




[image: images]










[image: images]









TO ALL THE THEATER DWEEBS OUT THERE. THANK YOU, PLACES!









CHAPTER ONE


I get about as far as “Dear Millie Price, we are delighted to inform you” before I emotionally black out like I’ve just been whiplashed by a rainbow and drop-kicked into a river of glitter. I slam my phone down on the nearest table, jumping to my feet.


“It’s happening,” I gasp.


“Can it happen somewhere else?”


In my defense, I forgot I was in the library. But also in my defense, Oliver Yang would be annoyed with my existence in any room in this school, and likely every dimension hereafter.


Sure enough, he is fixing me with the same patented Stage Manager Scowl I’ve watched evolve since we first started mutually irritating the hell out of each other freshman year. In the beginning it was far more pronounced—all furrowed brows and tight lips, aimed with the intent to burn. But after three solid years he’s adopted a much more impassive micro-scowl, either because he’s too cool for a full one or because the two of us get on each other’s last nerves too often to warrant it.


I grab my sheet music off the copy machine and glide over to his table, brimming with the kind of excitement that even he and that irritatingly handsome face can’t puncture.


“Finals are over,” I say, jamming a finger down on his open physics textbook.


He pulls it closer to him, out of my reach. “I’m taking this one late. I had to sit in for all of the auditions.”


Ordinarily he wouldn’t spare so many words for me, but there’s a slight warning in his voice—a reminder that he’ll be helping make the casting decisions and it would be in my best interest not to pester him any further. But he’s spent the last three years pestering me, so it only seems fair to get in a few last jabs now that my theatrical fate is safely out of his hands. Some of the casting decisions our theater teacher has made for me over the years likely have less to do with me looking the part of “Townsperson #7” and more to do with Oliver holding a Millie-shaped grudge.


“Well, I’m done with finals,” I tell him cheerfully, sitting on the edge of his table.


“Woo,” Oliver deadpans without looking back up.


“And with this school.”


“If only.”


I toss my hair back behind my shoulders, fully aware that the swoosh of curls is every bit as much a good comeback as any verbal one. But Oliver isn’t looking at me, focused on closing his physics textbook and jamming it into his backpack. I scoot myself off the table as he heads out.


“You’re not even going to ask why?”


Oliver sighs. “I have a feeling you’re going to tell me whether I want you to or not.”


I twist my lips shut. The thing is, I really shouldn’t waste this kind of news on Oliver, who prides himself on his ability to pretend I don’t exist. But I’m in what my aunt Heather calls one of my “Millie Moods,” when everything is just so much that it feels like it’s going to spill out of me if I don’t find a place to put it. And unfortunately for Oliver, it’s the last day of school, and he’s the only person within a reasonable radius.


“Fine. I won’t tell you, then,” I decide.


Oliver pivots toward the exit of the school. “Oh no,” he says flatly.


I follow him out onto the sidewalk, where he’s crossing the street to get to the science wing of the school. To be clear, it’s not that I want to continue to have him in my line of sight, but getting on Oliver’s nerves is a cherished pastime of mine. And if this really is the last time I’m going to see him, I want to leave an impression. I want him to look up at my face on a Broadway marquee five years from now and remember exactly what it was I said to him before my big bouncy curls and Heather’s old nineties mom jeans walked into the West Village and out of his life for good. I want him to remember my—


“Millie!”


Oliver’s hand wraps around my elbow and yanks me back just as a taxi whizzes past, close enough that I let out a yelp at a volume extremely embarrassing for a native New Yorker. Even more embarrassing, though, is the fact that I am now pressed chest-to-chest against Oliver. Worse still, when I open my eyes, I discover that my face is buried directly into his neck.


We both step back at the same time, his face as red as mine feels.


“What the hell were you thinking?” he demands.


My brain is too busy trying to delete the firmness of his bicep and the smell of his shampoo to formulate a worthy response.


“Thanks,” I mutter, crossing my arms over my chest to hide the fact that I’m shaking.


Oliver stands there for a moment, his weight shifting between his feet. “Fine,” he relents. “What is Her Majesty freaking out about?”


And just like that the panic about my fleeting mortality—and the fact that I expressly forbade him from calling me “Her Majesty,” along with a slew of other unflattering nicknames—is all but forgotten. “I got into Madison Musical Theater Precollege,” I exclaim loudly enough to stun a flock of pigeons into immediate flight. “Partial scholarship. I’ll start next semester for senior year, so I can finish up high school and start getting college credit at the same time.”


I’m not exactly expecting him to congratulate me. So far his highest praise of my performance ability was when I overheard him saying to our teacher, “I guess she’s the only one who can belt that high G,” during sophomore year. But I’m at least expecting a little more than a head tilt and a “Huh.”


“ ‘Huh’?” I repeat. “Did finals really eat up your last brain cell?”


“No,” he says drily. “The glittery disco pants you wore auditioning with ‘Super Trouper’ took care of that.”


“That was insurance,” I tell him. “Donna or bust.”


“We’re not doing Mamma Mia,” he sighs for approximately the eighteenth time this month.


Oliver is sworn to secrecy on what the school picked for the fall, but I have my sources. Namely that Mrs. Cooke’s been humming “Money, Money, Money” in the hallways way too often for it to just be a consequence of the public school system underpaying its teachers. That, and Mamma Mia is closing its limited Broadway run next week, which means the rights will finally be up for grabs again, three long years after Oliver crushed my dreams of doing it.


