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To everyone who’s gone no-contact with

someone who didn’t deserve you.

Thank you for honoring your boundaries,

even when it’s hard.
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CHAPTER 1

Zinnia

2024

THE HAZMAT TEAM LOVES ME.

I always skip the “we had an incident” pleasantries. They know there was an incident. Nobody calls hazmat while they’re having a picnic. I tell them exactly what they’ll find in the bathroom.

“Needles,” I say as I pull the steam lever, blasting this soy milk into foam with a hiss. “Blood and glass all over the floor.”

A heavy sigh comes through the receiver.

“Still don’t have a sharps container?” he asks.

“If you’ve got a free one lying around, Milo, I’ll install it myself.”

Oh yeah, the hazmat team also loves me because my best friend since Water Babies is among them.

Another, heavier sigh comes through the phone.

“Couldn’t you put up a sign?” he asks.

“What is it with you non–food service people thinking a sign will solve everything?” I grin at his logic. “Ever seen a ‘Please do not partake in illicit drugs on the premises’ sign? Think it would do any good?”

A third sigh.

We’ve known each other so long that I can read the different subtleties in them. This one says, begrudgingly, Fine and I’ll be over in a minute.

“You’re the best,” I return.

“And you’re going to be late.”

It takes me a second to realize what he’s talking about. I roll my eyes and glance at my watch.

“I’ve got four hours.”

“Two left in your shift.”

“Plenty of time.”

Hair. Makeup. Dress. Shoes. How long could that possibly take? It’s homecoming, not my wedding day. Besides, the real fun happens after homecoming.

No, not that.

I’ve registered for Harvard’s application and sent my guidance counselor a rough draft of my essay, and tonight I’m registering for the rest of them. All of them.

“Shouldn’t you be worried?” I ask. “You have a biohazard to clean, a shower to take, and a gift to get me.”

There’s a pause, just long enough to confirm that he forgot that last detail. We agreed weeks ago that we, the two singlest people in the whole school—me, the allo, too preoccupied with life to give a shit about romance, and Milo, the ace, uninterested in anything but books and boba tea—would get each other a homecoming gift. A token of our friendship. And in true Milo fashion, he hasn’t gotten mine yet.

Four hours out.

“How do you know I don’t have your gift?” he asks, clearing his throat.

“Because it’s you,” I say with love.

“There’s a good reason this time.”

“There’s always a good reason,” I say, and trill my voice along the chorus of Hoobastank’s most famous song, “ ‘And the reason is youuuuuuuuu.’ ”

“Stop,” he mutters through the receiver. “You’re making me want to take up vaping again.”

It’s such an outlandish suggestion that I know to write it off.

Besides, I should be more embarrassed than he is right now. He’s presumably at home, just him and his mom, and I’m standing in the middle of the Bean Rock Café belting out a song older than Facebook.

“Gotta go, my customers need me,” I whisper to him. “Love you, see you soon!”

Click!

I belt louder along with the music playing faintly overhead. I nod at Harlow, the girl at the register with curly red hair voluptuous enough to match mine in volume and double it in length.

She reaches into her pocket for her phone, and the music grows louder. Heads turn. The couple in the corner, Tam and Sam—who always sit in the same spot every Tuesday because it’s the only day they both have off work—look up at me. Sam lowers his head and pretends not to hear us, but Tam starts bobbing her head, nostalgia lighting up in her eyes.

“Let me guess. Oldies?” she asks. I nod. She shakes her head, exchanging a knowing glance with Sam.

Tam mouths along as Harlow and I lean in together and serenade everyone in here.

I hear more voices behind us now, and as the music swells, and I realize everyone is watching us, I grab the metal foam spoon, which makes a great mic in a pinch, and time it perfectly with the start of the chorus.

“ ‘I just want you to knoooooow.’ ” Hisssssss goes the steam wand. Now we’re all singing—everyone behind the counter—and I can’t think of a better pregame concert before my big night.

I twirl away from Harlow and flip the steam wand back off so we can all hear one another. We belt out the chorus, and I carefully scoop some grounds into the filter basket, tamp, click into place, and pull a couple of ristretto shots for the older lady swinging the door open now. Ruthie always prefers the ristretto, but she always forgets.

I don’t.

Mr. Lawry, dressed in another one of his wool herringbone suits, swipes his latte from the bar. He’s always in around this time, frowning, muttering, waiting for his twelve-ounce, nonfat, no-foam triple latte after ordering with a single word: “Latte.”

