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  For Andrew, 
my lucky charm




  







  




  Pause you who read this, and think for a moment of the long chain of iron or gold, of thorns or flowers, that would never have bound you, but for the formation of the first

  link on one memorable day.




  —CHARLES DICKENS, GREAT EXPECTATIONS




  windfall (noun): a piece of unexpected good fortune, typically one that involves receiving a large amount of money




  —OXFORD AMERICAN DICTIONARY
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  When the man behind the counter asks for my lucky number, I hesitate.




  “You must have one,” he says, his pen hovering over the rows of bubbles on the form. “Everyone does.”




  But the problem is this: I don’t believe in luck.




  At least not the good kind.




  “Or it could be anything, really,” he says, leaning forward on the counter. “I just need five numbers. And here’s the trick. The big secret. You ready?”




  I nod, trying to look like I do this all the time, like I didn’t just turn eighteen a few weeks ago, like this isn’t my first time buying a lottery ticket.




  “You have to make them really, really good ones.”




  “Okay then,” I say with a smile, surprised to find myself playing along. I planned to let the computer decide, to put my faith in randomness. But now a number floats to the surface

  with such ease that I offer it up to him before thinking better of it. “How about thirty-one?”




  Teddy’s birthday.




  “Thirty-one,” the man repeats as he scratches out the corresponding bubble. “Very promising.”




  “And eight,” I tell him.




  My birthday.




  Behind me, there’s a line of people waiting to buy their own tickets, and I can practically feel their collective impatience. I glance up at the sign above the counter, where three numbers

  are glowing a bright red.




  “Three-eighty-two,” I say, pointing at the display. “Is that millions?”




  The man nods and my mouth falls open.




  “That’s how much you can win?”




  “You can’t win anything,” he points out, “unless you pick some more numbers.”




  “Right,” I say with a nod. “Twenty-four, then.”




  Teddy’s basketball number.




  “And eleven.” His apartment number.




  “And nine.”




  The number of years we’ve been friends.




  “Great,” says the man. “And the Powerball?”




  “What?”




  “You need to pick a Powerball number.”




  I frown at him. “You said five before.”




  “Yeah, five plus the Powerball.”




  The sign above the counter clicks forward: 383. It’s an amount nearly too big to mean anything—an impossible, improbable figure.




  I take a deep breath, trying to shuffle through the numbers in my head. But only one keeps appearing again and again, like some kind of awful magic trick.




  “Thirteen,” I say, half-expecting something to happen. In my mind the word is full of voltage, white-hot and charged. But out loud it sounds like any other, and the man only glances

  up at me with a doubtful look.




  “Really?” he asks. “But that’s unlucky.”




  “It’s just a number,” I say, even though I know that’s not true, even though I don’t believe it one bit. What I know is this: Numbers are shifty things. They rarely

  tell the whole story.




  Still, when he hands over the slip of paper—that small square of illogical math and pure possibility—I tuck it carefully into the pocket of my coat.




  Just in case.
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  Outside, Leo is waiting. It’s started to snow, the flakes heavy and wet, and they settle thickly over his dark hair and the shoulders of his jacket.




  “All set?” he asks, already starting to walk in the direction of the bus stop. I hurry after him, skidding a little in the fresh snow.




  “Do you have any idea how much this ticket could be worth?” I say, still trying to get my head around the number.




  Leo raises his eyebrows. “A million?”




  “No.”




  “Two?”




  “Three hundred and eighty-three million,” I tell him, then add, in case it isn’t entirely clear: “Dollars.”




  “That’s only if you win,” he says, grinning. “Most people get nothing but a piece of paper.”




  I feel for the ticket in my pocket. “Still,” I say, as we arrive at the three-sided shelter of the bus stop. “It’s kind of crazy, isn’t it?”




  We sit down on the bench, our breath making clouds that hang in the air before disappearing. The snow has a sting to it, and the wind off the lake is icy and sharp. We scoot closer together for

  warmth. Leo is my cousin, but really he feels more like my brother. I’ve been living with his family ever since I was nine, after my parents died a little more than a year apart.




  In the hazy aftermath of that horrible time, I found myself plucked out of San Francisco—the only home I’d ever known—and set down halfway across the country with my aunt and

  uncle in Chicago. Leo was the one to save me. When I arrived I was still reeling, stunned by the unfairness of a world that would take away my parents one at a time with such coldhearted precision.

  But Leo had decided it was his job to look out for me, and it was one he took seriously, even at nine.




  We were an odd pair. I was wispy and pale, with hair like my mother’s, so blond it took on a slightly pinkish hue in certain light. Leo, on the other hand, had inherited his liquid brown

  eyes and messy thatch of dark hair from his own mom. He was funny and kind and endlessly patient, where as I was quiet and heartsick and a little withdrawn.




  But right from the start, we were a team: Leo and Alice.




  And, of course, Teddy. From the moment I arrived, the two of them—inseparable since they were little—took me under their wing, and we’ve been a trio ever since.




  When the bus appears, its headlights hazy in the whirling snow, we climb on. I slide into a seat beside the window, and Leo sinks down next to me with his long legs stretched into the empty

  aisle, a puddle already forming around his wet boots. I reach into my bag for the birthday card I bought for Teddy, then hold out a hand, and without even needing to ask, Leo passes over the heavy

  fountain pen he always carries with him.




  “So I ended up stealing your idea,” he says, pulling a pack of cigarettes from his coat pocket. He twirls them between his fingers, looking pleased with himself. “Another perk

  of turning eighteen. I know he doesn’t smoke, but I figure it’s still better than the IOU for a hug he gave me.”




