They’ve been around forever, and they have these almond croissants I always treat myself with after failing an exam. All of my birthday cakes growing up were made there. Sadly, the place is closing down soon. They’ve been struggling to compete with the chain supermarket that just opened across the street. So I should probably enjoy them while they last.


As I turn the corner, the red-and-yellow-striped canopy comes into view. Maybe I’ll also grab something to bring home for Mom. She loves their cardamom buns. But when I try the handle, the door is locked. I press my nose to the window and look inside. All the tables and chairs are gone. There’s a sign next to the door.


WE THANK YOU FOR THIRTY YEARS OF BUSINESS


But I thought they were closing next month? I didn’t even get to have one last almond croissant. Now I’ll have to find somewhere else to go. I turn around and make my way into town. The sign for Sun and Moon blinks across the street. It’s the local café where Sam used to work. I’ve been avoiding it lately for obvious reasons. Even though it’s been almost a year, I always think of him when I step through that door.


If I close my eyes, I can see him behind the counter, waiting for me to show up. I used to stay until closing time, blasting music through the speakers while he cleaned up. Thankfully, the place isn’t too crowded today. But I’m not planning to stay very long. I just grab a chocolate muffin and head outside again.


“Those are scones,” he’d always correct me.


“Tastes like a muffin to me.”


I finish it on my way to the flower shop at the corner. Sometimes, I’ll go in to look at all the bouquets they have displayed. But I’m here for a different reason today. I grab some white roses and pay at the counter. They always remind me of the night of our school dance, when Sam pinned his boutonniere onto my shirt.


“I knew it would look better on you.”


It’s not a long walk to Memorial Hill. I’ve been enough times by now to know all the shortcuts. The iron posts near the entrance gates stand like giant sentries. I continue past them and make my way up to Sam’s grave.


As usual, there are some flowers here already. Someone else must have visited him recently. I have a feeling it was Julie. I kneel down and arrange the stone vase, placing the roses in the middle. I wonder if he would know which ones are from me. I remember how much you wanted flowers. I’m sad this is the reason you’re finally getting them.


I usually keep him company on nice days like this, sitting in the grass while the clouds roll by. Sometimes, I’ll even play music from my phone. We never had the same taste though. He was more of a classic rock guy. Sam and I used to fight over who got to control the speaker. Now I miss the songs he used to play. There’s this one that’s been stuck in my head. But I can’t remember the name.


I send him another message.


I can’t remember the name of that one song you said you liked. It’s from that band with the color in their name.


The violet something?


Where the guitar goes na naa naaa and the guy’s kinda mumbling about his daughter or something like that


This is going to bother me for weeks. I wish I had a made a playlist of all his favorites. So I could listen to them whenever I missed him. When I first started coming here, I would talk to Sam for hours. Update him on everything going on in my life. But it feels like he isn’t here anymore. Like no one is listening. That doesn’t stop me from visiting him, because I think he would do the same for me.


I stare out at the hill, watching the clouds form overhead. The weather says there’s a chance of showers. So I’ll have to keep this visit short. Maybe I’ll stop by again tomorrow. I hang around for a few more minutes before heading home.
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Things are quiet when I return to my dorm. My roommate must be at practice or something. Ethan is on the college baseball team. He and I don’t talk very much unless he’s asking me where I put his protein powder. But his parents paid for a flex wall to separate our beds and even installed a ceiling curtain for extra privacy. So I can’t really complain. Especially when he was probably expecting to live alone this quarter.


Originally, my plan was to live at home the first couple of years. That’s what Julie’s been doing to save some money. But Mom and I moved to a one-bedroom apartment after she left my stepdad, and the place is too small for the both of us. At least I’m getting the traditional experience of living on campus, even though I’m only a short walk from home.
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