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For all the queer educators out there. You save lives simply by showing up.

And for every queer teenager who became a little too attached to their English teacher.






Author’s Note


Dear readers,

This book contains references to an off-page death of a parent due to overdose, and it includes the on-page death of a parental figure. Please be gentle with yourselves and take care.

With love,

Alison








A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are built for.

—John A. Shedd

Yes, I’ve been brokenhearted

Blue since the day we parted

—ABBA








Vista Summit, Washington [image: ] Chapter One


LOGAN

As she stands in the middle of an Applebee’s being dumped by a woman she didn’t realize she was dating, Logan Maletis has a realization: this is all Death’s fault.

The way that hunchbacked skeleton holding a sickle and crunching its way over carnage had stared up at her from the tarot card with accusation in its eyes…

She should’ve known better than to let a sixteen-year-old with a septum piercing read her future.

But it was the last week of school, and most of her sophomores were done with their end-of-year projects and were now signing yearbooks or staring blankly at TikTok. After working a sixty-hour week, grading 150 final essays, and dragging at least a dozen seniors, kicking and screaming, across the finish line so they could graduate on time, Logan was too exhausted to consider why it might be a bad idea.

And Ariella Soto was so proud of her hand-painted tarot cards, so eager to show her English teacher her newfound skills of divination, and Logan couldn’t say no to that kind of earnestness.

So, Logan sat in a too-small desk across from her student and put her fate in those intensely manicured hands.

“Tarot doesn’t predict your future, Maletis,” Ariella had explained in her best woo-woo voice. “It’s best used as a tool for introspection and self-reflection.”

That seemed so much worse.

“Ask the cards a question.”

She’d overheard Ariella reading her classmates’ fortunes, sophomores who asked questions like, Where should I apply for college? and What should I do with my life? Those same students had gathered around to watch Maletis’s reading, and she couldn’t exactly ask a real question, like Will I ever move out of my dad’s house? or What should I do with my life? Instead, she closed her eyes and leaned into the theatrics. That’s her role at Vista Summit High School. She’s the fun teacher. The cool teacher. The teacher who doesn’t take anything too seriously. “Am I going to have an awesome summer?”

Ariella tutted disapprovingly and the rest of the class snickered. “You’re supposed to ask an open-ended question, like you make us do in seminar.”

Logan made a show of considering thoughtfully. “What awesome things should I do this summer?”

More adolescent laughter.

Ariella rolled her eyes at the rephrased question but flipped the first card anyway, and there was that skeletal bastard smirking up at Logan over a bloodred background. The death card. Logan’s first thought was Joe, and she tensed uncomfortably in the tiny desk.

“It doesn’t mean literal death, Maletis. Don’t look so freaked,” Ariella reassured her. “It’s a metaphorical death, usually. An ending.”

Again, she thought of Joe, but she kept her smile broad for her students. “Like… the end of a school year…?”

“Or perhaps the end of an important phase in your life,” Ariella said in the same mystical tone. “The end of your adolescence, perhaps?”

“I’m thirty-two.”

Her students laughed, but Ariella stared at her as though her heavy eyeliner allowed her to see directly into Logan’s soul.

Ariella continued, “Or, it’s possible it’s referring to the end of a relationship….”

At this, Logan relaxed a little. The boys made low oooo noises, and Waverly Hsu singsonged, “Maletis has a girlfriend,” over and over again.

“Maletis and Schaffer sitting in a tree,” Darius Lincoln added. “K-i-s-s-i-n-g.”

That was what she loved about working with sixteen-year-olds; at turns, they watched both Euphoria and SpongeBob, tried to snort aspirin in the back of your classroom, and sang ridiculous nursery rhymes like innocent children at recess. They were goofy and weird, which meant she could be goofy and weird, too.

“Something in your life will come to an end, Maletis,” Ariella decreed, bringing the room back under her spell, and filling Logan with unexpected dread, “prompting a period of newfound self-awareness.”



Didn’t predict the future, her ass.

Because here she is, three days later and two hours into summer vacation, facing the end of a relationship she didn’t know existed, while she tries to enjoy her Tipsy Leprechaun. And it’s definitely Death’s fault.

“This just isn’t working,” the tiny white woman holding a Captain Bahama Mama tells her.

“This… meaning… us?”

“I’m sorry to do it like this,” Schaffer shouts over the sound of two dozen teachers celebrating their freedom with watered-down cocktails and half-priced apps.

“But it seems best to have a clean break before summer,” Schaffer continues at a loud volume, alerting the gossipy counseling department that something dramatic is happening within earshot. Several of her colleagues turn to watch the scene unfold.

Teaching high school is often an exercise in humiliation, but this is a bit much, even for her.

It isn’t the dumping itself she takes issue with. She’s been dumped many times. In fact, she’s been dumped in this exact Applebee’s at least twice.

No, she takes issue with the fact that they’re surrounded by their hetero coworkers on all sides. The social studies teachers-slash-football coaches who were distracted by a Mariners’ game playing on the flat-screens are now attuned to this conversation. Sanderson and her crew of mean girls with their Pinterest-perfect classrooms are now ignoring their shared nachos to leer at the scene. Even her principal is doing a bad job feigning disinterest as he goes to town on a chicken wing.

Not that she really cares what her coworkers think of her. Most of them made up their minds about her when she started this job eight years ago.

Hell, at least half of them made up their minds about her when she started at Vista Summit High School as a ninth grader eighteen years ago.

But as the only openly queer teachers in their conservative small town, it would be nice if people weren’t staring at them like they’re a couple on The Ultimatum.

“Doesn’t a clean break seem best?” Hannah Schaffer asks in response to Logan’s blank stare. At least, Logan is pretty sure her first name is Hannah.

Like, 90 percent certain.

It’s definitely Hannah, and not Anna or Heather or Hayley.

Probably.

It’s not Logan’s fault she’s fuzzy on the first name of her current casual-workplace-acquaintance-with-benefits. Most teachers at Vista Summit go exclusively by their last names as a byproduct of working at a school run by dude bros who once played Vista sports and then became teacher-coaches so they could revel in those glory days forever. At work, she’s never Logan. She’s Maletis. And the tiny blond with the pink drink is only ever referred to as Schaffer. Except in Logan’s phone, where her contact still reads “New Science Teacher” followed by a winky face emoji.

And you can’t get dumped by a woman whose contact is still a generic descriptor. Logan has dozens of ambiguous contacts in her phone—Cute Coffee Shop Girl and Emily Hinge and Hot Butch from Tinder—and none of those fleeting hookups ended with a breakup. They ended the respectable way: with a mutual fizzling out and absolutely no need for a serious conversation.

She doesn’t really do serious.