  “You got a hug?” I say, looking over at him. “I got one for a free ice cream, which I somehow ended up paying for anyway.”




  Leo laughs. “Sounds about right.”




  I pin the card against the seat in front of me, trying to keep it steady against the bouncing of the bus. But as I stare at the blank interior, my heart starts to hammer in my chest. Leo notices

  me hesitate and shifts in his seat, angling himself toward the aisle to give me some privacy. I stare at his back for a second, wondering whether he’s just being polite or whether he’s

  finally guessed my secret, a thought that makes my face burn.




  For almost three years now, I’ve been in love with Teddy McAvoy.




  And though I’m painfully aware that I probably haven’t been hiding it very well, I usually choose—in the interest of self-preservation—to believe that’s not the

  case. The one consolation is that I’m pretty sure Teddy has no idea. There’s a lot to love about him, but his powers of observation are questionable at best. Which is a relief in this

  particular situation.




  It took me by surprise, falling in love with Teddy. For so many years, he’d been my best friend: my funny, charming, infuriating, often idiotic best friend.




  Then one day, everything changed.




  It was spring of freshman year, and we were on a hot dog crawl, of all things, a walking tour that Teddy had mapped out to hit all the best spots on the North Side. The morning had started off

  cool, but as the day wore on it became too warm for my sweatshirt, which I tied around my waist. It wasn’t until our fourth stop—where we sat at a picnic table, struggling to finish our

  hot dogs—that I realized it must have fallen off along the way.




  “Wasn’t it your mom’s?” Leo asked, looking stricken, and I nodded. It was just an old Stanford hoodie with holes in both cuffs. But the fact that it had belonged to my

  mother made it priceless.




  “We’ll find it,” Teddy promised as we began retracing our steps, but I wasn’t so sure, and my chest ached at the thought of losing it. By the time it started to pour

  we’d only made it halfway back through the day’s route, and it was quickly becoming clear that the sweatshirt was a lost cause. There was nothing to do but give up on it.




  But later that night my phone lit up with a text from Teddy: I’m outside. I crept downstairs in my pajamas, and when I opened the front door, he was standing there in the rain, his

  hair dripping and his jacket soaked, holding the wet sweatshirt under his arm like a football. I couldn’t believe he’d found it. I couldn’t believe he’d gone back for

  it.




  Before he could say anything, I threw my arms around him, hugging him tight, and as I did I felt something crackle to life inside me, like my heart was a radio that had been full of static for

  years, and now, all at once, it had gone suddenly clear.




  Maybe I’d loved him long before then. Maybe I just hadn’t realized it until I opened the door that night. Or maybe it was always meant to happen this way, with a shivering boy

  holding a damp sweatshirt on my front stoop, the whole thing as inevitable as day turning to night and back to day again.




  It hasn’t been easy, loving him; it’s like a dull throb, constant and persistent as a toothache, and there’s no real cure for it. For three years I’ve acted like his

  buddy. I’ve watched him fall for a string of other girls. And all this time, I’ve been too afraid to tell him the truth.




  I blink at the card in front of me, then jiggle the pen in my hand. Out the window the night is cloaked in white, and the bus carried us farther from the heart of the city. Something about the

  darkness, all those flecks of snow hurrying to meet the windshield, dizzying and surreal, makes me feel momentarily brave.




  I take a deep breath and write: Dear Teddy.




  Then, before I can second-guess myself, I keep going, my pen moving fast across the page, a quick, heedless emptying of my heart, an act so reckless, so bold, so monumentally stupid that it

  makes my blood pound in my ears.




  When I’m finished I reach for the envelope.




  “Don’t forget the ticket,” Leo says, and I slip it out of my pocket. It’s now bent, and one of the corners has a small tear, but I lay it flat against my leg and do my

  best to straighten it out. As Leo leans in to get a better look, I feel my face flush all over again.




  “Teddy’s birthday?” he says, peering at the numbers, his glasses fogged from the warmth of the bus. “Kind of an obvious one . . .”




  “It seemed appropriate for the occasion.”




  “Your birthday. Teddy’s basketball jersey.” He pauses. “What’s eleven?”




  “A prime number.”




  “Very funny,” he says, then his eyes flash with recognition. “Oh, right. His apartment. And nine?”




  “The number of years—”




  “That you guys have been friends, right,” he says, then turns to the final number. I watch his face as it registers—that awful, conspicuous thirteen—and he snaps his chin

  up, his dark eyes alert and full of concern.




  “It doesn’t mean anything,” I say quickly, flipping the ticket over and pressing it flat with my hand. “I had to think fast. I just . . .”




  “You don’t have to explain.




  I shrug. “I know.”




  “I get it,” he says, and I know that he does.




  That’s the best thing about Leo.




  He watches me for a second longer, as if to make sure I’m really okay; then he sits back in his seat so that we’re both facing forward, our eyes straight ahead as the bus hurtles

  through the snow, which is thick as static against the windshield. After a moment, he reaches over and places a hand on top of mine, and I lean against him, resting my head on his shoulder, and we

  ride like that the rest of the way.
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  The inside of Teddy’s apartment is warm and almost humid, the small space filled with too many bodies and too much noise. Beside the door, the old-fashioned radiator is

  hissing and clanging, and from the bedroom the music thumps through the walls, making Teddy’s school photos tremble in their frames. The single window by the galley kitchen is already fogged

  over, and someone has written TEDDY MCAVOY IS A across it, the last word rubbed out so that it’s impossible to tell just what exactly he is.