See, freshman year we lost the rights to the other show we were planning to do at the last second. As it is my responsibility as someone with excellent taste in both music and cuffed overalls, I suggested Mamma Mia as a replacement. I had more than half the theater kids on board, but before I could so much as say “Voulez-Vous,” Oliver convinced Mrs. Cooke we didn’t have the “resources” and talked her into waiting another year.


Which is, of course, when the Broadway revival was announced, and all our hopes of getting the rights went out the window right along with my last few shreds of patience for Oliver meddling with my plans.


“You’re just mad that you’re going to have to teach someone to train a spotlight on me for ‘The Winner Takes It All.’ ”


“You’re that confident you’re gonna get a lead?”


I raise an eyebrow at him. Even with Oliver’s scheming against me, we both know there’s no way I’m not in consideration for a lead. My occasionally overblown ego aside, I’m the best singer this school has.


Or had, I guess. Because I’m out of here.


“I don’t need confidence. I’ve got a three-octave range.” I wrinkle my nose. “Not that it matters now.”


Oliver shakes his head, letting out a breath that may or may not be a chuckle.


“What’s so funny?”


He stops just outside the building, his eyes grazing me—the jeans, the floral combat boots, the hand-cut crop top. The immaculately styled eyebrows and cherry-red lip balm and meticulously heated curls. I know I look good, only because I’m in the business of looking good. My rule is to never leave the apartment unless I look and feel like a rock star, because the thing I learned about living in New York before I fully understood what it meant to be a New Yorker is that things are different here than they are everywhere else. There’s this nonstop hopefulness, this weird charge that never leaves the air, like anything can happen. Like your destiny is constantly right around the corner. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to get caught in the same old pair of black leggings and white sneakers everyone else owns when I meet mine.


But Oliver is decidedly not appreciating that sense of destiny when he looks at me, because all I see when his eyes meet mine is a faint smirk.


“Just thinking about the stuff the theater department will finally get done with all the peace and quiet.”


“Ugh,” I say, throwing up my hands. He’s been a lost cause since day one. “See you never, Oliver.”


He seems unconvinced of this but still says, “Fingers crossed.”


I let him have the last word only because I am feeling generous. After all, my future just got set, and his is being stuck here chasing after props backstage and busting the stagehands for smoking pot in the rafters for another year. Meanwhile I’ll be rubbing elbows with future Broadway stars and getting the kind of education I’ll actually use in the real world, full offense to algebra and all the other genres of math.


He disappears into the building, and half a second later, I take off. Sprinting in the late June heat with the cement hot enough to cook an Instagram influencer’s entire brunch plate is admittedly not the brightest move, but I can’t help myself. I’m in the full grip of the Millie Mood now. I scramble up the four blocks to my apartment and take the stairs up to the fifth floor two at a time, pausing only to bang on Teddy’s door across the hall.


“What?”


He goes to a fancy private school, so he’s been out for summer vacation for the last week. Odds are he is on his couch eating his infinitieth bowl of Reese’s Puffs in iced coffee, the kind of lawless behavior only a kid with two extremely busy award-winning brain surgeons for parents can get away with.


“It’s happening!” I call through the crack in the door.


I hear the telltale sounds of Teddy hoisting himself up from his parents’ absurdly large couch. “Which it?”


“It!” I exclaim, turning to my own apartment door. I wedge my boot in the bottom of it and lift the knob up with my palm to get it open without unlocking it, a habit that drives my aunt and dad nuts. But I don’t have time for keys. I leave the door open for Teddy, sweeping through the front hall of the apartment, which my dad has dubbed “The Millie Hall of Fame.” The color of its walls is constantly changing depending on whatever mood my aunt is in, but the rest has stayed the same: wall-to-wall photos of me from infancy to present form, from pudgy baby Millie to hammy toddler Millie to stage-hopping teenage Millie, only briefly interrupted by the 0.2 seconds during puberty when I was shy.


Right now the walls are a charming turquoise, which does nothing to make me want to gag any less. It’s not that I don’t appreciate my dad’s enthusiasm for my antics. It’s just that I am committed to fully reinventing my image every six months, so I have no greater enemy than my past selves, each of them reminding me of the lesser version I was before.


“Dad Dad Dad Dad,” I call.


Any other parent would hear the calamity of me knocking the door open and running through the hall and immediately assume there was a fire, but my dad just glances up from his laptop with his usual mild-mannered smile.


“How was the last day of school?” he asks, adjusting the glasses that seem to be perpetually dipping down the bridge of his nose.


You would think that being the youngest of the dads in my cohort would mean that Cooper Price had one iota of cool, but that, it turns out, is something I must have inherited from my mysterious mom. At thirty-seven years old, my dad is somehow as Dad™ as it gets, complete with a wardrobe of half-zips and khakis, a tech job that he’s described to me and Heather a thousand times without either of us understanding what he actually does, and a book about golf that for some reason lives in our bathroom even though I’ve never once seen him play.


“The last last day of school!” I crow. “Look.”


My dad squints down at the phone I’ve just thrust in his face. “What’s this?” he asks. “Did you get a part in the school show?”


“No, better.” I fully hand the phone to him, hopping on the back of the couch and tapping my foot against it impatiently. “Read it, read it, read it.”


It’s about then that Teddy wanders in, his hair a big floppy mess, his sweatpants far too large for his skinny, overly tall frame. He has to wear a uniform to school, so during the summer he rebels by becoming a full-time Muppet.