But Probably-Hannah Definitely-Schaffer seems hell-bent on having a serious conversation in this Applebee’s. “It can’t come as a surprise that I’m ending things.”

“It really can,” she grumbles into her drink. And is Sanderson… holding up her phone? Is she recording this atrocity? Logan fights to keep her stance casual and her face impassive. You can’t be hurt over the end of a relationship you didn’t know you were in.

“I mean, we can’t keep pretending we don’t have problems,” Schaffer continues. “Things haven’t been good between us for a while now.”

A while now? Logan scans her romantic history with this science teacher and tries to find any evidence that might justify the use of a while. From that first drunken makeout after a staff happy hour, Logan had made it clear they were keeping it casual. Late night U up? texts and never sleeping over. It wasn’t exactly the stuff that Nora Ephron films were made of. And it started… what? A month ago? Two months, tops.

So, yeah, Logan is surprised. And confused. And quite frankly, a little nauseous from this green drink.

“Look, you’re a fun time,” Probably-Hannah says. “But I think we should end things before either of us gets hurt.”

As if she would ever let herself care enough to get hurt. “You’re probably right,” she agrees in an attempt to expedite this postmortem on a fake relationship and get back to celebrating the start of summer. “Thanks for the talk. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to—”

Her evasive maneuvering is swiftly ignored. “I just think we’re in different places in our lives. You still live with your dad and you’re in your thirties.”

She says thirties like it’s a terminal diagnosis. Logan should’ve known better than to hook up with a zillenial who thought Mary-Kate and Ashley were three people. Like most of the young teachers at Vista Summit High School, Schaffer lives in Portland, a forty-minute drive across the river. And she’s very self-righteous about it. “It’s tragic the way your quality of life starts to decline at the ripe old age of thirty-two,” Logan snarks.

“You’re literally always complaining about your back, and you get sick every time you eat cheese,” she points out.

Fair point, Schaffer.

Hannah looks her up and down with an expression of barely concealed revulsion, and Logan wonders if Sanderson captured that on her phone, too. “What’s your plan, Logan?”

She considers this in the same way she considered what question to ask the tarot cards. “Well, I was probably going to order some mozzarella sticks, maybe switch to beer—”

“What is your plan for your life?” Schaffer interrupts. “Are you going to live with your dad in this disgusting town forever?”

She feels that question wedge itself deep into her chest. The end of your adolescence, perhaps?

“Vista Summit isn’t disgusting,” Logan says reflexively. Sure, the historically red voting trends in Vista Summit are abominable.

And the lack of openly queer people is less than ideal for a single lesbian.

And there’s the smell. From the paper mill up the river. So, in the literal sense, Vista Summit is technically disgusting, at least in odor.

And okay fine. Their current mayor is a former rodeo clown and current flat-earther who ran on a platform of bringing Chick-fil-A to town (a promise he still hasn’t made good on after seven years in office). And yes, she’s known most of these people her whole life, and they’re all a bunch of busybodies who’ve kept receipts on every mistake she’s made since she was in OshKosh B’gosh.

But… the town is right along the gorgeous Columbia River, and on clear days there is a staggering view of Mount Hood and the Gorge. There are ungoverned trees and open spaces, boundless green and hiking trails in every direction, so many ways to escape into nature where there are no walls and no rules and no one to judge her. Of course, she’d dreamed of escaping for real as a kid—of fleeing this suffocating small town for a life of adventure, a list of places she wanted to see written on notebook paper, carried around in her childhood best friend’s pocket.

But childhood dreams, like childhood best friends, aren’t meant to last. So, she stayed. And she’s fine staying.

“I’m not sure my life plans are any of your business,” she snaps at Schaffer. “Like, we were just hanging out, and if you’re done hanging out, that’s cool, but I don’t think we need to make it a whole thing.”

“Just hanging out?” Probably-Hannah repeats slowly. “For four months, we’ve just been hanging out?”

Logan’s indifference falters for a minute. Four months?

No. It hasn’t been that long.

Has it?

“Four months?” she repeats. Had she really let it go on for that long? She usually knows better than that. Leave before you get left, because everyone leaves eventually. Logan isn’t the kind of woman people stick around for.

“Yes, four months. Did you forget to take your meds again this morning or something?”

And against all odds, Schaffer does manage to hurt her. Logan blinks back any signs of real emotion and juts out her jaw. “Look, I made it clear that this was casual from the beginning,” she says, “and it’s not my fault if you fell tit-over-clit in love with me.”

Probably-Hannah screws her fists to her hips and glares up at her. “Tell me something, Maletis. What’s my name?”

The entire Applebee’s has gone suspiciously quiet, and she gets the impression even the servers are watching this public flogging unfold. Sanderson is still holding up her phone. “Schaffer,” Logan answers with unearned confidence.

“My first name.”

Kristen fucking Stewart. Logan’s eyes dart around Applebee’s searching for a hint or an escape hatch or a deus ex fucking machina, but everyone in this room seems firmly poised against her, mocking her the same way the Death card had. She swallows. “It’s… Hannah.”

Hopefully-Hannah stares at her in stunned silence. And then she throws her Captain Bahama Mama directly into Logan’s face.

Logan closes her eyes and feels the pink sugar drink splash across her face, up into her hair. It drips down onto her favorite button-up shirt, the one with pineapples on it.

“I should’ve listened when everyone told me not to waste my time on an apathetic asshole who doesn’t care about anyone or anything,” Definitely-Not-Hannah seethes.

And Logan pretends that doesn’t hurt at all.



Not for the first time in her life, Logan flees the Vista Summit Applebee’s in disgrace.

It’s starting to rain as she storms through the parking lot, but it hardly matters since she already has Malibu and Captain Morgan all over her. Her bra is filled with sticky liquid that drips down her torso with each step.

She throws herself into her rust-orange Volkswagen Passat and searches for something to clean herself off with. But her car only contains empty Red Bull cans and Starbucks breakfast sandwich wrappers and paperbacks with dog-eared pages. She’s not shoving Roxane Gay down her shirt.

 An apathetic asshole who doesn’t care about anyone or anything.

She wonders how long it will take for the entire town to hear the story of her Applebee’s humiliation. Perhaps Sanderson will upload the video to the town website to make it easier. Logan finds a single dirty hiking sock under the passenger seat and wedges that between her boobs to soak up the drink.

Something hot and frantic and terrifyingly tear-like builds up in her chest. There is no use crying over spilled garbage alcohol, and there is definitely no use crying over Not-Hannah.

It takes one… two… three tries for the car to start, and she fumbles for the tangled cord of her tape deck aux and plugs in her phone, pressing shuffle on her Summer Jams playlist. “Our Last Summer” from the Mamma Mia soundtrack starts playing at an unholy decibel.