  I stand on my tiptoes, scanning the room.




  “I don’t see him,” I say, shrugging off my coat and throwing it on top of the haphazard pile that’s sprung up on the floor. Leo picks it up, knotting one of his sleeves

  to one of mine so that our jackets look like they’re holding hands.




  “I can’t believe he’s doing this,” he says. “His mom is gonna kill him.”




  But there’s more to it than that. There’s a reason Teddy doesn’t usually have people over, even though his mom works nights as a nurse. Their whole apartment is only two

  rooms—three if you count the bathroom. The kitchen is basically just a small tiled area tucked off in the corner, and Teddy has the only bedroom. His mom sleeps on the pullout couch while

  he’s at school, a detail that makes it glaringly obvious they don’t have the same kind of money as most of our classmates.




  But I’ve always loved it here. After Teddy’s dad walked out on them, they had to give up their spacious two-bedroom apartment in Lincoln Park, and this was all they could afford.

  Katherine McAvoy did what she could to make it feel like home, painting the main room a blue so bright it feels like being in a swimming pool, and the bathroom a cheerful pink. In Teddy’s

  room each wall is a different color: red, yellow, green, and blue, like the inside of a parachute.




  Tonight, though, it feels less cozy than crowded, and as a cluster of junior girls walk past us I hear one of them say, her voice incredulous, “It’s only a one-bedroom?”




  “Can you imagine?” says another, her eyes wide. “Where does his mom sleep?”




  “I knew he wasn’t rich, but I didn’t realize he was, like, poor.”




  Beside me I can feel Leo bristle. This is exactly why Teddy never has anyone but us over. And why it’s so strange to see dozens of our classmates crammed into every available inch of space

  tonight. On the couch, five girls are wedged together so closely it’s hard to imagine how they’ll ever get up, and the hallway that leads to Teddy’s room is clogged by the better

  part of the basketball team. As we stand there, one of them comes barreling past us—his cup held high, the liquid sloshing onto his shirt—shouting, “Dude! Dude! Dude!” over

  and over as he elbows his way toward the kitchen.




  “Dude,” Leo says in a voice that makes me laugh, because it doesn’t matter what season it is, whether it’s soccer or basketball or baseball—we always feel

  slightly out of place among Teddy’s teammates. Sometimes it’s like he has two separate lives: the one where he spends Friday nights hitting game-winning shots in front of the whole

  school and the one where he spends Saturday nights watching stupid movies with me and Leo. We always go to his games and cheer him on and show up at the parties afterward because he’s our

  best friend. But I like it better when it’s just us.




  “There he is,” Leo says, and I close my eyes for a second, keenly aware of the card in my bag, a secret still lit with possibility, like something about to bloom.




  It’s only Teddy, I remind myself, but then I spin around and there he is with that enormous grin of his, lifting a hand to motion us over.




  The thing about Teddy McAvoy is that there’s nothing particularly exceptional about him. If I had to describe him, it would be difficult to find something defining enough to pin him down.

  He’s average height: a few inches taller than me and a few inches shorter than Leo. And he has ordinary brown hair that’s cut in a completely ordinary way. His ears are normal-sized,

  and his eyes are plain brown, and his nose is unremarkable. But somehow, taken as a whole, he’s beautiful.




  “Hey,” he says, his face lighting up as we squeeze past the girls who have positioned themselves at the edge of the kitchen. “You’re late.”




  I open my mouth to say something, anything, but before I can he sweeps me into one of his bear hugs, my feet parting ways with the sticky linoleum floor, my heart flying up into my throat. When

  he sets me down, I blink at him.




  “Aren’t you gonna wish me a happy birthday?” he asks, wiggling his eyebrows, and something about his teasing tone makes me snap back.




  “Stop fishing,” I say with a grin. “I’ve already said it a million times today.”




  “Yeah, but that was at school. Not at my party.”




  “Well then, happy birthday,” I say, rolling my eyes. “About time you caught up.”




  Without warning he loops an arm around my neck, putting me into a friendly headlock. “Just because you’ve been eighteen for ages now—”




  “Weeks,” I correct, trying to squirm away from him.




  “—doesn’t mean you get to act like you’re so much older and wiser than me.”




  “It’s not acting,” I say, laughing now, and he lets me go.




  “It’s tough being the youngest,” he says with an exaggerated sigh. “Especially when I’m obviously so much more mature than you guys—”




  “Obviously,” I say, shaking my head.




  Leo reaches for a handful of M&M’s from a bowl on the counter. “So I thought this was gonna be at Marty’s tonight.”




  “His parents’ flight got canceled because of the snow,” Teddy says, “and there were no other options. So I figured we might as well move it here.”




  He flashes a smile, but there’s an effort behind it. Even six years later, he’s still embarrassed by the run-down building, the single bedroom, the absence of his father.




  “So,” he says, clapping his hands. “Since neither of you greeted me with balloons this morning—which was a real letdown, by the way—and there wasn’t any

  confetti when I opened my locker, I know you must’ve brought me something tonight.”




  “You make it sound like our presence isn’t enough,” Leo teases him.




  “Really, what do I get?” Teddy asks, looking between us. “Actually, wait. Let me guess. Leo probably made me something computer-y—”




  “That’s not a word.”




  “Maybe a cartoon about the adventures of Teddy McAvoy? Or a pixelated portrait? Or a website of my very own?”




  “Sure,” Leo says, nodding. “You can find it at www.TeddyIsAnIdiot.com.”




