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PRAISE FOR IN TIME WITH YOU


“A stunning exploration of what’s possible in another chance, this unique and tender romance will knit your heart back together one page at a time. No one does YA like Kristin Dwyer.”


—Eva Des Lauriers, author of I Wish You Would


“Romantic, ethereal, and entirely original. I read this book in one sitting, and I loved every magic-filled page.”


—Emma Noyes, author of the Soul of Shadow trilogy


“I didn’t know my perfect book would be a tender punch to the gut interlaced with sheep named after the Gilmore girls, but here we are. This is the best timeline, and where Dwyer leads, I will follow anywhere she tells me to.”


—Ashley Schumacher, author of In the Orbit of You


“A beautiful exploration of love, loss, and second chances. It’s intimate, hopeful, and utterly impossible to forget.”


—Anika Hussain, author of This is How You Fall in Love


“The chemistry and community of Elle Kennedy’s Off-Campus series paired with the time-loop intrigue of Before I Fall, this book grabs your heart and doesn’t let go until the final page. Dwyer has complete mastery of our emotions as she pulls us through Nieve’s journey of love, self-realization, heartbreak, and a splash of magic. Readers will adore every word of In Time with You, even if they can’t see them anymore through the tears.”


—Emily Varga, international bestselling author of For She Is Wrath


“In Time with You is a blend of all the best things—it’s spicy, thoughtful, romantic, and satisfying, with a unique twist that I promise you’ve never read before. I was alarmed by the number of times Kristin was able to break my heart and then patch it back together. Prepare to feel a lot of feelings.”


—Jenna Evans Welch, New York Times bestselling author of Love & Gelato and Spells for Lost Things
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For my mom,


who has always made me feel


like I could do anything.


Even turn back time.


Up with the eyebrows.
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CHAPTER 1
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Grandee always told me time was a fickle thing—a story assembled like a simple fairy tale to make people feel better about their world. To help them understand the unimaginable.


My cousin Linden and I would make a mistake or suffer a disappointment, and Grandee would tell us there were a hundred ways to change it. Nothing was permanent, not even the clock.


Every birthday or new year, when time was being marked and measured, she would say, “You’re not older or younger. You just are.”


I hated those sayings. Silly platitudes spoken over cups of tea that grew colder with each second or fires with their embers dying. Things that clearly marked time passing.


Grandee would sit in her chair, next to the large windows overlooking the green trees she’d planted to shade the house in the summer, and she’d knit or crochet. I had seen her working on her blanket for as long as I could remember, each of her stitches placed with care as her weathered hands pulled against soft yarn, gently folding it into loops and knots.


She was odd.


It was what the neighbors whispered about her when they thought she couldn’t hear them. They said it with affection. But when you’re young, everything different feels embarrassing.


And there was already so much considered peculiar about us. Two girls, cousins, being raised by their grandmother, who kept pet sheep and spoke in riddles. With mothers gone on adventures while the two of them waited for their turn.


In that way, the town thought about us like we thought about time. Transient. Temporary.


But even though the town didn’t know what to do with us, Grandee always did.


On particularly hard days, she would send us out with the sheep to treat and dye wool.


“Time is like these colors. It changes and bleeds and blends. Don’t let today’s color seep into tomorrow.”


When I would try to grab the black, she would pull it from my hands and shake her head. Black stole all the energy from a room.


It was a shade that hid things.


I would roll my eyes as I poured blues and purples over clean fleece. The dyes I felt most like in my heart.


“A fixed color,” Grandee would cluck as she watched.


She always said things like this. Mutable. Cardinal. Fixed. As if the hues of my dye were a tarot that could tell her a truth that even I didn’t know.


She would hand me the yellow with the explanation that a little sunshine would help. It was cardinal, after all. A young and fiery thing that burned through anything it didn’t like.


I would tell her that yellow was just a color, and colors didn’t have feelings.


And she would just shrug and say one day everything in my world would turn to colors, and I would finally understand.


But I don’t think Grandee meant like this. Not like today.


A bright blue sky hangs so low you could run your hands across it. The soft morning sun makes everything seem a little dreamy and golden. There isn’t a cloud above the lush green grass.


And a black shiny casket sits a few dozen yards away.


These are the colors of the day a person buries their boyfriend.


“Are you ready?” Linden asks me from the driver’s seat of the car she borrowed from our grandmother. It smells like the lilac perfume Grandee wears and worn-in leather. There’s a layer of dust on the console, and I remember a time when Linny and I would draw our initials in it. Instead of answering, I look down at the skirt I’m wearing.


It’s black.


What a stupid fucking color.


As an artist, I shouldn’t hate any color; they all serve a purpose. But I do. I hate this one. And not for the reasons Grandee always vowed—that it hides things—but because it’s a color that takes.


It took my heart.


It took my happiness.


It took Carter.


Black is the color of his coffin. Of the suit he’s wearing to be buried in. Of the future I had imagined for the two of us.


Linden sighs in the seat next to me as two guys from our university walk past with a massive bouquet of white flowers.


I add white to the list of colors that can absolutely get fucked.


“You don’t have to get out,” Linden says. But she sounds disappointed, like she really wants me to. “If you wanna stay in the car, you can. No one will . . .”