I can still recall, our last summer…

She begins to back out of her parking spot as Colin Firth’s tragic bleating is cut off by the robotic voice of a Siri notification. “New message from JoJo DelGoGo rainbow emoji,” the default male Siri voice informs her, changing tone slightly as it reads the text from Joe: “Happy last day of school,” the message begins. “I don’t want to spoil this most sacred of days, but it would seem I’ve had a bit of a fall. I’ve tried to reassure my nurses that I’m fine, but they’ve insisted on bringing me back to Evergreen Pines because I might have, perhaps, broken my foot? You know how I feel about this godforsaken place. Could you please come by this evening?”

A bit of a fall.

Back to Evergreen Pines.

Broken my foot.

Joe.

Her hands clench around the steering wheel. Smirking skeletons and carnage and a blood-red background. She wishes she could be more apathetic about this, but her entire body feels like it has turned to stone. She’s thinking about Joe and the Death card and endings, and not about the fact that she’s still backing out of her parking spot when there’s a screech of metal on metal as she whips toward the steering wheel. She slams on the brakes, but it’s too late.

She hit something.

Specifically, she hit another car.

More specifically—she looks in her rearview mirror—she hit a gray Toyota Corolla.

Shit on a fucking biscuit. Logan watches in horror as the driver of the Toyota flies out of the car like a bat out of Ann Taylor Loft. In the name of Shay Mitchell’s Instagram, no. Not her. Anyone but her.

Three-inch heels and black nylons, a gray pencil skirt and a cardigan with polka dots buttoned all the way up to her throat, all of it drenched in the brown liquid of an iced latte.

Who the hell teaches in three-inch heels?

Rosemary Hale, that’s who.

Of all the people she could’ve rear-ended, it had to be Hale. No one in this town keeps receipts better than her.

In the rearview mirror, Hale touches her pale pink fingernails to the wet splotch on her stomach like a soldier in a movie groping at a fatal bullet hole. Hale hasn’t updated her hairstyle since the sixth grade, so her pale blond hair is scraped back in its usual severe French braid, which swings like a pendulum as she shakes her head in horror. Her pasty-white skin has gone a splotchy red and purple. “You hit my car!” Hale shrieks.

And Ruby fucking Rose. She had. She’d been publicly ridiculed and dumped, Joe was injured, and she’d rear-ended the shit out of her childhood best friend turned nemesis’s car.

Colin Firth still warbles from the speakers. Our last summer.

Logan glances at Hale in the rearview mirror again, and for a moment, she sees a flash of the young girl she once cared about more than anything. That earnest, imaginative, brave girl. Then Hale stamps her foot, and all Logan sees is the woman that girl became and the destruction she herself has created.

This is probably Death’s fault, too.






Chapter Two

ROSEMARY

Rosemary Hale doesn’t want to stab a man with a Pilot V5 pen, but she will, if it comes to that.

Her fingers grip tighter around the purple grading pen as she chokes out the words: “I don’t understand… are you firing me? In an Applebee’s?”

“Not firing.” Principal Miller holds up both hands defensively, as if he’s the victim in this ambush over chicken wings. He’s got BBQ sauce on his fingers. It almost looks like blood. “We’re laying you off with the hopes of rehiring you in the fall once the district has more accurate enrollment numbers.”

“How is that any different than firing me?”

Before anyone ends up impaled by fine point, Rosemary tries to take a four-count breath like Erin taught her. Inhale for four. Hold for four. Exhale for four. But the restaurant is blaring yacht-rock and gauche wall to gauche wall is stuffed with people, and she’s overwhelmed by the smell of deep-fried food and the feeling of the vinyl barstool against her legs and the sound of “Rosanna” by Toto, and the encroaching realization that she’s unemployed, so she only gets to three on the inhale before she screeches, “But I went to Yale! And Columbia!” Because her panic has eclipsed all rational thought.

Stop panicking. She tries to take another deep breath. Panic is for the unprepared, and she’s always prepared for everything.

Except, well, this.

When she got the email from her boss in the middle of sixth period asking for a last-minute meeting after school, Rosemary hadn’t thought much of it. Miller often insisted on meetings that could’ve been emails, and this particular email—rife with typos, random ellipses, and bright blue Comic Sans—asked if the meeting could take place at Applebee’s, because the principal didn’t want to miss any of the traditional staff happy hour that takes place every year as soon as the final bell rings on the last day of school.

Rosemary never goes to the staff happy hours, but she also never ignores orders from her boss, even if he does sometimes wear flip-flops to work. So, she drove to Applebee’s against her better judgment. She thought maybe he wanted to congratulate her on her 98 percent testing rate on the Advanced Placement exams, or commend her impeccable zero-failures rate, or celebrate her students who placed at the National Speech & Debate Tournament. Or maybe Principal Miller wanted to pick her brain about the curriculum she created and piloted for the English Department this year, so they could get a jump-start on next year’s rollout.

Whatever it was, it was something good. Bad things didn’t happen at Applebee’s.

Except now she’s being fired at a literal party, while all her coworkers get drunk on neon cocktails.

“I know you’re one smart cookie,” Miller says. “You are one of the best students Vista Summit has ever produced. Perfect SAT scores, National Merit Scholar, Valedictorian, early acceptance to Yale…”

She bristles at the idea that she was produced by this shit heap of a town—that the town itself deserves any credit for her adolescent accomplishments. The only thing Vista Summit did was inspire her to get as far away as possible.

“We never thought our golden girl would come back home,” he continues, “and we’re so lucky to have a teacher like you working at Vista Summit.”

Her grip loosens on the pen. “Then why the hell are you firing me?”

Miller flinches at her directness. He’s never been one for confrontation—or any form of leadership. Before he white-man failed his way into the principalship, he’d been her ninth-grade precalculus teacher. Or, more accurately, she’d taught herself precalculus in the back of his classroom while he chatted with the basketball boys and participated in the time-honored tradition of lazy teachers everywhere: movie Fridays. Rosemary still has no idea how the movie October Sky was supposed to teach them calculus, but she’s seen it approximately twenty times. (She did like Laura Dern’s character, though.)

“Again, Hale, this isn’t a firing.”

“But—” Her brain snaps, crackles, and pops as she tries to come up with some argument to save her job, save herself. She is this job. “But I was Washington State Teacher of the Year!”

“You were a Washington State Teacher of the Year finalist,” Miller corrects.

“Are you firing me because I’m gay?” She’s death-gripping the pen again. “Because I swear, I’ll have the ACLU up your ass so fast—”

Miller makes a consternated face as he stares down at her manicured pink fingernails. “Wait, you’re gay?” She can see his brain trying to puzzle through how she fits into his stereotype of what a lesbian can be.

“None of this is about your skills as an educator or you as an individual. We simply don’t have money in the budget, and you’re the ELA teacher with the least seniority.”