  “And Al,” Teddy says, turning to me, “I bet you went out and bought something really amazing, then promptly gave it away to someone who needs it more.”




  “You know,” Leo says with a grin, “she was at the soup kitchen earlier tonight.”




  “And probably the nursing home too.”




  “And picking up garbage in the park.”




  “And walking dogs at the shelter.” Teddy laughs. “She totally gave my birthday present to a dog. Was it at least a cool dog? Like a Doberman or a basset hound? Please tell me

  you didn’t give it to a poodle or a Chihuahua.”




  I roll my eyes at them. “You guys are the worst.”




  “Here,” Leo says, pulling the pack of cigarettes out of his back pocket and handing it over to Teddy, who stares at the box in his palm.




  “What’re these for?”




  “You’re eighteen now. Just one of the perks.”




  “What,” Teddy jokes, arching an eyebrow, “no Playboy?”




  “I figured you were probably pretty well stocked in that department.”




  He laughs, then turns to me. “So what else do I get?”




  Just over his shoulder, the refrigerator is covered in photos from when he was little, smiling to display a missing tooth or half-buried in a pile of leaves, and I try to remember what it was

  like when I knew him then, when I could look at him without feeling this way, without loving him so desperately. I’ve very nearly managed to capture it again—the flatness of it,

  effortless and uncomplicated—when I raise my eyes to find him watching me expectantly, and I give up.




  It’s different now. And there’s no going back.




  When I take his card out of my bag, I notice that my hand is shaking, and I realize—swiftly and suddenly—that I can’t do this. How in the world did I think I could?




  This envelope—this small, thin rectangle of folded paper—is heavy with hope and possibility. I’ve tucked my whole heart inside of it. There’s no way I can stand by and

  watch him open it. Not here. Not now. Maybe not ever.




  But before I can change my mind, before I can make up some excuse and shove it back into my bag, Teddy snatches it out of my hand.




  “For me?” he says sweetly. “Thanks, Al.”




  He’s the only one who ever calls me that, and he always has. But hearing it now, I’m overcome by a panic so strong I think I might tackle him to get it back.




  “No,” I say, my voice a little choked as I reach for it. But Teddy holds it high with one long arm, oblivious to the look on my face. Out of the corner of my eye I see Leo register

  what’s happening, and to my relief he points at the card.




  “I think that’s the wrong one, actually,” he says, and Teddy lowers it with a puzzled expression.




  “But it has my name on it.” He runs a finger underneath my tiny handwriting. “See? Ted E. Bear.”




  It’s my old nickname for him, one I haven’t used in years, and something about seeing it there on display, clutched in his hand, makes me go queasy.




  “I forgot to sign it,” I say, trying to push the alarm out of my voice, but he isn’t listening anymore. He’s too busy opening the envelope.




  I glance over at Leo, who gives me a helpless shrug, then back at Teddy, who is now flipping open the card. I’m so nervous about what I’ve written that I’ve actually forgotten

  about the lottery ticket, which is right there on top of my words—my awful, misguided, humiliating words—but Teddy holds the ticket up with a smile.




  “Hey, look,” he says. “I’m gonna be rich.”




  “Really rich,” says one of the basketball players—an enormous guy wearing a bow tie that may or may not be ironic—as he tries to elbow his way past us to get

  another drink. “They were just talking about it on the news. It’s a monster jackpot.”




  As he continues to push toward the makeshift bar, he manages to bump into Leo, who stumbles into Teddy, who then drops the card, and for a brief, frozen moment I watch it happen as if in slow

  motion: the way it falls from Teddy’s hand, sailing to the floor, where it slides underneath the refrigerator with all the grace and purpose of a paper airplane. We stare at the spot where it

  disappeared.




  “Nice shot,” says Leo, raising his eyebrows.




  “Sorry,” says the guy, backpedaling away from the scene.




  “Oops,” says Teddy, dropping to his knees.




  I stare dumbly as he crouches on the floor, his hand scraping at the thin gap between the bottom of the refrigerator and the tiles.




  “Someone grab me a fork or something,” he says, still hunched over.




  “A fork?” Leo asks. “Are you planning a meal down there?”




  “No, but I think if I could just—”




  “It’s fine,” I say, placing a hand lightly on his back. “Really. It wasn’t anything important.”




  Teddy looks worried as he springs to his feet. “You sure?”




  “Yes,” I say, trying not to sound as relieved as I feel.




  He wipes his hands on his jeans, then stoops to grab the ticket, which came to rest on the floor near my shoe. “Better the card than the ticket, right?”




  “Right,” Leo says, laughing at this. “I’m sure that refrigerator was the only thing standing between you and the jackpot.”
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  Teddy tends to be the center of attention even when it isn’t his birthday. So tonight it’s almost impossible to get any time with him. He’s surrounded by

  other friends, and there always seem to be more lingering off to the side, waiting to say hello or give him a hug.




  I watch from across the room as he bends his head low to say something to Lila, his ex-girlfriend. They only broke up a few weeks ago, after dating for nearly three months, which is right around

  when it usually happens. There’s a method to Teddy’s madness when it comes to girls: after winning them over, they date for a little while, then when he’s ready to move on he

  starts acting so distant, so frustratingly unavailable, so entirely checked out, that they eventually break up with him.




  “You’re awful,” I said over Christmas break when he told me Lila had finally given up on him.




  “Or am I kind of a genius?” he said with that trademark grin of his.




  I’m not anything like the parade of overly perky girls who usually go after him. I’m supposed to fall in love with someone like Nate from my advanced calculus class, who is going to

  MIT next year, or David, who volunteers with me at the nursing home, or Jackson, who writes poetry so beautiful my heart speeds up when he reads it aloud during our English class.