She trails off because she’s wrong, and she knows it. Everyone will. Everyone will wonder why I’m not there. They’ll add it to the list of things they whisper behind my back. The accusations they think I can’t hear. The question. The only one that really matters.


What happened?


They don’t realize I’ve been asking myself a question, too.


Was it my fault?




Carter’s hand slipping from mine.


“Open your eyes, Nieve.”





It doesn’t matter how many nightmares I have or how many times I try to remember those last moments with him—I can’t seem to recall what happened. My mind is a void, nothing but . . .


Black.


So, no. I don’t want to get out of the car, but I will.


I deserve whatever happens next.


I hate that today, of all days, is beautiful like this. As if the universe is mocking the ache in my soul and the guilt in my veins.


Outside, more people are dressed in black. They move down the manicured lawn with light steps, as if they know they’re walking on top of the dead. They dodge gray headstones rising from the earth, like with one wrong step, they’ll end up buried themselves.


Buried under the dirt to rot. Just like all the other loved ones, with hands that they once held, eyes that they used to look into, lips that they kissed—


“Nieve.”


I wonder if Carter will get a giant headstone. Maybe a gaudy one with a picture of him frozen in time, etched into the marble next to a Bible verse.


“Nieve.”


God, he would hate that.


“I need a minute,” I tell Linden, not willing to leave my thoughts yet.


For the past two weeks, I’ve tried to remember the last words Carter said to me. What were my last words to him? Were they I love you? Were they something with bite, something cruel?


Why can’t I remember?


That’s the kind of thing people talk about when someone dies. Their last words. Last moments. But all I have are text messages in the group chat with our friends.


I go back and read them sometimes. Just a series of benign messages where the five of us made jokes and gave silly updates about nothing. Sometimes they were meltdowns about school or dates or life. Things that felt so big at the time, and now . . . now they feel like they happened in another life.




Nieve’s exhibit at three. Don’t be


late. That means you too Max.





We never made it to the exhibit. Carter was on his way to the hospital by two.


“Nieve. If we don’t go now, we might miss it.”


The people in black are huddled in a circle on the grass, but instead of opening the door, I stare down at my shoes. Red. Carter’s favorite color. I hated these shoes. He loves them. Loved.


Linden’s bright blond hair is tied in a tight bun at the base of her neck, and we both wear a bracelet of braided yarn in gold and white that Grandee tied around our wrists before we left the house.


“I just . . . need another second.”


Linden doesn’t push or remind me that all she’s done is give me another. Another second, moment, day, week. She sits quietly, waiting for me to tell her what to do next. To listen, to talk, to cry, to make a joke. Since Carter died, all people do is wait to see which mask they should wear with me.


I close my eyes and see a flash of light through water— hands pulling me as I struggle. It fills my vision and my throat tightens.




Open your eyes, Nieve.





I do, and push open the car door and step outside, slamming it closed behind me, not because I’m mad but because it feels good to control at least one thing in my life.


The graveside ceremony has already started, so we walk silently toward the muffled words of the priest. We stand in the back, hoping to blend into the nothing that is a sea of people who offer us cautious smiles. They’re all asking themselves the same question: Why is Carter’s girlfriend not with the family? My stomach twists when I look in the direction of his mom and dad.


The black coffin is draped with a cascade of white flowers. I can smell them from here. The scent of regret and sorrow.


Honeysuckle.


There are so many people from our college here. Guys from the Inheritance Committee Carter was the president of, the whole staff at the library where he volunteered, and what appears to be every person from his church.


I take a deep breath and close my eyes. But when I do, I feel Carter’s hand slipping from mine.




Open your eyes, Nieve.





My lashes flutter apart.


There’s a green pop-up tent where Carter’s family sits on plastic folding chairs provided by the funeral home. His sister, dressed in black and wearing no makeup, picks apart the tissue in her hands. She has the same golden-blond hair Carter did, the same high cheekbones. His mother and father lean into each other. Carter’s dad has his arm around his wife. A girl I’ve never seen before, with long dark hair, sits with the family, holding a sprig of honeysuckle. His grandmother and great-grandmother clutch at the red handkerchiefs they had embroidered with Carter’s initials.


CHAD III


He would have thought that was hilarious.


I wonder if they’re curious where I am or if they’re relieved that I’m not there. The last time I saw Carter’s mom was at the hospital, when she held my hand and told me that this is how he would have wanted it.


But how can Carter want something if he’s dead?


Heads are bent down, eyes cast in the same direction. A few brave souls stare at the priest, who speaks about a valley and death.


Except one person.


Max Emerson stands at the back of the tent, behind the family. His hand rests on Carter’s sister’s chair, and his dark brows pull low into a deep frown, his gaze focusing on me.


Even from here, his green eyes look brighter than normal, something I’ve come to understand happens when he’s been crying. A flash of memory finds me. Of him covered in river water and tears. Green eyes electric. The list of things I wish I didn’t know about Max is now infinite.


Where Carter was light and golden, Max is dark and deep. I don’t need to be close to him to know what his voice sounds like—low and angry. It’s how he always speaks to me. Even before I was the one to blame for Carter’s death.


Linden slips her hand into mine, and I look over at her. She’s staring back at Max as if he’s the problem. But everyone knows he’s not. I am. I’m the problem.


We listen as the priest commits Carter’s body to the ground. Tells us that this isn’t the end. That Carter is still here with us. He will always be with us. The priest reads several Bible verses, and then . . .