She squeezes her eyes shut because she’ll be damned if she lets Dave Miller see her cry.

Four years. For four years, she’s given everything she has to this school, this job, her students. Seventy-hour workweeks and debate tournaments every weekend from November to March. Spending every lunch period helping seniors with their college essays; wearing a wrist brace to bed every night from grading-induced carpal tunnel and a mouth guard for stressed-induced teeth grinding. Caring so much about every kid in her classroom, she doesn’t have the capacity for anything else.

She doesn’t date, doesn’t have time for friends… teaching is her whole life. It’s safe, it’s structured, and it’s a place where she has total control. Competency is the perfect antidote to anxiety. She doesn’t know who she is if she’s not a teacher.

Rosemary opens her eyes again and catches Miller’s gaze wandering over to where several coaches have lined up tequila shots, their attention fixed on a conversation across the bar. Rosemary spots a familiar figure insouciantly leaning against a high-top table. A tornado of short, dark brown hair and an embarrassment of long limbs standing there without a care in the world. Logan Maletis is talking to Rhiannon Schaffer—or, more accurately, Rhiannon is talking to Logan while Logan’s attention wanders around the restaurant as if searching for the next interesting thing. Applebee’s is now playing “Dreams” by Fleetwood Mac, and Rosemary feels the past slam against her chest.

Thirteen years old in this same Applebee’s, a shared platter of nachos and dreams of the adventures they’d have when they could finally flee this town. The places she’d see and the stories she’d tell and the books she’d one day write.

But that was a long time ago. A different version of herself. A very different version of Logan Maletis.

Miller sighs wistfully as the coaches knock back their second shot, and Rosemary yanks her focus back to her boss. She is the only thing standing between him and a summer of day-drinking, and she won’t step aside easily. “What about my summer school class?”

Miller sucks on his teeth before answering. “The district has decided to give the summer class to Peterson.”

“Peterson? Peterson! You’re giving my class to Peterson? A football coach?”

“It’s not your class, Hale. It’s—”

“I wrote the proposal, I secured the grant funding, I created the entire fucking syllabus.” She jabs the pen down on the table to emphasize each point.

“Calm down,” Miller warns, glancing around the restaurant like he’s worried someone might overhear him getting scolded by a petite woman in a cardigan. But no one in Applebee’s is paying them an ounce of attention.

“Calm down? What am I supposed to do with my summer if I’m not teaching this class?” She already had it all mapped out: weekday mornings in a sunny classroom teaching composition; afternoons grading papers on an outdoor patio while sipping iced coffee; creating lesson plans and definitely not thinking about Logan Maletis or forgotten dreams or her complete lack of a life outside her job.

“You could always work on your little stories,” he tries. “You were always winning those writing contests as a kid. Do you still write?”

“No, because I’m not a kid anymore,” she growls under her breath.

“Then take a break,” Miller says, like it’s that simple. “It’s summer.”

“Take a break,” she echoes, because it’s actually not simple at all.

“When was the last time you took a vacation?”

She blinks in surprise at the question. “I—I went to that equitable grading practices conference in Cincinnati last fall.”

“I said vacation, not work trip.”

She scoffs. Did he expect her to recall some excursion where she sat by a pool sipping an umbrella-garnished cocktail? Ridiculous. She doesn’t own a swimsuit, and she hates open-toed shoes and unnecessary sun exposure. Besides, she doesn’t drink, and she doesn’t do idle time, but she can’t explain any of this to a man who currently has BBQ sauce on his chin.

Miller sighs and his gaze once again wanders to the coaches. “Look, I should really get to the party and start celebrating with the staff. You know… for morale, and stuff.”

“Sure. Morale.” Rosemary demurely slides off her barstool. Or, more aptly, she slides as demurely as a five-foot-one woman in a pencil skirt and three-inch heels can manage. She is walking out of this Applebee’s with her dignity intact.

“You’re an incredible teacher, Hale,” he says, even as he’s mentally already shooting bottom-shelf tequila with his bros. “We’re going to do everything we can to hire you back in the fall. In the meantime, try to relax this summer.”



Relax?

She stomps out of Applebee’s, each step accompanied by the sharp clack of her heels on the pavement.

Relax? Principal Flip-Flops wants her to relax while her career—her life—hangs in the balance?

Like hell she will.

Her hands shake with fury as she fumbles for her car keys. She’s not going to waste time relaxing. She’ll update her résumé and apply for a teaching job at a better school. She’ll get a PhD in educational leadership and steal Miller’s job. She’ll publish several academic articles on pedagogy, frame them, and mail them to Miller’s house.

She’ll tear out that one wall in her condo that makes her feel uneasy, and she’ll finally replace her bedroom carpet with hardwood floors, and she’ll train for a marathon, and the absolute last thing she’ll do for the next ten weeks is sit around with her thoughts.

But right now, she’s going home so she can cry in peace. She’s going to unzip the top of her skirt, take off her heels, and let her feet sink into her plush white rug. She’ll make herself some cold brew and she’ll water her plants and click on her Roomba, and she won’t let herself think about any of this at all.

“Siri,” she says as soon as she’s in her car. “Play ‘Bitch.’ ”

“Playing ‘Bitch’ by Meredith Brooks,” Siri repeats. The car fills with the opening guitar strings Rosemary memorized long ago. Listening to this song became part of her first-date routine back in New York after the third woman in a row ended a date by calling her emotionally closed-off.

“But you are a little emotionally closed off,” her mother had helpfully pointed out during a post-date phone call.

“Of course I am! But I don’t think it’s a polite thing to tell someone on a first date!”

So, before her next date, she listened to “Bitch” on repeat for thirty minutes, screaming the lyrics to herself.

Incidentally, she never developed a second-date routine.

And then she moved back to Vista Summit and stopped dating altogether.

Still, she listens to “Bitch” whenever she feels the intense need to rage, because raging is so much safer than the alternative: the untethered spiral of anxiety that spools out whenever she loses control.

And this. Losing her job. She hasn’t felt this out of control in four years.

As Meredith Brooks reaches the crescendo of her musical manifesto, Rosemary sing-screams along. She grabs a mostly melted iced coffee from the center console and takes a drink and rage, rage, rages.

She’s shouting about being someone’s hell when the song cuts off and the dash screen flashes with an incoming call. Joseph Delgado.

“Joe?” she snaps as soon as the call connects, her voice raw. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

“Don’t freak out,” he starts, “but I’ve had another little fall.”

Unemployment is suddenly the furthest thing from her mind. “Joe! What have I told you about trying to go to the bathroom without your walker!”

“Nothing is broken,” the deep voice insists through the speakers. “Nothing major.”

“Where are you right now? I’ll be there in five.”