“Which it?” he asks again, and it’s clear by the rough edge to his voice that we are probably the first sentient creatures outside of the geocaching app he’s hooked on that he’s spoken to all day.


I grab him by the shoulders, shaking him back into full consciousness. “Madison. Pre. College.”


Teddy’s eyes widen. “Oh,” he says, his breath decidedly smelling of peanut butter, chocolate, and coffee.


A second later, my dad echoes him: “Oh.”


This is marginally better than Oliver’s “Huh,” but still not cutting it.


“So?” I prompt him, releasing Teddy fast enough that despite being a full eight inches taller than I am, he stumbles into the couch.


“Mills . . .” my dad starts.


The door to my aunt’s room creaks open. Heather’s messy topknot bun emerges first, followed by the rest of her, blinking at the commotion. “What is occurring out here?” she asks, her hands wrapped around a steaming-hot cup of tea despite it being a bajillion degrees outside. To be fair, she works late, so this is basically breakfast time for her.


“I got into Madison,” I squeal.


Her eyebrows fly up into her bangs. “No shit?”


“Not one!”


“You knew about this?” my dad asks, turning to her.


“I didn’t know she applied, I just know what it is,” says Heather, padding over to us in the ratty old Ugg slippers we both have to match. “The school in Los Angeles, right?”


“Yup. All musical theater, all the time. Singing core, acting core, dancing core . . .”


I begrudgingly put some emphasis on that last one, because despite all my efforts, I don’t fully qualify as a triple threat. I may have pipes that can match pace with Megan Hilty’s and the kind of acting ability to bring strangers to tears, but my feet could definitely use some work.


“But it’s across the country,” says my dad. “And it’s—basically college. So you’d have to live there.”


“Well, yeah. But it’s okay, I just need parental permission,” I say, grabbing my phone back from him so I can show him the school website.


But then my dad looks at me with an expression I very rarely see but immediately recognize: the one that means I have flown too close to the sun.


“And you’re gonna give me parental permission . . . right?”


My dad runs a hand through his hair, glancing back down at his laptop like something’s going to pop up on the screen and give him a way out of the conversation. I should probably give him some room to think, but that’s not necessarily my forte.


“I didn’t just get in. I got a partial scholarship,” I add. “So it’s not even that expensive.”


“It’s still a lot of money.”


“So I’ll pick up more hours at the Milkshake Club,” I say, my tone more chipper than a flight attendant’s. “Or get a part-time job.”


“Los Angeles?”


“So I’d have Grandma and Grandpa out there,” I press. Admittedly not my finest argument, seeing as they ditched New York for a farm in Oregon the year before I was born, but it’s still technically on the same coast as LA.


But my dad shakes his head. “It’s not just that. . . . We’re not gonna . . .”


He looks helpless, like I just shoved him into the Hudson in a boat without a paddle.


“We talked about doing dance classes over the summer,” he offers.


It’s like trying to trade me a marble for a diamond. I look at Heather, hoping to find an ally, but she’s already furrowing her brow in that way she always does before declaring herself Switzerland.


“You have to let me go,” I tell him, trying to keep my voice measured. “Like—this is the kind of opportunity that could change my whole life. This is my destiny.”


I’m fully aware of my own melodrama, but not enough to curb it. This does feel like my destiny. What were the last seventeen years of aggressive jazz hands and late nights watching bootleg Lea Salonga videos and openly weeping to the Dear Evan Hansen soundtrack for if not this?


In the end, my dad talks more to the floor than to me. To be fair, he’s not the best when it comes to discipline. But to be more fair, I hardly think this situation qualifies.


“I really wish you’d talked to me about this,” he says. “When did you even apply?”


Several months ago, with some extreme subterfuge and a sprinkle of lies about study groups that may or may not have existed. The truth is, I knew before I even started looking into it that he probably wouldn’t be on board. But I thought maybe if it were already a done deal—if he saw that I’d actually defied the bajillion-to-one odds and gotten in—it’d be enough to sway him.


“I didn’t wanna jinx it,” I say instead.


It turns out, though, I already did. Because if destiny really is something that’s constantly around the corner, apparently I just slammed into mine like a traffic accident.


“I’m sorry, Mills,” says my dad. “My answer is no.”









CHAPTER TWO


“Be on my side,” I whine, wedging myself into Teddy’s couch cushions, which are just deep enough to make you feel like you’re being swallowed whole. I hike my knees up and prop Heather’s laptop on them, staring at the sea of open tabs with determination.


“I am on your side,” says Teddy through a mouthful of popcorn. “I can be on your side and on my phone at the same time.”


I jostle Teddy’s shoulder with mine, peering at the open chat app on his phone. “How’s your girlfriend?”


Teddy rolls his eyes. “She’s a fellow GeoTeen, not my girlfriend.”


I sidestep the fact that the word GeoTeen makes them both sound like underage superheroes in a poorly animated eighties cartoon series. “You told her about your deep-seated fear of pigeons,” I remind him.


“They’re demons with wings.”


“And your middle name—”


“If only my parents’ first date hadn’t been to see Toy Story—”


“And even told her your cross streets. That’s like the New York version of a Social Security number, so. I feel like she is close to girlfriend status, if not officially there.”


Teddy pulls the kind of face that is less of an expression and more of a gymnastics routine. “She’d probably want nothing to do with me if we met in person. We just share a love of finding random useless objects across Manhattan and annoying MTA employees by poking all over their stations. It’s hardly a love connection.”