“Where’s the vanilla?” whispers Marybeth, the tiny girl to my right, stocking shelves even though it’s her second day. She’s probably never seen this kind of chaos behind the counter of a coffee shop, but at the Bean Rock Café, everything’s chaos, all the time. Just the way I like it.

I use the break between verses to whisper quickly, “Back cabinet, bottom shelf, oldest in the front,” and then sail smoothly back into the final next verse.

Harlow sings faithfully along with me, as most of the customers have gathered at the counters to join in the verse at the end. My heart soars as we all belt it out. Sure, I like this song. But these people—most of them a decade or two older than me—sing it like it stirs up memories from a loooong time ago. Well, maybe not that long ago, that isn’t exactly fair.

Since before I came around, at least. When did this song come out—’02, ’03? Way before I was born.

Wherever I was born.

“ ‘A side of me you didn’t knoooooow.’”

Anyway, I don’t really need to know.

“ ‘A reason for all that I doooooo.’ ”

I have this coffee shop, where I have a perfect attendance record and know exactly where to find everything. I have my best friend, Milo, and I have my mom and dad, who have been with me through everything since the day they got me.

Three hours later, while I’m brushing lavender eye shadow over my upper lid, I hum the last line in my head: And the reason is youuuuu.

I observe my makeup in the mirror. Simple enough. Lavender eye shadow, black liner on top, white liner on bottom, and no foundation. No need to cover up my mark.

I run my fingers along it—the birthmark by the edge of my hairline. Some say it’s shaped like a fish. Others say it’s a heart. Me? I don’t really care. Whatever it is, it’s me-shaped.

“Happy homecoming,” says Milo. From the edge of my vision, I can see he’s holding out a colorful box. When I look and see the bright yellow ribbon piled high on top, I smile.

“A professional wrapping job? You shouldn’t have.”

He shrugs. “Just open it. Promise what’s inside will make up for the wrapping.”

“Nah-uh,” I say, scrambling for my secret drawer that’s not so secret to Milo. Just gossipy love notes and tampons in there. Nothing he hasn’t seen before. “Not till you have yours in hand first.” I pull out a box, lovingly wrapped in a hand-sewn cherry blossom furoshiki cloth.

“Show-off,” he says.

“Just taking care of the planet.”

“Making up for all those glittery plastic pieces in that eye shadow, huh?”

“Fuck off and open it,” I say, unable to hide the laughs bubbling up. I know his smiles, too. This one says, Ha, I win. But he opens the box anyway, and I watch, confident in my book-selecting skills.

He unties the cloth and crumples it up in his free hand, unaware that I took the time to iron it this morning. Definitely ironed it for me. I could’ve wrapped the book in a paper bag and Milo wouldn’t have cared, but if I give a gift and it doesn’t look perfect, I’m gonna have a problem.

“What’s it about?” he asks, still staring at the cover. But I can tell by the way his fingers run along the front that it’s a hit.

“Open it and see!”

“The Well,” he reads. “Sounds like a mystery. Maybe about a guy and a well?”

“Just read the back already,” I say, eager to open my gift. I weigh it in my hand. It’s huge. Pretty heavy, too. My shoulders are starting to sag from the weight of it.

“ ‘Follow third-year medical resident Avery Weinstein as she journeys through the underground catacombs of Savannah, uncovering medical mysteries long forgotten in the era of the antebellum South.’ ”

“So…? What do you think?”

He looks up at me after a long pause and shrugs. “Why’s it called The Well?”

“You’ll have to find out!” I say. He’s asking questions already. We’re off to a great start.

“Interesting.”

Even better.

“My turn!” I say, unable to hide my excitement any longer. I wedge my finger under the tape keeping the paper together, but my elbow-length white glove sticks to it. I yank the wrapping paper off so fast, Milo takes a step back to give me space to rip into my prey.

“Jesus Christ,” he says.

The minute the paper is off the front, my jaw drops.

I can’t breathe.

“Jodelle Rae West?” I ask. “She has a new book out? When were you going to tell me?”

“Right now,” he says.

I flip the book over, and my eyes fly faster than my brain can follow. I read the back out loud in what sounds like a single sentence—or maybe even a single word.

“ ‘Jodelle Rae West makes her striking return to the blank page with Little Heart, spinning an enchanted tale of love, loss, and a father’s never-ending quest to find what’s truly important.’ ”

Sounds… cliché.

But I can’t say that.

“Sounds…,” I start.

“Cliché?” he finishes.