“You’re freaking out,” he says calmly. “The fall wasn’t that bad. But I’m back at Evergreen Pines, and—”

She jerks the car into reverse and pulls out of her parking spot. “I’m on my way.”

She takes another frantic sip of her iced latte just as she sees a flash of orange bumper out of the corner of her eye.

Between Joe and the coffee and the layoff-induced rage, she doesn’t react quickly enough. There’s a sickening crunch, a lurch. She slams on her brakes harder than necessary, and her right hand instinctively flies out to protect some invisible person in the passenger seat. As her hand flings forward, her iced latte jerks sideway, and she feels the cold sensation all down her chest before she realizes what’s happening. Sticky iced coffee saturates her cardigan, drips down her stomach, and pools into a puddle in her crotch.

She sits there, stunned. Then she bolts out of the car, her rage all funneled toward a new source.

An orange Volkswagen Passat smashed against her driver’s-side rear door. Because of course.

Only Logan Maletis would hit her car while she was driving ten miles per hour. The bumper of the rusted Passat is snug against the back of Rosemary’s now dented car, but Logan’s crime against emissions appears to be perfectly intact.

Rosemary looks around at the wreckage of her car—the wreckage of her life—and comes to two conclusions.

One: bad things do happen at Applebee’s.

And two: she’s going to kill Logan Maletis.






Chapter Three

ROSEMARY

The driver’s-side door opens with an ancient groan, and a leg swings out of the car, checkered Vans landing on the damp asphalt with a thud. The white squares on the Vans have all been colored in with a rainbow pattern that blurs slightly in the rain.

What kind of thirty-two-year-old woman draws on her shoes?

Logan Maletis, that’s who.

Rosemary tries to take another set of four deep breaths, but then she looks at her crushed car, and the oxygen hiccups in her throat.

The rest of Logan finally follows her shoes: long limbs, denim overalls covered in bleach stains; one of her tropical shirts, which she seems to think are appropriate for every occasion; a white T-shirt that’s drenched in pink liquid. Was she drinking alcohol while driving?

Her long face is framed by thick, chestnut-brown hair chopped bluntly at her shoulders, and a giant smirk slashes across her expression.

As a rule, Rosemary doesn’t look at Logan’s face. Too many memories live in those features. But she can tell her smirk is one of perfectly calm indifference. Rosemary’s anxiety spikes and she clenches her fists, her long nails digging in sharply.

Returning to Vista Summit four years ago had been the smart thing to do. Logical. Safe. After everything that happened in New York, it made sense to be closer to her mom—to return to a town the size of a fishbowl, where things are predictable and contained. That didn’t mean coming home again wasn’t hard, and coming home to find Logan Maletis not only still lived in Vista Summit but worked at the high school where Rosemary had just accepted a job, was a level of poetic injustice Rosemary still isn’t ready to unpack.

“You hit my car!” Rosemary shouts.

Logan tilts her head to the side and studies the place where their vehicles have melded together. “Huh,” she says. Rosemary can barely hear it over the sound of the Mamma Mia soundtrack blasting through her open car door.

I can still recall, our last summer…

Rosemary can still recall her last summer with Logan Maletis by her side, and she’s still pissed as hell about it, eighteen years later.

“Huh?” Rosemary echoes. “Huh! Look at my car! It’s like the set piece in an Avengers movie.”

Logan steps closer to the wreckage. “Nah. That’s a scratch. I think you can just buff that out.”

“Buff it out? You smashed into me!”

Logan rolls her hazel eyes. “It was an accident.”

“You accidentally didn’t look behind you when you were backing up?”

“Look, it takes two to fender-bender,” Logan retorts, “and you clearly weren’t paying attention either.”

Rosemary presses her tongue to the roof of her mouth and tries not to scream. She’s not about to admit that she was distracted by the phone call with Joe and the destruction of her life plan and all of the fury barely suppressing her anxiety. Especially not to Logan. “Except you backed into me. So you’re the one at fault.”

“Fault?” Logan puffs out an infuriating breath of air. “I did you a favor, honestly. A gray Corolla? Could you have chosen a more boring car?”

“We can’t all drive quirky Volkswagens like some manic pixie dream girl in a movie written by a man.”

Logan makes her classic I-Hate-Rosemary face. It involves scrunching up her long, beak-like nose and twisting her mouth into a repulsed snarl, as if she smells something foul. Rosemary looks away from that face and her eyes fall on the back seat of the Passat. Through the window covered in dog-nose smudges, she can see the chaos tornado-fire of Logan’s life. Food wrappers, stacks of student papers (some graded, some not), and so many books. An entire mobile library’s worth of paperbacks with bent covers and dog-eared pages.

“Oh, well, now I understand why you hit me. You were trying to see through this Jenga tower of emotionally abused literature.”

“You are,” Logan starts, exhaling theatrically, “the worst.”

Rosemary holds her posture perfectly straight. Dignity, dammit! “Can we please just exchange insurance information so we don’t have to talk to each other for the next ten weeks?”

Logan stands there with one hip cocked to the side and says nothing.

“You do have insurance, don’t you?”

When Logan still doesn’t reply or reach for her wallet, Rosemary feels the anxiety break through her rage barrier and all of her worries come spilling out like pieces of paper from an overturned file cabinet. What if Logan doesn’t have insurance? What is her deductible for an uninsured driver? What if her car is totaled? How will she be able to afford a new car now that she’s lost her job?

She lost her job. Holy shit. She has another paycheck coming in July, but then what?

What if she doesn’t get rehired?

What if she can’t find another teaching job?

What if she can no longer do the only thing she’s any good at?

What if right now, ten minutes across town, Joe is dying in Evergreen Pines from the gangrene on his foot, and she’s not there with him because she’s here, bickering with Logan over something as foolish as a dent in her car? What if—

“Hale!” Logan’s voice cuts through the mental noise, and Rosemary looks up to find Logan standing close to her, her smirk replaced by a worried frown. Her left hand is reaching out toward Rosemary’s arm, like she might try to comfort her the way she used to do, when they were kids. When Rosemary’s anxiety got out of control like this.

The past slams into her again.

Rosemary is eleven years old, seized by loss and grief, moving across the country for a fresh start with her mom, terrified of not knowing anyone in school. But there is Logan, standing at the bus stop on the first day of sixth grade: a skinny girl with bushy brown hair and bruised knees who flashes a bucktoothed smile when she sees Rosemary for the first time.

She’s twelve, lying on the summer grass with a friend who feels like the missing half of her soul, staring up at the stars and sharing their dreams; the sound of Logan’s laugh like a song she can’t stop listening to on repeat.

She’s thirteen, always reaching for Logan’s hand, always holding on too tight, struggling to understand how any friendship could feel so enormous inside her.

She’s fourteen, in a garden at a pool party, making an epic mistake and losing that friendship forever.