It’s over.


People murmur to each other as they start to leave, like speaking louder will wake the ghosts of the dead. We move closer to the grave with slow steps even as everyone else walks away. But I stay. I’m going to stay until the moment he’s in the ground and gone.




Carter’s hand slipping from mine.


“Open your eyes, Nieve.”





The sound of the wheels turning and squeaking as they lower Carter’s casket into the ground grates across my skin, and I hold my breath until it stops. Linden plucks a rose from one of the enormous bouquets nearby and wraps a dark indigo thread around the stem before tossing it on top of the casket.


My teeth press against each other. Even here, Grandee’s superstitions are following me.


“Why did you do that?” I ask.


But Linden shrugs and ignores my tone. “I can say goodbye however I want.”


I wonder what the indigo thread means.


I wonder if she even knows.


The sun sits in the middle of the sky now, and most of the mourners are gone. My cousin stands at the rear of our car, waiting, and Carter’s family has long since left. A man in a white polo with the name of the funeral home stitched over his heart stands to the side. He wants to finish up and go home.


But there is one final thing I need to do. I take off my red shoes and toss them into the grave. They thud onto his casket, and I frown. Why did I do that? But for some reason, it feels right. Giving Carter back the shoes he gave me on Valentine’s Day. I will bury the girl who wore those shoes with the boy who gave them to her.


My bare feet walk back across the soft grass, and when I look up, I expect to see Linden. But instead, it’s Carter’s sister, Aubrey. She walks over to me, her eyes puffy and red.


“Nieve.” The way she says my name sounds nervous.


In the split second before she continues, I imagine all the terrible things she could say to me.


This is your fault.


It should have been you.


You don’t deserve to live.


“Are you coming back to the house?”


I feel the question on my face and imagine my brows scrunched as I process what she’s asked. “I don’t think I—”


She doesn’t even give me a second to finish my sentence fully. “Please come.” Aubrey steps backward like she’s surprised at her own eagerness. “I—” She takes a deep breath. “I want you to be there.”


Her eyes are wide, and I can’t help but think about the Aubrey I knew before. The one who would follow Carter and me out to the pool so she could talk about boys. The one who was nervous about her dress for her first formal. An Aubrey who laughed so hard she snorted.


That girl doesn’t seem to live inside the one before me anymore.


And I hate that.


Standing by a silver BMW is Max. His hip rests against the driver’s-side door, and even though he’s wearing dark sunglasses, I can tell he’s watching us.


Me.


I bite my lip. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”


Her brows come together, and I feel Linden step closer— protecting me. “It’s not your fault.”


Aubrey says it so simply. So sure.




Open your eyes, Nieve.





But she’s wrong.
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CHAPTER 2
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I met Carter Delaney on a sunny afternoon on the first day of my freshman year.


He sat on top of a long desk that had been pushed up against the floor-to-ceiling windows in the student lounge. Light streamed in from behind, making it look like he glowed. Like an angel. As if the sun only shone for him.


It would have been funny were it not so completely mesmerizing. There was just something about Carter that was different from anyone else I had ever met. Benji and Linden sat in chairs on either side, making the table look like a stage. Or a throne.


Carter Delaney was a young king in a dark green hoodie.


And by default, I worshiped him without him ever having to speak.


I had heard of Carter—everyone had. At our small arts college, he was a legend. When he was fourteen, he had won the award for best teen writing from the National Book Association. Every year after, he’d placed first in several literary contests. And instead of doing his mandatory gap year volunteering at an art gallery or backpacking through Europe, he went to Asia to study the roots of poetry and storytelling. He could have gone to any college he wanted, but he picked Suttleton.


Tucked away in the mountains, Suttleton Academy of Fine Arts had been founded by a lineage of women committed to the timeless pursuit of self-expression. At least that’s what the flyer said.


For me, Suttleton was my family’s legacy. My great-great-grandmother had purchased the land, my great-grandmother had built the first building, and every generation after it had added to the school. It was our gift to the generations that followed. Like the gift of our last name, passed from mother to daughter, and not the surname of our fathers.


We were Monroe women, and all Monroe women went to Suttleton.


I had been dreaming of this moment my whole life—the day my world would finally make sense, and art would be at the center of my identity. No one would ask if I was related to the odd woman with the yarn, or if I lived in the house with all the sheep. I would enter the magical portal that was college. I could decide who I was there.


So when Carter finally looked up, his bright eyes trying to place or study me, it felt like it was meant to be.


I liked being something he was trying to figure out. When a slow smile carved over his features, I knew I was done for.


My cousin introduced me and ordered her friends to be nice, but she mostly looked at Carter, who held his hands up as if he were surrendering. Benji asked if everyone wanted to grab sandwiches in the cafeteria later. Carter said he needed to go buy books because he forgot to order used copies.


It felt so . . . grown-up.


This was college.


I sat next to Carter at a round table in the corner. He leaned toward me when he asked me questions about my first day and who my professors were. He laughed when I made terrible jokes that the others only smiled at politely. And I didn’t even mind that he had moved closer to me, only inches separating us. He said it was to hear me better.


When Max showed up with a grin and a bag of black licorice that he handed to Linden with a comment about it being disgusting, I felt my chest tighten. It was a very different way from how I felt with Carter. As if my whole body knew that Carter was safe, and Max was . . . not.