I know better than to believe this because I know Teddy better than I know my own self—which is saying something, considering how many hours I’ve clocked practicing for auditions in front of mirrors. We’ve been best friends since I was six months old and he was two days old, after my dad heard him crying across the hall and just about tripped over himself to make friends with fellow new parents. (Apparently getting an infant unceremoniously dropped at your door when you’re a coed—which is, incidentally, what happened to my dad—can be a kind of isolating experience.) By the time Teddy and I could walk we were simply poking our heads into each other’s apartments like we lived in both. Neither of us has any genetic siblings, but Teddy and I have been brother and sister since before we knew what those words meant.


“Maybe it would be, if your usernames weren’t all anonymous and shrouded in dweeby mystery.” I squint at the first open tab. “I could be a Postmates delivery person.”


“With what car?” Teddy asks. “And what driver’s license, for that matter?”


I close out of the tab. Only twenty-seven more to go. “A pre-school is looking for summer help.”


“You’d turn all those kids into show tunes–belting monsters. Their parents already have to deal with two Frozen soundtracks, don’t make them deal with Wicked, too.” Teddy sets his phone down and takes in the chaos of Heather’s screen. “Do you really think getting a summer job to help pay for this is gonna change Coop’s mind? It seemed like a pretty hard no.”


“A no for now. But between my savings from the Milkshake Club and the scholarship and a part-time job, I can definitely pay the first semester. And saying no would be like, illegal.”


“I don’t think that’s how parenting works.” Teddy reaches over my shoulder to click out of the next tab, which reads “Personal assistant to chill male exec!” I turn to glare at him, but it jostles the computer, pulling a tab out from the bottom of the screen.


“How do you have this many unopened emails?” Teddy gasps.


“This isn’t my email, it’s Heather’s,” I say, about to minimize it again. But just then a new email pops in, the caps lock in the subject line seizing my retinas: OMG I THINK I FOUND YOUR LITTLE BRO’S OLD LJ IM CRYING.


It’s from Heather’s ex-girlfriend Jade, who’s currently couch-surfing through Europe and apparently still very much up in the Price family’s business. I make a mental note to slide in a passive-aggressive comment about this at the dinner table, then click into the email.


The regret is almost immediate.


“His username was middle-earthling83?” Teddy exclaims. “Even I’m not that nerdy.”


“Your app history begs to differ.”


“Click it,” says Teddy.


“I’m in pain,” I protest.


“Click iiiit.”


“I swear, you’re always warning me not to be a busybody, but you’re the nosy one here.”


That said, of course I click into the LiveJournal page, because the universe wouldn’t dangle something this absurd in front of me if it didn’t intend for me to do just that.


And there, lo and behold, is a profile page that is so unmistakably the twenty-year-old version of my math-loving, Lord of


the Rings–guzzling, computer-hogging dad that it feels like the ghost of Cooper Price Past just walked into the room and caught us in the act. The whole theme is done up in images of the Shire, and the banner on the top reads ALL THESE WORDS MAKE NO SENSE, I FIND BLISS IN IGNORANCE.


“Uh, dark much?”


Teddy types the line into his phone. “It’s from a Linkin Park song.”


“Cooper was an emo mathlete!” I gasp.


“Cooper contained multitudes,” says Teddy, putting half of his tall self into my lap to continue to scroll down the page, like one of those Labrador retrievers that still thinks it’s a puppy and never reevaluated personal space after growing into a dog.


It gets worse. Edits from Lord of the Rings movies. Some sort of meme-ish-type thing with a cartoon bunny that says “not listening” on it. Sappy playlists titled things like “autumnal jams.” It’s like it was trying to be a Tumblr page before anyone respected the true meaning of the word aesthetic.


“Oh my god, he was super into this Beth lady,” says Teddy. “But also someone named Fedotowsky? Wait, are these actual journal entries?”


“Don’t click,” I squeal, slapping a hand down on his.


“Too late.”


I skim what appears to be a very long post waxing poetic about a friend of his, and then I genuinely do start to feel something adjacent to guilt. “Okay, okay,” I say, clicking back out to the main page.


“The 2003 is hurting my eyes,” Teddy moans.


I pause. “Wait, did you say 2003?”


“That’s what the time stamps say. Almost all of them are October.”


“Uh . . .”


I do some quick math, but Teddy does it quicker, his eyes widening.


“Could one of them be your mom?”


I yank the laptop away from him, scowling at the screen. I’m a July baby. As gross as it is to have to think about how I became a July baby, this is the closest thing I’ve had to insight in all sixteen years of my life.


“Holy shit.”


And that’s how the complete and utter evisceration of twenty-year-old Cooper Price’s privacy begins. I scroll down until we hit what appears to be the first entry from October, then click it open and start reading it out loud.


“ ‘I don’t know why I’m even writing this, nobody’s ever going to read it,’ yada yada yada,” I mutter to myself, skipping through a few paragraphs of existential ennui to get to the juicy bit. “ ‘I know it’s super cheesy, but I’m going to give her the mixtape and tell her how I feel about her. I just feel like it’s the right time. She’s one of my closest friends, but it feels like we’ve been something more than that for a while,’ ” I read.


“For the record, if you ever fall in love with me, please don’t express it with a mixtape,” says Teddy through a mouthful of popcorn. “I’ve had enough of your Broadway nonsense inflicted on me.”