  The truth is, Teddy McAvoy isn’t my type at all. He’s a little too smooth, a little too confident, a little too pleased with himself. He is—basically—a little too

  Teddy.




  Even so, I watch miserably as Lila rises onto her tiptoes to whisper something in his ear and he throws his head back in laughter.




  “You know,” Leo says, following my gaze, “the traditional way to pass the time at events like this would be to talk to someone.” I open my mouth to respond, but he holds

  up a hand before I can. “Other than me.”




  “I know,” I say, pulling my eyes away from Teddy. “Sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I promise I’ll be more fun.”




  “Let’s try for something more realistic,” he teases, giving me a pat on the shoulder, “like mildly talkative or even just mostly present.”




  “What’s that?” Teddy asks, coming up behind us. “More presents?”




  I roll my eyes.




  “I’m going out to see the snow,” he says. “You guys wanna come?”




  “Too cold,” Leo says, and I’m silently grateful for this as I turn to Teddy with what I hope comes off as a casual shrug.




  He holds out his arm to me. “Shall we?”




  As soon as we step outside the apartment, the party feels distant, the music muffled and far away. At the end of the dimly lit hallway, Teddy pushes open the heavy door to the fire escape and

  we’re met with an icy blast of air. Outside, the snow is still coming down hard, the wind tossing it around like bits of confetti. I tuck my hands into the sleeves of my sweater and walk over

  to the railing.




  There isn’t much of a view from up here, just the windows of the buildings all around us, which are mostly dark at this point. Below there’s a single set of footprints in the snow,

  and even those are quickly fading. It’s nearly midnight, and the world is quiet.




  Teddy bends down and scoops up a handful of snow with his bare hands, leisurely packing it into a perfect ball. Then he winds up, adopting a pitcher’s stance, and looks out toward the

  street as if to launch it over the side of the fire escape. But at the last minute he spins around and tosses it at me.




  “Hey,” I say, giving him a look of mock outrage as I brush the snow from my sweater, but he just smiles.




  “Had to be done,” he says, stepping up to the rail beside me. He leans in and bumps my shoulder gently with his. “It’s tradition.”




  I can’t help smiling at this. My face is already stinging with cold, and my hands are frozen, so I shove them into the pockets of my jeans, trying not to show it. Because the last thing I

  want right now is to go back inside, to step out of the snow and the dark and the stillness. Below us the door to the building opens, then closes, and a few people spill out, their voices hushed.

  In the cone of light from the streetlamp the snow falls steadily, and Teddy turns to face me, his smile slipping.




  “So,” he says. “He didn’t call.”




  I shake my head. “I swear . . .”




  “Before you get annoyed—”




  “I’m not annoyed,” I correct him. “I’m mad. And you should be too.”




  “You know how he is.”




  “That’s the whole point,” I say. “I do know. He’s been doing this to you for years now, and it sucks. If he wants to disappear the other three hundred sixty-four

  days, that’s fine. But on his son’s birthday, he could at least—”




  “Al.”




  I shrug. “I’m just saying.”




  “I know,” he says, looking almost amused. “And I appreciate it.”




  “Well, I bet he’s thinking of you today, wherever he is.”




  “Sure,” Teddy says with a bitter laugh. “Probably in between hands of poker.”




  “You don’t know that,” I say, but he gives me a stern look.




  “Let’s not kid ourselves. He’ll probably remember he missed it next week and send something ridiculous to make it up to me, then ask for it back the minute he stops winning and

  needs to cover his debts. We both know how this works.”




  “Maybe it’s a good sign,” I say, because I can’t stand to see him looking so dejected. “Remember last year, when he sent all those honey-baked hams?”




  “Yeah,” he says with a frown. “And the set of knives the year before.”




  “Exactly. He only sends stuff when he’s on a hot streak,” I say, remembering the way, when we were little, that Charlie McAvoy used to burst through the door with bags of

  presents for Teddy, telling Katherine about all the overtime pay he was getting for his job as an electrician. It wasn’t until later that they discovered he’d been at the racetrack most

  of that time. “So maybe this means things are better. Maybe it means he’s getting help.”




  Teddy doesn’t look convinced, and I can’t really blame him. It’s been six years since Charlie gambled away their family’s entire life’s savings during a three-day

  bender in Vegas. They haven’t seen him since.




  “But,” I say, shaking my head, “it’s still not fair.”




  He shrugs. “I’ve gotten used to it.”




  “Teddy,” I say, turning to meet his eyes, because I want to make sure he knows this, really knows it: that it’s okay to be upset, that he doesn’t always have to pretend

  everything’s fine. “That doesn’t make it any better.”




  “I know,” he says quietly.




  In the whirl of snowflakes and the blur of the lights behind him, there’s something almost dreamlike about him right now. His eyes are very bright, and his hair is flecked with snow, and

  there’s a quietness to the way he’s looking at me. I realize we’re standing very close and I’m shivering, though it’s not because of the cold. Just now the cold feels

  beside the point. It’s because of the jumbled, chaotic thought that’s working its way through me: all of a sudden I want to tell him about the card, about all those things I said in it

  and just how much I meant them.




  But then the door opens behind us, and the light from the hallway comes spilling out to reveal a group of sophomore girls, all standing there giggling in their stylish coats and fancy boots.

  “Hi, Teddy,” one of them says as they step outside. “Okay if we join you?”