This wasn’t the first time I’d seen Max.


And when he noticed me, the smile faded from his face. I wasn’t used to people not smiling at me then.


Now, every room I’m in, no one is smiling.


Because Carter is dead, and he took all the light with him.


At the Delaney house, Carter’s sister talks with an older couple who hold expensive crystal glasses of wine. She notices me staring and gives a small nod. I take a deep breath like my mother taught me, in through the nose and out through the mouth, and look around. I wish Carter were here. He would say something that was mostly inappropriate, and I would pretend to laugh.


The entire house is filled with people from Suttleton. Alumni talking in low voices to other alumni using words like devastating talent and in his prime.


As if Carter could be distilled down to his writing. As if that was the thing we lost. His art.


Linden talks with an older woman I recognize from years of donor dinners and alumni gallery openings in the kitchen. Max is surrounded by older men I don’t know and nods absently as they speak. In the corner of the massive sitting room is Benji, talking with people from our school.


I take the opportunity to slip out the back door to the garden. The pool glistens in the sunshine, and I close my eyes, thinking about how many days we spent lying on rafts, soaking in the heat from the sun and the cool of the water.




Carter’s hand slipping from mine.


“Open your eyes, Nieve.”





Except water is dangerous now.


Carter’s dad sits outside in the garden and faces an ancient swing set. He looks lost in thought as he takes a sip of wine, probably from the vineyard they invested in last year.


It reminds me of the time Carter bought a bottle when he turned twenty-one. When the cashier asked for his ID, he proudly fished it from his wallet. But instead of his real one, he pulled out his fake. Carter didn’t even notice till the cashier thanked Mr. Dillon and not him.


I smile, and a weird ache fills my face.


The muscles have probably atrophied.


I take a step toward Mr. Delaney, but before I can approach him, Linden stops me.


“You still doing good?” She runs a hand down my arm.


“I was gonna . . .”


Linden makes a face, and I wonder what she thinks will happen if I talk to Carter’s dad. I’ve been avoiding his mom and her relentless positivity. Lucky for me, she seems to be stuck in the kitchen, thanking people for endless casseroles and cookie trays.


I lie to Linden. “I’m good.”


She takes a deep breath, and her eyes move over to the giant windows that show Benji sitting in the house. I can just imagine what’s being said. Some version of Max said she killed Carter. We shouldn’t talk to her.


I wonder if Benji will defend me. Maybe he’ll agree.


“Say the word and we’re gone,” Linden tells me.


These are her friends, too. From before I followed her to college and threw myself into her close-knit group.


I sit on one of the ridiculous iron benches sculpted to look like it should be in the gardens of Versailles and close my eyes, tilting my face toward the sun.


Last time I sat here, I was happy. Even though I can barely remember what happiness looks like.


Time moves and the sky darkens, but I don’t get up.


Laughter floats toward me, bouncing against the ground, soft from summer rain. It would have made Carter happy that his friends were happy. In this place where he played hide-and-seek behind perfectly manicured hedges. Where he camped in the woods to see the stars when he needed to escape his house. Where he could just be Carter.


The garden starts to fill with more people.


Someone starts a fire in the giant stone pit his parents always light for parties. Max stands only a few feet away from me. His hands are in his pockets, and he stares down at the flames. I wonder if there was ever a time when Max and I didn’t hate each other. Or have we always been like this? He looks up and notices me, his eyes wide and lost in thought before they narrow.


I don’t look away. Even though I know I shouldn’t be here, Max won’t be the reason I leave.


Several bottles of Carter’s favorite whiskey are being passed around. I wonder if they were taken from his room, or if someone brought them. What will happen to the bottles Carter’s been collecting? Collected. That’s something he can’t do anymore.


“You good?” Linden asks me. Again.


I wonder if there’s a limit to the number of times a person can ask that.


“I could use a drink.”


She nods and walks toward the whiskey, knowing beer won’t be enough. I’m alone at the edges of this memorial, listening to people remember Carter between moments of flirting and arguing about stupid things.


He would have loved this.


Linden brings back a red cup filled with whiskey and ice. Her cup has Coke in it, and I roll my eyes.


“I don’t care where we are, Carter will never get me to drink this swill straight.” She grins, but a second later, it fades from her face. As if she’s realizing she made a joke. At a funeral.


I smile because Carter would have loved that, too. Except my smile is met with tears that I can’t seem to help. “He would expect nothing less.”


She motions with her cup at a girl who holds a notebook and a fistful of pens. “They’re writing letters to Carter over there and burning them . . . so that . . .”


So that the symbolic gesture of saying what you never got to doesn’t go unfinished.


I take a sip. And another. People whisper my name, but only a brave few come up to me and tell me they’re sorry for my loss, share memories, or tell me how much Carter meant to them.


Some even have the courage to ask what happened. How I lost Carter in the water. How I was rescued but he wasn’t.


I don’t answer them. I just watch the unspoken words burn.




Open your eyes, Nieve.





But they are, and I wish they weren’t.


Max’s and Benji’s voices rise. They’re standing with someone whom I don’t recognize. A guy our age, maybe older, with dark features and a light blue hoodie that says ASHER’S BAIT AND TACKLE FLORIDA. Next to him is the girl with dark hair from the graveside service.