“Noted,” I say, even though my heart’s beating so fast that it feels like it’s thumping through the couch and down to the floorboards. I click back out, and there’s a post a few days later of a “jams for beth” mixtape, with a link to some file-sharing website that is more than defunct by now. It’s riddled with love songs—“Yellow” from Coldplay, “I Don’t Wanna Miss a Thing” from Aerosmith (but specifically, from the Armageddon soundtrack), and, of course, “Many Meetings” from the score of The Lord of the Rings—and at the bottom is a note: “Sooo she liked it.”


My jaw drops. “Oh my god.” The somewhat life-scarring implication of that “Sooo” aside, I might be, for the first time in my entire life, reading words about the woman whose DNA is half of me. “Oh my god. This is my mom.”


“Not so fast,” says Teddy, clicking back out and scrolling up. “October twenty-fifth looks like a sad one.”


Sure enough, there’s just an empty post that says in tiny lettering under it, “current mood: melancholy.” Teddy keeps scrolling past a few mopey band lyrics to another post on October 28 that’s titled “!!”


We both speed-read through it, the two of us so in sync that we end up reacting to everything in the same beats:




Fedotowsky and I got so drunk last night. I don’t even know how it happened, but it happened. I was upset about Beth and she was upset about Roger and at some point we just . . . ugh. I mean, she doesn’t want to “make a thing” out of it. But it felt like a thing to me. At least enough of one that we should talk about it.





My eyes linger on the screen when I’m finished reading, until I feel Teddy’s square on me.


“ ‘Make a thing,’ ” I repeat. “So . . . I could have been the ‘thing.’ ”


“Yeah. I guess,” says Teddy.


He’s a little less gung ho now, a new somberness in the room. Like we found a shiny new race car and hit the accelerator before figuring out what road we were going down. I feel kind of queasy as I click out to the main page of the LiveJournal again. There’s only one more journal entry left in that time span, dated November 1, titled “what the hell is wrong with me.”


I’m in too deep now to not click. Still, I wait for an extra second, taking a breath before it loads onto the screen.




So hungover. So confused. Farrah came back from some audition and dragged us out to a Halloween party and I woke up next to her on the floor. Not the bed. The FLOOR. I need to get my shit together. At some point I’m going to run into Beth and her “ex” boyfriend, and I don’t want to look like a total idiot when I do. Logging off now. Going to study. No more distractions. No more feeling sorry for myself. And definitely no more Smirnoff Ice.





There are a few beats of silence after that, and then Teddy extricates himself from me, typing something into his phone. I stare at the screen like I’ve just fallen into it and I don’t know how to pull myself back out. I don’t even know if I wanted to know this. I certainly wasn’t supposed to know it. But it’s like the option of not knowing was gone before I even realized I had an option at all.


“Hey,” says Teddy. “For what it’s worth . . . I think I found them.”


I blink the screen out of my eyes, turning to him. “What?”


He’s got the Facebook app open on his phone. “They’re all still mutual friends with your dad. People with those names in his year at NYU, at least.”


The blood is roaring in my ears. “How did you . . .”


“It’s human geocaching,” says Teddy.


“No. No, it’s obviously a Mamma Mia,” I realize, sitting up ramrod straight.


Usually Teddy groans at my musical theater references—particularly the ABBA-related ones, because his mom is so obsessed she owns their entire discography on vinyl—but he chimes in without missing a beat. “It’s a Millie Mia. Here—”


“No,” I say, pushing the phone back toward him so fast that it stuns us both. I stare down at it like it might burst into flames. “I . . . I shouldn’t. I mean—it just feels kinda—wrong.”


Teddy hesitates for a moment before putting the phone down. “You sure?”


I’m not. It’s going to take at least three hours of melodramatic belting in my room and some of Teddy’s Reese’s Puffs to be sure, if even then.


The thing is that I need someone to talk to about it, but there isn’t a someone I can. My dad has always sidestepped the topic like he’s allergic to it, and my aunt says my dad never actually told her who my mom was. I took their cues growing up and never discussed it much either. Not even with Teddy. The secrecy aside, it just always kind of left a bad taste in my mouth to think about, let alone say out loud.


“Yeah. I’m sure.” I click out of all the tabs in that window, bringing my mountain of jobs back up. And then, without necessarily meaning to, I add, “She didn’t want me. It’d just be a waste of both our time.”


It’s not like I haven’t had the thought before. I know the shape of it. I’ve followed it through. But as Teddy shifts away and closes the app on his phone, the thought does something it’s never done before—it reaches out and it tugs, and I’m not sure how to let it go.









CHAPTER THREE


LiveJournal deep dive aside, I know precisely three things about my mom. The first is that she knew my dad in college. That’s something I don’t really remember anyone telling me, the same way I don’t ever remember being told about my mom situation in the first place—it was just something I grew up already knowing. The second thing is that she didn’t tell my dad about me until I was well and fully born, at which point she showed up to the apartment with me in a stroller with only my inherent baby cuteness and a very surprised twenty-one-year-old Cooper Price to keep me alive. (At least, that’s how my dad tells it.)


The third thing I know is this: she is, in some way, a theater person.


Scratch that. There’s a fourth, somewhat related thing. She royally screwed me over in seventh grade.


Because here’s what happened: my dad, bless his ridiculously well-intentioned parental heart, took a video of me playing Jo in Little Women in our middle school’s junior version of the musical. It was my first-ever lead, and I was showered with both praise and a milkshake larger than my head, so it was safe to say I was drunk on the attention—enough so that I sat by my bedroom door just in case my dad and my aunt said other nice things about me after I went to bed.