She’s eighteen, packing up her mother’s Subaru so she could leave this town; leave Logan and the memory of her behind.

She’s twenty-eight, coming home again to realize she can never truly escape Logan Maletis.

She is thirty-two, crashing into Logan. Always crashing into her. Three years of friendship, four years of hating each other, ten years of not talking, and then this. Arguing in department meetings and glaring at each other in the hallways and fighting in an Applebee’s parking lot.

And how absurd is it that after everything, Rosemary wishes Logan would reach out and touch her arm. She still grieves their lost friendship, still sometimes imagines finding a way to stitch them back together again. But Logan made it clear as soon as Rosemary returned to Vista Summit that she was picking up their relationship exactly where they left it in that dark garden at fourteen. It is a bruised and bloody mess of a relationship, a gaping wound they can’t stop poking.

So, no, Logan doesn’t comfort her. Her hand never makes it to Rosemary’s arm. It flies into one of the many pockets of her overalls and pulls out a wallet held together with duct tape. “Don’t shit a brick, Hale.” Logan snorts. “Of course I have insurance.”

Rosemary shakes off the images of the past and shoves all those thoughts and feelings back into their file folders. She snatches the insurance card from Logan’s grubby hand. “I can’t help it if every time I see you, Maletis, I fear for my life.”

LOGAN

“You hit Rosemary with your car?” Joe asks as soon as she rounds the corner into his room at Evergreen Pines Rehab Facility.

She throws herself down on the plastic chair beside his hospital bed with a harrumph. “How did you hear about that already?”

“My nurse is Kelsey Tanner, and she heard about it from her hairdresser’s boyfriend, who saw the whole thing in the Applebee’s parking lot.”

“I hate this town.”

“Yet you refuse to leave.” Joe raises a grizzled eyebrow at her. “Please tell me you weren’t aiming for Rosemary. Attempted vehicular manslaughter is taking your little feud a step too far.”

“I didn’t hit her. I hit her car. And it was really more of a tap. And if that tap happened to injure Hale’s brittle bones, well… that’s just an unexpected perk.”

“Thirty-two is a little old for a mortal enemy.”

“Not if that enemy is Rosemary Hale.” She folds her arms across her chest. “Remember how she used to correct all our teachers back in school, except for you? Well, she still does that, but with our coworkers in reply-all emails. And she’s always bringing essays to staff meetings so she can grade them in her lap. Like, we get it. You teach AP. You’re very important.”

Joe opens his mouth, but Logan plows on. “And remember that time junior year when she made Ivy Tsu cry after the regional debate competition because Ivy used the wrong color pen? I think she made everyone on the Speech and Debate team cry at least once. She was a little despot in Mary Janes.”

Joe smirks up at her from his bed. “Did she ever make you cry?”

So, so many times.

“No, because I don’t care what Hale thinks of me.”

Joe scrunches his face in an exaggerated expression of skepticism, and Logan thinks about Hale in that parking lot, snarled into knots with anxiety. She thinks about her overwhelming urge to comfort her, like she used to. “Look, enough about Satan’s stepdaughter. Let’s talk about you. You look like shit, by the way.”

He does a mock bow in his bed. “Thank you, darling. I call this chemo chic.” He flourishes his hands. “Also, you seem to have a sock inside your bra, so let’s not cast aspersions.”

She pulls out the sock and waves it dismissively. “You broke your foot? Did you try to poop without your walker again?”

“No, I broke it while salsa dancing with Antonio Banderas.”

“Don’t strain your groin trying to be funny, old man.”

He holds up one wrinkled middle finger and shoves it in her face. “I’m not old.”

Technically, he’s right. Joe Delgado is only sixty-four, but a long battle with pancreatic cancer has aged him like a time-lapse video. The Mr. Delgado of her memories had been larger than life in every way. Tall, with broad shoulders and a booming voice, his thick black hair was always too long and too messy, but in a way that just made sense for his personality, like he was too brilliant to waste time on something as commonplace as hygiene. A mad scientist, but his science was syntax and diction. He always spoke in animated gestures with hands the size of baseball mitts; his dark brown eyes sparkled whenever he talked about Toni Morrison or iambic pentameter, coordinating conjunctions or Gabriel García Márquez. “El gran poder existe en la fuerza irresistible del amor.”

For almost thirty years, he taught ninth grade English and AP Literature and coached the Speech and Debate team at Vista Summit High School. He’d raised two generations of kids in this town. He’d definitely raised her.

She started ninth grade as a social pariah. Outed at the end of the summer, she went into high school as the lesbian with no friends and a mom who left her for another family. She thought she’d never belong, but there he was. Joseph Delgado, a beloved openly gay teacher at an aggressively conservative high school. He had a pride flag above the projector screen and a decorative scarf around his neck, and he never apologized for being exactly who he was: a gay son of Mexican immigrants who loved teaching young people how to empower themselves through reading and writing.

Mr. Delgado was the first adult who ever truly made Logan feel okay. Okay for being gay. Okay for having ADHD and a brain that worked a little differently. He helped her harness the creative chaos of her mind. He got her to join the Speech and Debate team.

He nurtured her love of books.

He helped her get into college.

She became an English teacher because of him. When she first started working at Vista Summit High School, they’d meet at Rochelle’s for milkshakes on Fridays after work, to debrief the week, and he would give her advice on how to connect with the students she couldn’t reach and on the department politics she could never understand. They’d grade papers together at Java Jump on Saturday mornings. They’d talk pedagogy in the living room of his old Victorian house off Main Street while Van Morrison spun on the record player.

He was her teacher, her role model, her surrogate parent. Her mentor, her coworker, her best friend.

And then, two days before his sixtieth birthday, he got the diagnosis. The doctors said they caught it early enough; they’d attack it aggressively. Surgery to remove the tumors. A year of rewatching Gilmore Girls during chemo, vomiting for days after each round. Watching that mad scientist hair fall out strand by strand. Adopting him a cancer dog because Logan didn’t know how else to help.

Remission and relapse. A clinical trial that took forty pounds and his ability to sleep. Surgery to remove the whole pancreas. Insulin injections that made him sick. More chemo.

The first fall, which broke his ankle and put him in rehab for three months. So much physical therapy. Selling his house because he couldn’t get up the stairs anymore.

The cancer coming back. In his liver this time.

After all that, the man in this hospital bed under the unflattering fluorescent lighting of Evergreen Pines isn’t larger than life. He’s too small, almost hollow-looking. His brown skin and his handsome face sags with new wrinkles. Clutching his beige blanket, his hands look like shrunken husks. She hates seeing him here, in this sterile room with vomit-colored walls, without his books or his vinyls or his dog. Evergreen Pines has a strict pet policy, and Odysseus has to go stay with some nice lesbians who own a farm a few towns over whenever Joe’s in rehab.