Her eyes find mine in the darkness, and I watch as she takes three steps in my direction before Max cuts her off and stands in front of her.


There’s more arguing after. I don’t know what’s being said, but Benji steps between them. I look over at Linden, wondering if maybe she knows them, but she appears just as confused as I am.


The guy with the hoodie pushes Max. Hard.


Max stumbles back but doesn’t fall.


“What the fuck,” Max says more than he asks. His brows are pulled low over his eyes.


The hurt and anger Max has been holding on to is changing into rage. Anyone can see it. Benji has his hand on Max’s chest as if to stop him from doing something he shouldn’t. My heart clenches as I watch.


“Get the fuck out of here!” Max yells.


“What’s your problem?” Hoodie asks. “Don’t talk to her like that.” He’s pointing at the girl.


“I’m not talking to her,” Max says. “I’m talking to you.”


Benji turns to the guy. “Don’t do that here. This isn’t the place.”


“She can talk to whoever she wants.” Hoodie Guy doesn’t bother to lower his voice.


Max steps forward, but it almost looks like a lunge, and Hoodie steps back. “Leave. Now.”


Hoodie laughs. “Fine, but eventually, she’s going to hear it.” His eyes move over to me. “Come find me when you do, Nieve!”


Max punches Hoodie in the jaw, and suddenly, there’s a group of people surrounding them.


“Fuck you, Max,” Hoodie says.


The girl from the funeral, the one who sat with Carter’s family, takes his hand, and they walk back to the house, checking his jaw as they go.


Everyone is looking around, afraid to resettle after the outburst. But Benji does what he does best and turns on Carter’s favorite Willie Nelson song.


The twang of a guitar has the tension in the air dissipating, but Max stands holding his drink and is clearly still frustrated.


Without thinking, I take a large swig from my cup and walk toward him. He sees me coming and his body shifts, as if Max is trying to decide if he’s going to make a run for it.


Coward.


Fucking coward.


“What was that about?”


“Nothing.” His response is automatic, and it makes me feel like a child.


“Don’t lie to me. Just say it.”


Max shakes his head. “Just go back to—” He waves widely at the place I had been sitting.


“What was that guy going to say? Was . . .” I swallow. “Was Carter cheating on me?” My voice is high and frantic when I ask.


Max looks at me, almost embarrassed. “No.”


Just the one word. My heart has been rubbed raw, and I’m too tired to press him.


Max has never liked me. Not when Carter and I started dating, not when we got serious and Max claimed Carter didn’t have time for him anymore, and not on the very few occasions that Max actually hung out with the two of us together.


I can feel the frown deepen on my face. My anger is growing into confusion. “Then what were you talking about?”


His sigh is deep and heavy. I feel it hang in the air between us. “Just go back to Linden and—” But he pulls his other hand from his pocket to motion toward my cousin, and I see it.


The gold bracelet on his wrist.


My hand reaches out and grabs his without thinking. I pull it to me, and Max, either too surprised or too tired, lets me. The cool metal of the chain slips under my fingers, followed by a small flash of gold when I reach the ID tag.


CHAD III.


The wrist wearing it now is darker, stronger, and there is a spot of blue paint on the top of the metal. I rub the metal between my fingers, feeling the slick surface, and wonder when it came off. Did Carter remove it before he got in the water, or was it discarded somewhere before? Did he give this to Max? Did Max take—


“Where did you get this?” I ask it with an edge to my voice.


Max pulls his hand from mine. His face flashes with anger, but his words are soft. “Fuck you, Nieve. You’re not entitled to every piece of Carter.”


“I didn’t . . .” I step back because I’m not sure I agree with him. I am entitled to these things about Carter. I was the love of his life.


Max is so close to me I can see the specks of brown in his green eyes and the thin gold chain that sits against the hollow of his throat. The anger falls away from his face, and he looks almost kind. Almost human. We haven’t been this close since those few nights right after Carter drowned.


He sighs. “Is there a reason you’re over here?”


Yes.


The guy in the hoodie . . .


A hand circles my arm. “Nieve, come burn shit with me.” It’s Linden. She hands me a paper and a pen with a hug. Her vanilla perfume reminds me of a hundred days where life was simple. And Carter was here. So I walk to the fire with a piece of paper in my hand and think about the millions of things I never said to Carter.


That I hated whiskey.


That I wanted to go to Italy for my twenty-first birthday.


That sometimes my heart felt small because he was so big.


Instead, I write what I need to say.


I write the only thing that matters.


COME BACK TO ME.


I watch the paper burn, the edges curling and turning black. It brightens the whole fire before it dies out and darkens.


And I think about how this is the last time the light will shine for Carter.
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CHAPTER 3
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Summer moves by in streaks of light across the carpet of my bedroom. Days blur into one another, and it’s not that I’m surprised when Grandee and Linden begin to pack for school; I’m just not interested.


Grandee tells me I have to return. It’s for my own good.


“The mind needs to move,” she says. “And you stink.”


I don’t pack my things; Linden does it for me. She collects everything I need for my classes, finds out my new schedule, and learns that I’ll have my own dorm room this year. A private room.


The thing I wanted more than anything last year.


A private room so that Carter and I . . .