And they did. I was happily soaking it in like the vain little sponge that I was (okay, am) when there was this pause, and my dad said something to Heather along the lines of “I guess it’s in her blood.” Heather, in that supportive big-sister way of hers, was like, “You can’t sing for shit.” At which point my dad was like, “No, her mom . . .”


I couldn’t see him, but I could still feel the vague gesture he made as he trailed off. By then my ear was so close to the door I was in danger of falling through it.


“Let’s just say this theater thing was inevitable,” he finally said, with this sigh at the end that made it clear he hadn’t meant to say anything at all.


Have you ever been distracted by a shiny thing and not noticed a full-fledged avalanche is coming down to bury you? Because that’s what happened to me, metaphorically and emotionally speaking. I was so busy hoarding that shiny nugget of information that I fully zoned out during the next part of the conversation, in which my dad said he was going to post the video to YouTube. Had that actually registered in any meaningful way, I would have forbidden him—even at twelve, I had a precise plan for my future social media image, and it did not include a video of me in braces and a training bra screltching at the top of my tiny lungs—but baby Millie was so distracted by the mom comment that she let it happen.


In 99.99 percent of cases, that would have been the end of it. It would have gotten twelve views—one from my grandparents and eleven from my dad—and died in internet obscurity like every other precocious theater preteen’s YouTube performance. But because I was born under a particularly weird star, instead it got shared to a Reddit page, and then in some private Facebook group for theater students, and then tweeted out by Sutton Foster, a.k.a. Jo March from the original Broadway cast. It went the theater-kid version of viral.


And it has haunted me every day since.


Up until then, I’d had some modest success auditioning in the city. I’d played kid roles like Baby June in Gypsy and a Lost Boy in Peter Pan in respected off-Broadway theaters and was starting to get callbacks for Broadway productions and generate interest from agents. But “Little Jo” cast the kind of shadow I couldn’t shake. For weeks, any time I went on auditions in the city, I was “Little Jo.” I was cooed at and complimented and hair-ruffled, but I could sniff out adults patronizing me like an FBI dog. I watched the video and understood: I was plucky, I was adorable, but I also was bad. No twelve-year-old should have been attempting to scream out the notes to “Astonishing,” and it showed. The song’s strong beginning did nothing for the end, which was so excruciating that I’m surprised my dad was able to use a spare hand to record instead of covering his ears.


All this was embarrassing enough on its own. But the most embarrassing thought came a few weeks later—that if my mom really is a theater person, there’s a chance she might have seen it, too. Which would mean the only real impression she’d ever have of me was one that the internet mercilessly mocked.


Within the year I dyed my hair a darker shade of auburn, and the first of my routine Millie transformations began. The first was admittedly ill-advised—I had a six-month punk phase, abruptly followed by a six-month hippie phase and subsequent athleisure, fifties vintage, and full VSCO girl phases, leading into the nineties grunge one I’m about to finish when I figure out whatever’s next. I maintain that I’ve looked mostly decent in all of them, but that wasn’t so much the point as it was to be completely, utterly, and thoroughly unrecognizable as “Little Jo.”


I’ve come a long way since then. Practiced enough that nobody in my school can match me vocally. Spent every single night rehearsing monologues in mirrors and watching YouTube videos of the greats. Stood in every rush ticket line to see not just Broadway stars, but every single one of their understudies, absorbing all their tiniest movements and micro-expressions and vocal tricks to try to search for my own. Never let myself get distracted while my dad was filming anything he might be senseless enough to upload, and did my best to shove the whole mom comment out of my mind right along with the rest of it.


But most importantly, I’ve avoided auditioning for the main stages in the city ever since. I need enough time to pass to scrub the memory of the old me out of everyone’s brains. When I throw myself back into the ring, I’m going to do it so fully re-born that nobody will ever utter the words Little Jo within a mile of me again.


I’m almost there. I just need this precollege to whip me into shape, and my absurdly long mission will finally be complete.


Which brings me to the next part of said mission: getting Heather on my side.


“Mint chip or cake batter?” Heather asks, holding up an ice-cream scoop.


“Both.”


She raises an eyebrow at me. “Bold combo, but I respect it.”


Usually Heather isn’t the one scooping the ice cream and shoving it into one of the endless blenders at the Milkshake Club, since she’s the owner of the all-ages music venue, conveniently located at the bottom of our apartment building. But tonight is an exception, since it’s doubling as a goodbye to my dad before he leaves for his annual two-week-long business trip out to his company’s main headquarters in Chicago. It’s always a bummer when he goes, but they also let him work from home the other fifty weeks out of the year, so I guess we’re not in any real position to complain. Especially since he’ll get back the day before my birthday, so we’ll still have plenty of time to celebrate (read: subject him and Heather to the movie musical of my choosing).


Heather gets to fixing up my cake batter mint chip monstrosity and a strawberry chocolate shake for herself. She doesn’t start the vanilla with toffee bits one for my dad quite yet, so I know I have a little time to get to her.


“So you already knew about the precollege?” I ask.


The smirk is already squarely on her lips before her eyes meet mine, so I know I’ve been about as subtle as the sound check of the metal band that’s supposed to play later tonight.


“I am aware of its existence, yes,” she says. “Why ever do you ask?”


I should have waited until I had ice cream in my mouth to try to navigate this. “It’s just . . . don’t you think it’d be a good opportunity?”


She shrugs. “I mean, yeah. But so is, y’know. Finishing regular-kid high school.”