“Stop looking at me like that,” Joe barks.

“Like what?”

“Like I’m Colin Craven from The Secret Garden.”

She huffs. “I never read The Secret Garden. I don’t fuck with hetero books.”

“No, you just fuck with every queer woman in a thirty-mile radius.”

“Ouch.” She clutches her chest in mock-hurt, even as the words actually leave a sting.

“I heard about what happened with Rhiannon, too.”

“Wait. Is that her name?”

“There’s a video, you know.” Joe grabs his ancient Android phone off the bedstand and hands it to her. “At least ten teachers sent it to me….”

“Fucking Sanderson, that masochistic dick.” Logan opens the video, but the quality is terrible on Joe’s phone, and quite frankly, she doesn’t need to relive it.

“So, you heard her call me an apathetic asshole who doesn’t care about anyone or anything?” she asks, fiddling with the buckle on her overalls.

Joe fixes those insightful eyes on her. “I think we both know you care far too much about everything.”

She shifts uncomfortably, feeling too seen. The plastic chair groans beneath her.

“I didn’t know you were dating anyone,” Joe says, mercifully changing the topic.

“Neither did I.”

“Oh, Logan.” Joe heaves a sigh, which quickly turns into a cough. “Not again.”

“What do you mean again?”

Joe reaches for the handkerchief in the pocket of the wool cardigan he’s wearing over his hospital gown. Through it all, he’s never compromised on his professorial fashion sense. “I mean, this isn’t the first time you’ve found yourself in a relationship without realizing it. The same thing happened with what’s-her-name? The barista in Portland?”

“Ari. But that wasn’t my fault!”

“It’s never your fault.”

“She U-Hauled! We were in a casual, open relationship, and then she was shopping for trips for two to Tulum for spring break!”

“And then there was that tattoo artist who didn’t renew their lease because they thought you were moving in together.”

“An innocent miscommunication.”

“And the fifth-grade teacher—”

“Okay, that’s enough examples. I see what you’re doing. Focusing on my love life instead of dealing with whatever new health thing you’ve got going on.” She waves her hand in a circle in front of his face. “I invented that kind of emotional avoidance.”

Joe coughs twice into his handkerchief. “Face it, Logan. You’re a fuckboy.”

“Tegan and fucking Sara, who taught you the term fuckboy?”

“I’m not that old,” he manages before dissolving into a full-on hacking fit. She reaches for the water bottle on the bed tray and extends the bendy straw toward his mouth. “Oh, stop!” He swats at her. “I can still drink water without assistance.”

“You never settled down with one person, and no one called you a fuckboy.”

A grimace of pain appears in the corner of Joe’s mouth, the new wrinkles in his forehead deepening. “Maybe I want to prevent you from making my mistakes.” He pulls out his handkerchief and blows his nose. “Which brings me back to Rosemary…”

There isn’t an eyeroll big enough for that sloppy segue, but Logan tries anyway. “Why would we ever need to talk about Rosemary Hale?”

“I always thought you girls would bury the hatchet.”

“Hale definitely keeps maps of where she put them.”

He shifts against his pillows. “But you used to be best friends. Why do you hate her so much?”

“Because of her entire personality,” Logan answers. She doesn’t want to go into the rest. The past: the pool party, the game of spin the bottle, the dark garden, Jake McCandie. Now: Hale showing her up at staff meetings, making everything look so easy, reminding Logan of all the ways she falls short.

But Joe keeps staring at her with the full weight of his old-man insightfulness. “But you have so much in common.”

“Hale and I have nothing in common!”

“You are both high school English teachers at your alma mater….”

“Yes, but I became a teacher because I genuinely care about helping reluctant learners develop confidence and a passion for school! Hale became a teacher because she gets off on bossing people around. She never once struggled with school, so of course she chose to do it forever.”

Logan has a theory. There are two types of high school teachers: the teachers who had such a great time in high school that they never wanted to leave, and teachers who were so miserable in high school they came back to try to make things a little better for the next generation. Hale is the first kind; Joseph Delgado was the second.

“I know you’ve always had a soft spot for her because you can’t resist taking in strays, but Hale is a rigid, controlling, sanctimonious little shit.”

Joe clears his throat as his gaze settles on something over Logan’s right shoulder.

Behind her, someone clicks their tongue. Logan doesn’t turn around. She doesn’t have to. There’s only one person in Vista Summit who uses condescending tongue-clicks as her weapon of choice. “I said her name three times, didn’t I?”

The tap-tap of pointy heels, and then Hale is standing at the end of Joe’s bed. Hale smells like vanilla body lotion, the same scent she’s worn since middle school. As a consequence, Logan has experienced not one but two panic attacks inside a Bath and Body Works.

“What is she doing here?” Hale asks in that condescending voice that always makes Logan feel like a student again, like she forgot to do the homework and the teacher is making an example out of her for the rest of the class.

“Rosemary,” Joe says affectionately. “I asked both of you girls to come here, actually.”

Hale huffs, and Logan gets a whiff of her mouthwash. Artificial spearmint and neuroses. She’s changed into clean clothes, but it’s just another skirt and cardigan that fits her like a straitjacket.

Joe takes another labored breath. “There’s something I need to tell you….”

“You’re back in diapers, aren’t you?” Logan grimaces. “I sure as shit won’t be the one to change them.”

Joe grimaces, then speaks. “I’m dying, girls.”






Chapter Four

ROSEMARY

Dying.

Rosemary takes a sharp breath and steadies herself against the hospital bed frame. She tries to stanch the anxiety already building in her chest, but it’s useless. Dying.

“Elton fucking John, you’re such a melodramatic queen!” Logan makes a goose-like honking sound that seems to be a laugh. She leans back in her chair and kicks her checkered Vans up onto his beige blankets.

“Fuck you, Logan Maletis.” Joe coughs a few times, and Rosemary hurries to the other side of the bed to adjust his pillows. “I am dying.”

“What else is new?” Logan asks with that flippant smirk. “You’ve been dying for four years.”

“But now I’m dying dying. I’ve got mets.”

“What are mets?”

“Hell if I know, but my doctors won’t shut up about them.”

Rosemary looks down at Joe and notices he’s spilled some water on his chin. “Metastases,” she explains, discreetly drying his chin on the arm of her clean cardigan. “It means the cancer has spread beyond your liver now.”

“Always the star pupil,” Joe says, tenderly putting a hand on hers. “Ten gold stars, Rosie, darling.”

Logan glares up at her from the other side of the bed. “Oh, so you’re an oncologist now?”