When I finally make it to school, the world feels like a fishbowl. People stare at me every time I leave my dorm. Their whispers aren’t quiet enough to pretend they aren’t talking about me, but I don’t blame them.


Of course they stare. I would, too.


The girl who killed her boyfriend.


People tell stories about him with sad smiles and quiet laughs. About the naked run he organized on campus or the short stories that always made their way into the student newspaper.


Grandee might want me to move my mind, but my body feels like it’s stuck. I lie in my bed and stare at all the places that don’t have Carter in them.


The hooks for my jackets that will never have his next to them. A book on the nightstand that he’ll never take out of my hands so he can cuddle with me. The little Post-it notes he would leave around the room to let me know he had been there, missing.


But there is still so much of Carter in this room that I can’t escape despite him never having been here.


The stain on the corner of my white comforter from when I spilled red wine stares up at me. I run my hand across it absently. Carter and I were pretending to be grown-ups with a cheap bottle he had stolen from his dad. We were cuddled together, watching a movie on my laptop and sipping out of mugs instead of glasses. His hands slid—


“Nieve.” Linden stands over my bed, and I wonder how she got there without me noticing. “Are you okay?”


Was the door open?


“Nieve?”


“Hmm?” I know I look confused, but I don’t try to fix it. “I’m fine.”


She lets out a deep sigh. “It’s time for a shower.”


Probably, but I don’t tell her that.


She pulls my comforter back, and on instinct, I curl into a ball. “Not now.”


“Oh, absolutely now. This whole room smells like BO and depression.”


“I’m not depressed. My boyfriend died.” The words come out angry, and I make the mistake of looking at Linden.


She’s smiling as if this is what she wanted the whole time. “Yeah. I’m aware. This might shock you, but one of my best friends died, and I still manage basic hygiene.”


She doesn’t get it. We are not the same. She isn’t responsible for her best friend’s death. He isn’t dead because of her.


“Lucky you,” I say.


Her hands are under my arms, lifting me into a standing position. “I do not feel lucky. I feel like my cousin is going to miss the first days of school because she can’t get out of bed.”


I notice the gold lanyard around her neck that leads down to a green tag that says LINDEN MONROE—FOUNDING FAMILY—INHERITANCE COMMITTEE.


Somewhere she has a matching one for me. Because it’s odd if the kids from the founding family don’t show up to Welcome Week to smile at the new freshmen and chat with alumni about the Legacy of our Great-Great-Grandmother and every other woman in our family who has gone to this school.


“I’ll go. I have almost an hour.” I try to fall back down onto my bed, but she catches me.


“You’ll need that alone to brush your hair.”


She pushes me into the attached bathroom and, somehow, turns on the shower while blocking the door. Linden makes a frustrated sound when she sees the two boxes of toiletries that are untouched from eight days ago when I officially moved back to campus. I don’t really feel like this level of disappointment is warranted from her.


“Please tell me you’re at least brushing your teeth?”


“Even better, I’m not eating.” But it’s not true. I wander either down to the vending machines in the middle of the night or to the cafeteria right before it closes.


She rolls her eyes and pulls my shirt over my head like I’m a child. “I can keep going if you want, or I can throw you in there with all your clothes on.”


But I don’t mind. I don’t really care if I have a shower or not, and that’s the problem. I don’t care enough to have an opinion.


Waving my arms at her and shooing her out of the bathroom, I take off the rest of my clothes before stepping into the stall. The hot water feels good on my skin. Comforting, something I remember being easy. A shower. I can do this. It’s only after too long that I realize I have no shampoo or soap in here.


“Linny?” I call.


Before I can even ask, she’s handing me what I need through the curtain. I don’t miss that she doesn’t give me a razor.


Between her and Grandee, she’s the one who doesn’t trust me.


“What’s your first class again?”


She wants to see if I know or if I’m going to lie. “Studio.”


“Ah.” Now I imagine she’s texting someone she knows that has studio time first thing to see if they can keep an eye on me. If they can make sure I’m okay. “After class, we can go get doughnuts from that place you love.”


No, not me. It’s that place Carter and I loved. God, why did I think I could come back here?


“Okay.” I wipe my tears away and then wash my body and my hair as thoroughly as I can manage. When I step out of the shower, Linden almost looks proud, and I want to throw up. Or get back in bed.


I don’t wear anything fancy—sweats and a T-shirt that belonged to Carter. I throw on shoes that look like slippers and throw my wet hair into a bun. “Done.”


“A vision.” Her words are flat and dry. My cousin breathes out of her nose heavily. “Moisturizer? Sunscreen?”


“I showered. Stop asking for miracles.”


Linden seems to realize this might be the best she’ll get and mercifully lets it go. Before I can stop her, she reaches for my arm and ties pink yarn around it.


Grandee must’ve asked her to. Some kind of superstition that we stopped asking about long ago. I wonder what pink means.


When she looks up, she reads something on my face I don’t remember feeling and rolls her eyes. “She wanted to pack your blanket. Be glad this is all she sent me with.”


My blanket is a sacred thing. Something I’ve been stitching my entire life. It never leaves Grandee’s house. I must be worse than I thought.


Linden ushers me out of my dorm room at the top of Founder’s Tower. It’s one of three perfectly fine dorm rooms set aside for the descendants of Rachel Monroe, the school’s creator. Last year, Linden and I had to share a dorm on the main floor because these rooms were being renovated. But now we have our own.