“Heather,” I whine.


She tops off our milkshakes with the customary absurd amount of whipped cream, sprinkling hers with Snickers bits and mine with Andes mints. Then she pushes my milkshake over to me and comes around from her side of the bar to sit next to me on one of the bright pink sparkly stools that match the rest of the club, which essentially looks like it was jointly interior decorated by Barbie and the Powerpuff Girls after they got fast and loose with a confetti cannon.


“I mean, what’s the pull here?” says Heather. “Are you telling me you’d really rather live on the West Coast?”


I wrinkle my nose. “It’s nothing to do with where it is, and everything to do with what it is.”


“Well, if you really want to get your dad on your side, let’s think about it from his perspective. Why he might say no.”


I narrow my eyes at her. She has half a psychology degree from before she sharply pivoted to business, but she sure does try to milk it for all it’s worth.


“Because he wants to ruin my entire adult life?”


Heather makes a noise that is a frankly terrifying impression of a game show buzzer. “Try again.”


I sigh into my milkshake. “This program is so selective. I worked really, really hard to get in,” I tell her. “And they didn’t just choose me. They gave me money. They want me.”


The words rub me in a way I didn’t mean for them to, flashing back to what I said to Teddy about my mom earlier. But this has nothing to do with that and everything to do with my future. With the very thing I’ve had my heart set on since the first time I opened my mouth to sing.


“But you’re kind of obligated to stay there for four more years if you go for precollege, right?” says Heather in that measured, rational way of hers that I love as much as I hate. “And you had all these other places you wanted to audition for. NYU. BoCo. Carnegie Mellon—”


“And those are all great options, but this—this would get me up to speed even faster. I’d be able to start auditioning again, and college probably wouldn’t even be an issue anymore. I’d be eighteen and able to work without legal ramifications and raring to go.”


“Like, talent-wise, maybe. But human-wise?”


“Human-wise?”


“And besides, who’s to say a few dance classes wouldn’t get you where you needed to be just as fast?”


I scowl at her. “No, no, no. I’m trying to get you on my side,” I tell her. “You’re not supposed to try and get me on Dad’s.”


“I’m just being objective!” She takes a thoughtfully large sip of milkshake. “But I know what you mean. If you’re looking for me to dissect his reasoning on this, I haven’t talked to him yet, so I really don’t know.”


This is a rare event. I’ve essentially been co-parented by my dad and my aunt from the start. When my grandparents peaced out and neither of their kids opted to go with them, they left Heather in charge of my dad, which by the transitive property of accidental parenting left Heather semi in charge of me.


“What I do know is that maybe we should all take a breather on this. They don’t need a yes right away, right?” says Heather. “Maybe we just . . . simmer a bit. Come up with a list of logical reasons to let you go. Crank out a PowerPoint or something.”


What she’s hedging around with this advice is that she wants to avoid one of everyone’s least favorite Millie Moods: the kind where I come slightly unglued. And I include myself in that “everyone.” I don’t like it either. But trying to control it is like yelling at the ocean to stop making waves in shapes you don’t like. Sometimes I feel every bit as powerless to stop myself as everyone around me.


I mope into my milkshake, taking another sip. I don’t want to concede to this idea, because I’m not exactly a logic-based individual. I’ve always been one to follow my heart and let my brain catch up. It’s messy, sure, but it’s me. It’s why I’m good at what I do, and why when I make friends, I make them for life.


Oof. And there comes a pang I can’t ignore. I have a lot of friends at school, barring Oliver. Kids I’ve known for years. It’ll be hard to leave them. I’ll have to put in an extreme amount of effort to make sure we all stay in touch. But it still isn’t enough to stop me, even if there’s a part of me that wishes it were.


I’m so preoccupied in both my milkshake and my thoughts that I don’t even notice my dad arrive until Heather kicks up the blender to start making his vanilla one. He settles in the stool next to mine, looking as absurdly out of place in this Hello Kitty wonderland as he always does, and bops me on the shoulder.


“I’ve been thinking—”


“About the program?” I ask.


“About summer dance classes,” my dad says patiently. “I know you had a few in mind. Maybe tonight we take a look at them all before I leave?”


I purse my lips. “Orrr maybe we could take a look at the precollege program?”


Heather passes him his milkshake. My dad isn’t really a “sweets person,” so he claims, but he humors us with our never-ending reasons for ice-cream rituals regardless.


My dad does that close-lipped, Clark Kent-y smile of his. “I’ve taken a look.”


This is probably where I should take a beat to strategize my next move, but instead of doing that, I blurt out, “And?”


He fiddles with the straw of his milkshake, glancing over at Heather, like maybe she’ll be able to form the words he clearly doesn’t want to say. The disappointment is already settling in my bones before he gets that far.


“I just . . . you know I believe in you. You’ve got a rare gift. But I just don’t think this is the right move—at least not right now,” he says carefully.


But I’m anything but careful, the words spilling out so fast that I can feel Heather wince. “Do you know how low their acceptance rate is? Do you know how hard it was for me to get in?” I demand.


I mean, I’m sure he does, but he also doesn’t. He must have figured out the application fees I fronted and the effort I put into rehearsing, sure. But he doesn’t know about the terror I felt through every single one of the six rounds of auditions that led to this. The second-guessing every sixteen- and thirty-two-bar cut I chose, every outfit I wore, even the angle and thickness of my eyeliner. He doesn’t know the sheer panic of doing a dance call in a room full of legitimate dancers, or the exhausting hour-long personal interview they put me through, not to mention the weeks and weeks and weeks I had to wait before finding out I’d made it through each stage to the final one. This has been a part of me for so long that it feels impossible to extricate it now, like it’s leaked into my bones.