  He hesitates, just for a moment, before pulling his eyes away from mine, and all at once the spell is broken. “Sure,” he says, giving them a smile, and before he can say anything

  else, before he can mangle my heart any worse, I clear my throat.




  “I’m gonna go find Leo,” I say, but Teddy’s attention has already shifted, already started to wander off in some other direction. Just as it always does.




  Just as it always will.
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  Back inside, as I search for Leo, I trip over a garbage bag near the kitchen. I pick it up automatically, dragging it back through the crowd and out into the empty hallway. For

  a moment I just stand there, looking around at the dirty linoleum floors and the flickering lights on the ceiling. To the left is apartment thirteen, where the crooked brass numerals on the door

  always seem to be watching me, and to the right is the fire escape, where Teddy is still outside with those girls.




  I should’ve said something to him about the card before we were interrupted. I should’ve figured out a way to make him see me, really see me, to come to his senses and realize he

  loves me too. Sometimes it feels like if I wish for it hard enough, it might just come true. But I know that’s not the way it works. Life doesn’t bend to anyone’s will. And it

  doesn’t run on credit either. Just because the world stole something from me doesn’t mean it owes me anything. And just because I’ve stockpiled a whole lot of bad luck

  doesn’t mean I’m due anything good.




  Still, it doesn’t seem like all that much to ask: that the boy I love might love me back.




  With a sigh I haul the garbage bag over to the chute and listen to it clatter all the way down. Back inside I find Leo sitting on the old leather armchair in the corner of Teddy’s bedroom,

  his head bent over his phone. He’s shed his green sweater and is now wearing the Superman T-shirt I gave him for Christmas, though with his thick glasses he looks more like a rumpled version

  of Clark Kent.




  I nod at the phone. “Max?”




  He shakes his head, but not before a smile crosses his face, the same one he gets whenever anyone mentions his boyfriend. They’d only been together about six months when Max left for

  college in Michigan at the end of last summer, but they’d moved swiftly from I kind of like you to I think this might be something to I’m completely in love with

  you. And along the way I’d fallen for Max too, the way you do when you witness someone discovering all the amazing things about a person who means a lot to you.




  “No,” Leo says, looking up at me. “Just Mom.”




  “Let me guess. She’s panicking about the snow?”




  My aunt Sofia has never exactly adjusted to Chicago winters. She spent her childhood in Buenos Aires before her family moved to Florida when she was eight, and this type of weather is pretty

  much the only thing that ever slows her down, sending her straight into hibernation mode.




  “She’s worried about the roads,” he says. “She thinks we should stay over.”




  It’s been a while since we’ve slept here. We used to do it all the time, the three of us. When we were younger and Teddy still needed someone to watch him while his mom worked

  nights, we’d convince Mrs. Donohue, the old woman from next door, to let us stay too. While she snored on the couch, we’d line up the two sleeping bags on the floor, and then Teddy

  would hang over the edge of the bed, his face looming above ours, and we’d talk until our eyelids grew heavy and our words started to taper off.




  “I can’t exactly tell her everyone else is leaving,” Leo says with a sheepish grin, “because she thinks we’re the only ones here. So . . .”




  “So,” I say, looking around the room at the piles of discarded clothes, the books stacked on the dresser, and the lone sock sticking out from under the twin bed.




  Teddy’s bed. The place where he sleeps every night.




  I swallow hard. “I guess we’re staying, then.”




  Which is how—a few hours later—we end up traveling back in time.




  Teddy offered me the bed, but I refused, so we are—once again, after all these years—arranged in our old familiar formation: Teddy lying with his chin propped on his hands, peering

  over the edge at me and Leo, who are curled up on the floor beneath a random collection of blankets.




  “You guys,” Teddy says, a hint of laughter in his voice. “You guys, you guys, you guys.”




  This was twelve-year-old Teddy’s never-ending chorus, and hearing it again now gives me a jolt of nostalgia so strong that I feel a little light-headed.




  Leo chimes in with his typical, slightly weary response. “Yes, Theodore?”




  “Remember when we convinced you to draw us a mural?” Teddy thumps a fist against the wall beside his bed, which was once white—a perfect canvas, it seemed to us when we were

  eleven—but is now painted a dark blue. “I paid you in lollipops.”




  “Best commission I ever got,” Leo says. “Even if we did have to paint over it the next day.”




  “You can still see the outline of the penguins in the corner,” I say with a smile. “And that fish you drew on the back of the door.”




  Teddy is quiet for a moment, then his voice—uncharacteristically tentative—breaks through the dark again. “So do you think it went okay tonight?”




  “It was great,” Leo says, the last word swallowed by a yawn. “I think you might’ve set a world record for most people per square inch of space.”




  “It was a little crowded,” Teddy admits. “Do you think people noticed there’s only one bedroom?”




  “No,” I say firmly. “They were much too busy having fun.”




  “Someone broke my mom’s vase,” he says. “I’m hoping she won’t notice, since there’s no way I’ll be able to afford a new one till I start working

  again this summer.”




  “We’ll chip in so you can get one now,” I say. Then before he can argue, which I know he will, I add, “You can pay us back later.”




  “I take Visa, MasterCard, and lollipops,” Leo says.




  This makes Teddy laugh. “Thanks. You guys are the best.”




  Leo yawns again, louder this time, and we slip into silence. I stare up at the plastic stars on the ceiling, the familiar constellations they make. The faint light from the windows is bluish,

  the snow still falling outside. After a few minutes I hear the soft whistle of Leo’s breathing, and I reach out in the dark and gently remove his glasses, setting them on the floor between

  us. From above, Teddy watches me.