The floors below are set up for the Inheritance Committee members, who end up treating their floor more like a frat house. With its purple carpets and deep-colored walls, it’s very different from the green of our floor. And that’s the point. Green for legacies and purple for committee members. Even the colors point to how important tradition is at Suttleton.


We don’t have frats or a student council; we have the Inheritance Committee: a group of applicants who work on fundraising, curation, and philanthropy. Just saying you’re a member opens up doors in several prestigious institutions. Ballet companies across the globe, publishing houses, galleries, and film studios. It’s the “I went to Harvard” of the art world. And it’s just as pretentious.


I try to move as fast as I can through the building as I follow my cousin, and I don’t stop at the hallway that leads to the room Carter had last year.


Everything about the campus is painfully familiar, but not because of Carter. Because last year was wonderful. There’s the tree I sat under to read trashy romance novels in the quad. The outdoor table where Benji and I would gossip and eat sandwiches from the cafeteria. And the bench I cried on when I got my first D. The quad is full of memories that belong to only me.


Or the girl I used to be.


Sometimes I wonder if she drowned in the river with Carter that day.


We cross the grass to the giant mixed-media art building. The door to it opens, and the smell of cleaner and epoxy mixed with paint and clay hits me. It used to be something that sent my pulse racing—a promise of creativity.


This space should be comforting. The familiar hallway I walked down almost every day last year, filled with morning light from the large windows that line one side and the laughter of new students. Instead, a cloud is blocking the sun, and everyone is looking at me. The students that were here last year stare and whisper. Even when I keep my gaze on the floor, I can hear the things they say.


In the water.


He followed her.


Two hours to find him.


“Nieve.”


I’ve stopped walking. My cousin is looking back at me from a few feet away. She’s a mixture of surprised and resigned. I’m standing in the middle of the entryway already, but I can’t do this. I’m not ready.


“Nieve.” She says my name again, but I don’t want people to stare at me. To whisper about me.


Even if no one is, my mind tells me they are.


But when my eyes move past her, I see someone who is looking.


Max stands in the doorway to the studio. Just on the other side of him is where my safe place is supposed to be, but like Cerberus guarding the underworld, he stands in front of my peace.


With a frown.


His chest rises and falls, and the gold on his wrist flashes as his hands clench. The judgment is all over his face. He thinks I killed Carter. He doesn’t have to say it.


I can’t believe he’s here. It’s not like I thought he wouldn’t be, but seeing him, the one other person who acknowledges the truth about me . . . it’s too much. I want to ask him to move, but he looks at Linden. “She shouldn’t be here.”


“Max.” There’s a plea in my cousin’s voice that I hate.


“Linden. This is—”


“Max, stop. She needs this.”


They’re talking about me like I’m not even here.


“Really? You think she needs this?” He motions to me with disgust on his face. “Look at her.”


And I just can’t.


I can’t do this. I can’t fight with Max. I can’t be in the same room with someone who . . .


Someone who knows the truth.


“You’re an asshole.” Worse things come to mind. Terrible things, but this is the only thing I’m brave enough to say.


Max looks at me now and says, “Yeah, I know.”


It’s almost resigned, but I don’t care. Without another word, I turn and walk out of the art building, through the quad, and all the way back to my dorm before Linden catches up with me.


“What the fuck, Nieve?” It’s said in a whisper because people are watching. They’re always watching the Monroe kids. I just want to be invisible.


“Go back to talking about me like I’m not standing right there.” I say it at full volume because I don’t care what anyone thinks about me. Not anymore.


She runs past me so that she’s standing in front of the door to the hallway. “Nieve, please. Not today. Just an hour, okay?”


But I’m not listening. If I can just get past her . . .


Suddenly, Max is there whispering something to Linden, and then—


“Fine.” She groans. “Fucking fine.” Her hand slides down to my wrist, and I feel the way her fingers wrap around it. It’s comforting, but only for a second before she yanks me toward the parking lot.




Carter’s hand slipping from mine.


“Open your eyes, Nieve.”





I don’t fight her as we get into the car or ask where we’re going when we get on the freeway. Two hours later, we’re driving through our hometown toward Grandee’s house.


Short wooden fences line the road. It was paved decades ago, but now it’s mostly broken asphalt and weeds. Nearly dirt. Our light blue two-story farmhouse stands in front of a small pond and a ferocious garden. A large porch wraps around the house, and something in my heart tells me that I’m going to be safe as soon as we pass through the gate.


It feels like a million lifetimes away from the school we just left.


Grandee stands on a small wooden dock, her back to our car as Linden drives slowly on the gravel. Six sheep stand near her, mindlessly chewing grass. When we pull to a stop, Grandee throws a bundle of sticks into the water.


Linden mutters something about Grandee’s odd shit but doesn’t say anything else. Of the two of us, she’s always disliked the way Grandee sees the world. As if it were something malleable and movable. Time a suggestion, decisions never permanent.


When I push open the door to the car, the sheep have moved in front of me. One with a blue bandanna around his neck tries to headbutt me, and I swat him away.


“Luke! You knock that shit off!” Grandee yells at the sheep. “Sorry. Logan and Dean got into a patch of clover, and he’s pissed they ate it all.”


“Where’s Rory and Lorelai?” Linden asks.