She presses her tongue to the roof of her mouth before she can say anything unkind. She wishes she’d been the one to get here first, that she’d had time to talk privately with Joe about his fall and his broken foot, about how he is really doing, about these supposed mets. But she had to call her insurance company to report the accident; she had to call Mickey’s Mechanic to set up an appointment; she had to race back to her condo to change her coffee-stained clothes.

Logan is sitting there still covered in now-crusty pink liquid.

“Where are the mets?” Rosemary asks, focusing all her attention on Joe.

He sighs. “They’re everywhere, girls. In my bones. I’m too weak for more chemo, and apparently, you can’t survive with cancer in every damn part of your body.”

“I mean, not with that attitude,” Logan says.

Joe laughs. Overhead, the fluorescent lights flicker and hum, and Rosemary presses her cool fingertips to both temples like that will somehow help her incipient anxiety migraine. Logan always gets to be the fun one. She’s the one who brings Joe Tillamook cheeseburgers from Burgerville when he’s in the hospital, even though he’s not supposed to eat them since his Whipple procedure. Logan gets to be the one who watches Netflix with him, the one who impulsively buys him a dog, the one who sneaks him out of rehab for milkshakes.

Rosemary is the one who drives him to all of his appointments; the one who picks up all his prescriptions; the one who helped him sell his house; the one who moved him into assisted living.

Nearly everyone in Vista Summit between the ages of twenty-two and fifty-two has Joe to thank for their understanding of the semicolon and their appreciation for the themes in Frankenstein, and when he first got diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, the town banded together to support him. Bake sales to raise money for his medical procedures and meal-trains and an Excel spreadsheet with volunteer time slots, so Joe was never alone when he was in the hospital. Rosemary had just moved back home, and she baked brownies and cooked lasagna and sat beside him every Tuesday from five to eight, reading the new Isabel Allende aloud to him.

But the community support began to taper off during his second round of chemo. Soon, there were no casseroles, and no baked goods to help with the medical bills; the chair next to his bed was often empty. The people of Vista Summit had been happy to rally around Joe when it seemed like a cure was imminent, but the longer his battle went on, the less anyone seemed to care. Except for Rosemary.

Except for, inexplicably, Logan Maletis.

Metastases in his bones. She swallows around the anxiety lump in her throat and tries to focus. “What’s the treatment plan?”

“There is no treatment plan,” Joe answers with unnerving calm. “My oncologist says I’ve got three months, at best. I’m just hoping to make it through one last summer.”

“No treatment plan?” Rosemary echoes, staring at the wrinkled face of the man who cultivated her love of literature and nurtured her writing; the man who cared about her at a time in her life when no one else did. How can she possibly be calm about this? “That’s unacceptable. Logan, tell him that’s unacceptable.”

Logan fiddles with the clasp on her overalls. “It’s his life.” She shrugs.

“Like hell it is.” Her brain swirls around solutions and miracle cures and next steps. Could they get more Herceptin with his current insurance? Could she find another clinical trial?

“Girls,” he says again, like they are still an indistinguishable pair, inseparable even though they’ve been separated for so long. Like they’re still the fourteen-years-olds who walked into his classroom two decades ago. “You know I adore you both, and I appreciate your stubbornness, Rosie, but my death is mine. I get to set the terms, and I don’t want to die fighting. I want to die as high as a kite—so fucking high, I can’t even spell mets.”

Rosemary presses her tongue to the roof of her mouth. “Cancer isn’t funny.”

“Out of the three of us, I’m the only one dying from it, so it’s funny if I say it’s funny. What did I teach you in AP Lit?”

“You can’t combine two independent clauses with a comma?” Logan guesses.

“That comedy and tragedy are arbitrary genre distinctions,” Rosemary answers, like she’s back in the front row of his classroom, raising her hand at every question. And Logan makes a barfing noise like she’s still stuck in the backroom of his classroom, mocking everything Rosemary did. Logan Maletis always makes her feel fourteen again in the worst kind of way.

“That’s right. The only difference between a Shakespearean comedy and a Shakespearean tragedy,” he continues in his resonant lecture voice, “is that one ends with marriage and the other ends with death.”

“That’s somewhat of an oversimplification of Frye’s genre classifications—”

“We’re not in a Shakespearean play,” Logan cuts in.

“Aren’t we?” Joe asks with a tilt of his head.

“I didn’t hit her with my car on purpose!” Logan flails. “I am not the Iago!”

Rosemary tunes her out. Cancer in his bones. No treatment plan. One last summer. She feels nauseous, but that’s how she always feels at Evergreen Pines. The whole place smells like bleach and wet towels, and the lights wash everything out in a sallow, sickly glow, and Joe always looks so pitiful, tucked under cheap blankets in a khaki-colored room.

He’s dying. She crouches down beside him and clasps one leathery hand between both of hers. “I’m so sorry, Joe.”

Logan shakes her head in denial. “If you’re dying for realsies, where in the name of Phoebe Bridgers is your family?” she asks, like she hasn’t been paying attention at all the past four years.

“Dead, mostly,” Joe answers. “It’s just my brother and his family outside Houston.”

Logan scoffs. “And why isn’t your brother here?”

Joe chuckles. “I’m so happy you girls grew up in a generation where the answer to that question isn’t obvious.”

“Ah. Homophobe?”

Joe nods. “Homophobe.”

Logan makes a clucking sound and turns her head toward the window where Joe has a magnificent view of the parking lot, and Rosemary breaks her rule, just for one minute. She studies Logan’s face in profile, trying to get some sense of the emotions behind that neutral mask.

She’d been so expressive when they were young: round cheeks that scrunched up to her eyes when she smiled; gawky limbs that moved like wet noodles when she spoke excitedly; a big beak-like nose that started too high on her face, giant teeth, and bushy eyebrows. Eleven years old, with a dead dad, in a new town, completely petrified. But then she saw Logan standing at the bus stop with her baggy shorts, a chaotic bird’s nest of dark brown hair on her head. Rosemary couldn’t look away.

Now, Logan’s face is mostly sharp angles and symmetrical features used for smirking or flirting. Somewhere over the course of the last two decades, she learned how to carry her limbs, but she never got braces, so she still has a terrible overbite from childhood. Her two front teeth stick out, so her upper lip can never fully close around them, making her perpetually on the verge of saying something. Or kissing someone.

This version of Logan is beautiful, and Logan absolutely knows it. Everyone who’s ever met her knows it. That’s why women fall at her feet, even though they all know she’s going to trample them beneath her ugly shoes.

But Rosemary preferred Logan better when her awkward features telegraphed every emotion. Because here they are. Joe is dying, and Logan looks like it’s just a scratch on her car; like she’s going to tell Joe to just buff it out.

“I’ve mostly made my peace with dying, my family be damned,” Joe says into the quiet of the room. Logan tears her gaze away from the window, and Rosemary tears her gaze away from Logan.
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