  “Hey,” he says. “Remember when—”




  But I put a finger to my lips. “Don’t wake him.”




  “Then come up here so we can keep talking,” he says, and there’s a rustling as he scoots over to the far edge of the bed. “It’s still my birthday. And I’m not

  tired yet.”




  “Well, I am,” I say, even though that isn’t true at all.




  I’ve never been more awake in my life.




  “Come on,” he says, patting the side of the bed, but I lie frozen on the floor, feeling stupid for hesitating, for thinking twice. All he wants is to talk to his best friend the way

  we’ve been doing since we were little.




  I rise to my feet, moving carefully so as not to wake Leo, then climb into the bed beside Teddy. It’s narrow, certainly not meant for two people, but when we lie on our sides, facing each

  other, there’s just enough room.




  “Hi,” he says, grinning at me through the dark.




  “Hi,” I say, my heart beating fast.




  His breath has the minty scent of toothpaste, and he’s so close that I can only bring one of his features into focus at a time: his nose or his mouth or his eyes. I stop there, because

  he’s watching me with a curious look.




  “What’s wrong?” he asks.




  I shake my head. “Nothing.”




  “Don’t recognize me now that I’m eighteen?”




  “Guess not,” I say, reaching deep for some sort of witty comeback, the kind of banter that usually flows freely between us. But there’s nothing. My thoughts are scrambled by

  the nearness of him, and my chest aches with something deeper than love, something lonelier than hope.




  Teddy, I think, blinking at him, and it takes everything in me not to say it like that, the way it sounds in my head: like a sigh or a question or a wish.




  “Did you have fun?” he asks, and I nod, my hair sparking with static against his pillow. “I thought it was pretty good. I mean, not like my sixteenth, but who has the stamina

  for that kind of thing anymore?”




  “Old man,” I say softly, and he laughs.




  “I do feel kind of old,” he admits. “Eighteen. Man.”




  “Do you realize we’ve known each other for half our lives now?”




  “That’s crazy,” he says, then shakes his head. “Actually, it’s not. It’s weirder trying to remember a time when we didn’t know each other.”




  I’m quiet for a moment. It still hurts too much to think about that time before: the whole first half of my life, when I lived with my parents in San Francisco and we ate breakfast

  together and went to the park and read bedtime stories like a normal family. Trying to remember it feels like staring at the sun for too long. It’s red-hot and flashing, and still, half a

  life later, it burns like hell.




  Teddy reaches out and rests a hand on my arm. I’m wearing one of his sweatshirts, but even through the fabric I can feel the heat of his touch. “Sorry,” he says. “I

  didn’t mean to—”




  “No,” I say, drawing in a breath. “It’s fine. I wasn’t thinking about that.”




  He gives me a skeptical look. “You can talk to me, you know.”




  “I know,” I say automatically.




  He shakes his head. His eyes are wide and unblinking, and as he shifts, his foot brushes against mine. “I mean the way you talk to Leo. You open up to him about this stuff. But you can

  talk to me too.”




  I bite my lip. “Teddy . . .”




  “I know it’s really painful,” he says, rushing ahead. “And I don’t mean to push. But I know you think all I do is joke around. That I’m not serious enough.

  That I can’t be there for you when it comes to this kind of stuff. But I can.”




  “That’s what you think?”




  “Well, yeah,” he says. “That’s always how it’s been. You go to Leo when you want to remember. You come to me when you want to forget.”




  I stare at him, my throat tight. There’s a truth to his words that hasn’t ever occurred to me.




  “All I’m saying is that I can be there for you too, if you let me.”




  “I know.”




  “I can be a good guy too.”




  “You already are.”




  “I’m not,” he says. “But I want to be. For you.”




  The words linger there in the dark and I press my eyes shut, wanting to offer him something, wishing it were easier to let him in. He finds my hand, closing his around it.




  “Sometimes,” I say after a moment, “it feels like I’m starting to forget them.”




  “Impossible,” he whispers.




  “When I think of them now, it’s like I’m watching a movie of this happy family. But none of it seems real anymore.”




  “It’s because you’re thinking big-picture,” he says. “That’ll knock the wind out of you every time. You have to take it in pieces.” He pauses.

  “Like, my dad used to draw smiley faces with toothpaste on the bathroom mirror for me.”




  “Really?” I say softly, and he nods.




  “Or he’d write little messages, like Today’s the day! and Look out, world!”




  The way he says this—sad and solemn and a little bit wistful—it’s almost like his dad is gone too. Which, of course, he is. Just in a different way. But right then I feel a

  surge of recognition, of shared experience, unknow able to the outside world, and I give Teddy’s hand a squeeze.




  “I mean,” he says ruefully, “that was just on the mornings he wasn’t having breakfast at some seedy riverboat casino. But still. I think about it sometimes.”




  I take a deep breath, wanting to share something with him too. “My dad used to make heart-shaped pancakes on Sundays,” I say finally, and I feel a spike of pain in my chest at the

  memory. “They were always burnt on the bottom. But I still like them best that way. And my mom . . .” I trail off, biting my lip. “My mom used to sing while she washed the dishes.

  She was kind of terrible.”




  “See?” Teddy says, his eyes still fixed on mine. “Little things.”




  Our faces are very close together now, our hands still clasped, our socked feet touching. We’re so close I can feel his breath on my face, and for a few long seconds we stay there like

  that, just looking at each other. I’m not sure what’s happening, exactly; my thoughts are too muddled to make sense of it. He’s just being a friend. He’s just being there

  for me. He’s just being a good guy. That’s all.