She waves to somewhere behind her, like she doesn’t have a clue, but she does. She always knows where her sheep are. “You’re back?” She looks at me, but I don’t know what we’re doing here, so I shrug.


“Can we talk?” Linden asks our grandmother.


Grandee’s face pinches into a frown, and she nods, moving to the porch.


I don’t follow them, because I know they don’t want me to. They want to talk about me, without me. Like I’m not able to make a decision for myself.


I follow Luke out to the water, where Paris quietly eats grass. Grandee’s sticks float at the top of the water, tied with yellow yarn. It’s not really a proper bundle so much as three twigs tied together.


“Grandee is weird, right?” I ask Paris, but she doesn’t look up. “Why does she do things like this?”


Sticks floating, tied with wool yarn she made herself, possibly from the sheep that stand next to me. Cast into the water with inaudible words muttered under her breath. It’s this strange thing she does to pretend like she has any control over her own life. As if these things somehow sway fate. I’ve always thought of it as her quirk. Like how some grandmothers are really into scrapbooking or baking.


And for some reason, I hate it. I hate her hope.


It doesn’t change anything. Carter is still gone.


I’m still the reason.


I take a rock from the bank and toss it at the bundle. I don’t even come close to hitting it. I throw another and another until finally I hit it on the end. It spins, swirling in the rippling pond water, and I toss another rock in. Eventually, the yarn breaks off and the sticks go scattering in opposite directions.


They separate but still float, and for some reason, this breaks my heart in an entirely new way. Why? Why didn’t I let them stay together?




“Why did you do that?”


Max stands over me, his face a mixture of shock and fear. Green eyes search me, and his hands reach out before he pulls them back. “Why did you . . . Nieve.” He blows out a heavy breath and runs his hands through his damp hair. “What the hell?”





I bend down and wrap my arms around my knees as I crouch on the bank. The sheep that were minding their business have come to join me and are staring out at the pond. As if they realize what I’ve done, too.


I don’t know how long we sit there before Grandee puts her hand on my shoulder. “You ready for some dinner?”


I take a deep breath and look back at the house, but Linden’s car isn’t in the driveway anymore. “Where’s Linny?”


Grandee pulls me up to a stand, putting one of her scratchy hands into mine. They’re worn from years of washing and dyeing wool. “Back at school.” She walks to the house, expecting me to follow. And I do.


“When’s she coming back?”


Under the oak tree, Grandee stops and turns toward me. “She’s not. You’re staying here, and she’s going to school.”


“But . . .” I’m relieved, and it feels wrong. Why does every emotion lead to ten others?


“You need to be here. The best way to heal our parts that are broken is to rest.” She smiles back at me. “And ice. Rest and ice for broken bodies and souls. That’s why dinner is going to be ice cream.”
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CHAPTER 4
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Having ice cream for dinner is not to heal my soul, despite what Grandee says.


It’s an excuse to eat dessert first, which has always been her favorite way to eat any meal. What if we die before the last course?


We have her favorite, Rocky Road, out of large crystal sundae bowls and topped with fruit she canned earlier in the summer. It’s sweet and cold and makes us both forget about dinner. When we’re done, she doesn’t even suggest eating something more nutritious before she sends me up to bed.


This must be the rest part.


But I don’t sleep. I spend the entire night staring at the blank canvas of the ceiling and replaying those last moments in the water. Fragmented things filtered in by light and chaos. There are so many I can’t even tell what’s real and what I’ve imagined.


Did I really lock eyes with Carter before the water pulled him away? Was his hand really in mine? How dark was the water?


When morning comes, I hear Grandee’s rooster, Christopher, only moments before she’s at my door. Her knock is loud before she barrels into my room without waiting for a response. I pull my covers over my head right before she shouts, “Rise and shine! Time to start the day.”


I groan. “I didn’t sleep well last night.” I didn’t sleep at all.


“Well, getting up and moving will make you tired, and then maybe you’ll be able to sleep tonight.” She says it as if she’s just suggested the most wonderful thing.


I should have known she wouldn’t care that I’m tired. She throws open the curtains and looks back at me seriously. “Your mama’s downstairs.”


Fuck.


My mother. The exact opposite of my grandmother. All business and goals. She’s never agreed with my going to Suttleton. There was a time when she was hopeful that I would be the first Monroe to break the mold and do accounting or something. She’s never happy. She never liked Carter, and she barely tolerated his inability to make plans for his future.


I do not want to see her right now.


“Don’t make that face. You know how she’ll get, and then we’ll be stuck with her for dinner.”


I nod and throw aside my blanket. This is a dance we’ve played my whole life. My mother making judgments against Grandee for not being the kind of adult that she agrees with, never mind that she left her only child to be raised by her. And Grandee telling my mother what she wants to hear until she finally leaves Grandee to her wool. A weird reversal of roles, laced with disapproval.


Downstairs, my mother sits at the table in the breakfast nook. Sunlight shines in through the giant windows that surround her, and the colored glass hanging in front of them paints the wood in a rainbow.


“Nieve.” My mother looks relieved to see me. Sort of. Her shoulders slump slightly in her black blazer, and her hair is pulled into a stunning yet severe ponytail. She’s the very picture of an art historian and curator for one of the top museums in the country. Somehow, she took her unconventional upbringing and made it work for her.
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