“You’re only sixteen, Mills. You have a whole wide future ahead of you—”


“Any other parent would be proud of me,” I say.


This lands harder than I thought it would, his eyebrows raising so fast that his glasses slide down almost comically fast in unison. I hadn’t meant it to be a reminder that he was just one parent, but he clearly took it that way. And for a moment, I’m almost glad he did. It isn’t fair that he gets to be the be-all and end-all on this. That I don’t have another parent I can appeal to, anyone who might make him understand what this means to me and get him on my side.


I know that’s not his fault, it’s just him, but if anything, that only makes the frustration worse—knowing that I can’t justify it. That it has no real place to go.


“Of course I’m proud of you,” he says, so quietly I can barely hear him over the din of servers setting up for the night.


Heather grazes a hand on my shoulder. A warning. But I can barely feel it over the swell of everything else. “Then why are you holding me back?”


“I’m not—if I thought this was holding you back, I would never—”


“My mom would want me to do it. She’d be all for it. Wouldn’t she?”


I say it all in a rush, in that same witless, gut-driven way people in crime dramas pull a gun on someone. Heather’s hand slides off my shoulder. My dad’s entire face goes gray, turning to Heather and then to the floor, like he doesn’t know where he’s supposed to land.


The guilt feels like it’s crawling up my throat and strangling me. I should say something to make this right, but I can’t.


“Yeah,” he says. “She probably would.”


The response is so unexpected that my next question is more out of curiosity than any actual malice. I can’t help myself. It’s like the shiny thing all over again, and this time my dad’s feelings are the avalanche I don’t want to see.


“She’s a musical theater person, too, isn’t she?” I ask. “She . . .” My dad’s mouth twists. “Yeah. But . . .”


He gets up from his stool.


“But what?” I persist.


Then whatever it was I felt tugging at me earlier is less of a tug and more of a pull. I’ve never asked about my mom, maybe, but I always just assumed I’d get some kind of answer if I did. Now that it’s clear I might not, there’s some irreversible part of me that has to know why.


“Millie,” says Heather lowly.


His eyes are misty. My dad’s kind of an easy crier—the type who tears up during the big climaxes of Star Trek movies, or when he’s telling one of his patented Dad jokes—but I don’t remember ever being the one to make him cry. It’s rattling enough that I don’t need Heather’s warning. My heart starts beating out warnings of its own.


“But she’s not here,” he says. “And I am. So. I’m sorry. But that’s what I think about it.”


The words are so riling that I can’t think of any way to respond except to hack through his happiness the way he just hacked through mine.


“Why isn’t she here?” It’s lava pouring out of me. The questions are so immediate that I know I’ve always had them—that I’ve been waiting until the moment felt right, for us to feel ready. Now that it seems like we might never be, they’re brimming to the surface so fast I feel like I’m choking on them. “Where is she, Dad? Why don’t you ever tell me anything about her? Is it to punish her, or to punish me?”


“Hold up,” says Heather, easing off the stool onto her feet.


But it’s too late. I’ve said it, and I can’t take it back. Not the words, or the way my dad looks like I’ve just slapped him across the face.


“You want the truth?” he asks. “I don’t know where she is. I wish I . . . but I don’t.”


Whatever thread he was following, he lets go of it just as quickly. He may be telling the truth, but he’s not telling the whole truth.


But it’s clear from the way his voice breaks on the next words that there’s no way to ask him for the whole truth without getting a whole lot else. “I’m sorry about that,” he says, not looking at me.


I know he is, but I don’t trust myself anymore. I’ve hurt him and I don’t like it, and if I stay I won’t be able to stop. So I tear out of the Milkshake Club, up the five flights of stairs, up to Teddy’s front door, and slam my entire body on it. If I don’t have the answers, and my dad can’t give them to me, then maybe someone will.


Teddy opens the door so fast that I almost trip into it.


“What are you—”


“I want to find them,” I tell him. “Her, I mean. My mom.”


“This is escalating very quickly,” says Teddy, clearly recognizing the full magnitude of the Millie Mood I am in. “Are you sure?”


This time I am. I walk in, shoving his door closed behind me, and hold out my hand for his phone. “Amanda Seyfried walked so Millie Price could run.”









CHAPTER FOUR


The apartment is so quiet the next morning I feel like I’m haunting it. My dad’s already left for his early flight, Heather will be asleep until at least noon, and Teddy will probably spend the morning sleeping off a post–Reese’s Puffs hangover. There’s nobody to tell me that I’m completely out of my mind when I decide to trespass into a major talent manager’s office before breakfast in pursuit of Potential Mom #1.


I haven’t decided what my next Millie phase is, so I settle on wearing one of my audition dresses with Heather’s boots and stuffing a notebook and a pen into a tote bag my dad got for subscribing to The New Yorker. Then I power walk the twenty blocks up to Check Plus Talent, using the adrenaline rush to pump me up for the admittedly harebrained thing I’m about to do.


It’s one of those stagnantly hot days, so I’m already sweating bullets when the security guard in the lobby lazily waves me up, saying “tenth floor” before I even open my mouth. It occurs to me that he must think I’m the “talent,” and that little buzz carries me up all those floors and straight into the waiting room.
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