  But then he inches a little closer, and it feels like something is short-circuiting inside me. I want so badly for him to kiss me, but I’m terrified of what will happen if he does.

  I’m scared that everything will change, and scared that it won’t, scared that when the lights come on tomorrow morning we won’t be able to look at each other, scared that it will

  be a huge mistake and that it might ruin nine whole years of friendship.




  Teddy leans forward a bit more so that his nose brushes against mine and it’s like the focus shifts, the lens pulling in tighter so that the edges of the world go blurry, and right here,

  right now, there’s only us. Outside, the snow is caked against the windowsill, everything muffled and quiet, the storm beginning to settle. Inside, his room is cozy and warm, our own private

  igloo.




  Our noses touch again—a prelude, a prologue—and my heart tumbles toward him, the rest of me desperate to follow it. But just before our lips meet, just before the whole world shifts,

  there’s a bright crack, followed by a crunching sound, and when we both bolt upright at the same time, peering down toward the foot of the bed, it’s to find Leo, rumpled and not quite

  awake, fumbling for his broken glasses.
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  When I open my eyes the next morning, I’m greeted by a scattered array of red plastic cups. Beyond them the sun is just starting to push through the frosted window, the

  room still steeped in shades of blue. I blink a few times, trying to remember where I am and how I ended up on the couch, then sit up with a yawn.




  Still, it takes a moment for it to come rushing back.




  Teddy’s face, so close to my own. The way his nose brushed against mine. The thump of our two hearts loud in my ears.




  And then Leo rubbing his eyes and asking what time it was, and me leaping awkwardly out of the bed, and Teddy looking like someone who had been sleepwalking only to snap abruptly awake.




  I squeeze my eyes shut again.




  Nothing happened. Not really. But in that moment of confusion, the slow and bewildering aftermath, I could see it in the way he looked at me across the darkened room. It had—for him,

  anyway—been a near miss.




  And the worst part is I know he’s probably right to be relieved. Because I didn’t just want him to kiss me. I wanted so much more than that. I wanted him to fall in love with me. And

  that isn’t Teddy.




  Behind me the door to his room swings open and I take a deep breath, steeling myself before turning around to face him. But it’s only Leo.




  “Morning,” he says. Without his glasses he looks much younger, but he’s squinting and shuffling down the hallway like someone very old. His snow boots are dangling from one

  hand, and he drops them on the floor in front of the couch, then motions for me to scoot over. I tuck my legs beneath me, waiting for him to say something about last night, but he only yawns as he

  bends to tie his laces.




  “You’re leaving?” I ask, and he nods.




  “I need to get a new pair of glasses. Or at least find my old ones. And I’ve got a bunch of other stuff to do too.”




  “Design stuff?”




  He shakes his head. “Applications.”




  “Which ones?”




  “Michigan,” he says without looking at me. “It’s due Monday.”




  This is a bit of a sore point between us. Ever since Leo’s art began to migrate from his notebooks to his computer, the graphic design program at the School of the Art Institute here in

  Chicago has been his dream. But now that Max is at Michigan, his focus seems to be shifting.




  “Well,” I say, my voice a few octaves too high, “I think that’s great.”




  I’ve been trying to keep my feelings on the subject to myself, since it’s obviously a decision he needs to make on his own. But we know each other too well for that, and my

  disapproval keeps shining through in spite of my best efforts.




  “No, you don’t,” Leo says. “But it’s fine. I’m just keeping my options open.”




  “I know.”




  “It’s not like I don’t still want to go to—”




  “I know.”




  “It’s just that I really miss—”




  I smile. “I know that too.”




  We’re both quiet for a second.




  “Okay,” he says, standing up. “Want to head back with me?”




  I look around the room, which is a disaster. There are cups everywhere, half-eaten bags of chips strewn around, and a bottle of soda tipped over on the counter, still dripping down the cabinets.

  Pretty much every surface is covered with sticky ring stains, and the overflowing garbage bin is surrounded by dented cans and balled-up paper towels.




  “I should probably help him clean up before his mom gets home,” I say, glancing at the clock; it’s almost eight, which means she’ll be back soon. “Just to make sure

  he gets to see his nineteenth birthday.”




  “Don’t worry,” Teddy says, padding down the hall behind us. I twist to look at him, then flick my eyes away, remembering again. He’s wearing nothing but a pair of gray

  sweatpants, a green T-shirt tossed over one shoulder, and the sight of his bare chest is almost too much to take this morning. “My mom just called to say she has to cover the morning shift. I

  guess the snow’s screwing everything up down there.”




  “Best birthday present you could’ve gotten,” Leo says as he grabs his coat.




  Teddy tugs his shirt on, then ambles over to the kitchen counter, lifting the tinfoil off the cake his mom made for him. They had their own celebration last night before she left for work, and

  what was left over was pretty much demolished at the party last night. But he scrapes some crusted frosting off the side of the dish with his finger, then walks over to drop onto the couch beside

  me.




  It takes me a second to brave a sideways glance at him. The need to know what he’s thinking is nearly overwhelming. But as soon as Leo puts a hand on the doorknob, I feel a surge of panic

  at the thought of being alone with him and decide maybe it’s best not to know after all.




  “Sure you don’t want to wait a bit?” I ask, my voice strained. “I bet the roads aren’t great, and you don’t even have your glasses.”




  “I’ll be fine,” Leo says, then spins around and bumps into the coatrack, grabbing it to steady himself and squinting at it in mock confusion. “Teddy?”
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