Damn to hell my revealing face.

“I mean, not entirely—”

“Knew you’d think that. I know how you are about genre fiction. But read the first paragraph.”

I resist the temptation to roll my eyes and pull back the cover. I clear my throat, beginning my dramatic reading of whatever magic these pages are about to reveal.

“ ‘It all started with a heart-shaped birthma—’ ”

I stop reading and raise an eyebrow at him.

“Milo…?”

“Keep going,” he says.

I steel myself. Purely coincidence that this character has exactly the same birthmark as I do. But still, dope!

“ ‘It all started with a heart-shaped birthmark. That’s what I remember most about her. Not her beating heart, for I hadn’t known it long. Not her heart of hearts, for I hadn’t known it at all.’ ”

I pause before reading the next line.

“ ‘I lost her far too soon.’ ”






CHAPTER 2

Tuesday

2006

MY HANDS WON’T STOP SHAKING.

I can feel my pulse in my ears. And my chest. Everywhere, actually.

“Tuesday Walker,” declares Dario, holding my résumé right up to his face, even though his monstrous glasses are at least a quarter inch thick and magnify his eyes to the size of golf balls. He leans forward on the creaky dining room chair, and I adjust in mine, just as creaky.

Does every chair in this place creak so bad? How old is Café Alba, anyway?

Hissss goes the steam wand from behind the bar across the room. A boy my age adjusts his stance, focuses on the pitcher in his hand as the steam dissipates and the wand goes to work heating the milk. His hair is a mop, playful golden curls dancing around his ears. Between that and his puka shell necklace, he looks like he stepped right out of the ocean, surfboard in hand.

Without warning, his eyes rise to meet mine, and I tear mine away.

Oh God, did he see me staring at him?

I curl my toes in my shoes and try to focus on what Dario’s saying, but there’s something stuck in his teeth, and every time he says a word that forces his lips together, it moves just a little and—

“Tuesday, did you hear me?” he asks.

“Huh?”

I snap out of my thoughts and blink him into focus.

“I asked,” he continues with a sigh, “why do you want to work at a café when you have no experience? You don’t have any experience, do you?”

“Oh, right, um,” I start, pressing my hand to my thick headband to make sure it’s still containing my baby hairs. The hair around my temples is just barely hanging on lately, so I can’t spare a single one to this snowy Philadelphia winter.

“I…,” I begin, knowing I can’t lie. “I don’t have any.”

His eyes dim. His eyebrows go flat. His face goes blank at that answer. I try to clean it up.

“But I really want this job. And I—”

The steam wand clips into sharp silence.

“Did she say she doesn’t have any experience?” comes a voice from the bar. I look back up at the surfer boy as he steps out from behind the espresso machine, drying his hands on a dishrag before flinging it over his shoulder.

His burgundy apron is splotched with marks, some light, some dark, and I lock in that it gets messy back there. I can handle that. I’m used to mess.

“Relax, Justin,” comes Dario’s voice.

Golden hair, electric blue eyes, shoulders like Hercules, shares a name with Justin Timberlake himself, and he’s looking at me.

Here I am trying, to slow my heart rate, and here he is, not helping.

“I thought you worked at Blockbuster,” he says.

“Justin,” Dario interjects, “when you wear the black apron, you can do the interviews.”

Justin swipes a broom from against the wall and starts sweeping nothing into a pile of nothing.

“I’m not interviewing, I’m cleaning while we’re down,” he says, and nods toward the door with his chin. “Like you told me to do. Anyway, Blockbuster totally counts. It’s not too different from what we do here, just with DVDs instead of drinks and merchandise.”

Dario resigns to let Justin do what Justin does, like this happens all the time, and turns his attention back to my résumé.

“Says you worked there for six months. What happened?”

“I had a medical incident,” I recite, exactly what Mom told me to say.

Dario raises an eyebrow at me, and I explain further without really explaining.

“It won’t happen again.”

Justin sweeps his pile of nothing right up to our table. He’s looking at me, I can feel it, but I refuse to meet his gaze as he asks me another question.

“You good with food?” he asks.

I nod.

“We’re right by the train station, so we get a lot of, uh… questionable folks. You good with that, too?”

I nod again, concentrating so hard on sliding my thumbs against each other before my nerves completely melt out of my body.

I need this job.

“What’s your favorite coffee drink?” he asks further.

“I don’t really drink coffee,” I admit, glancing up at him. “Sorry.”

“Yeah, me neither,” he says, and smiles.

What?

A barista who doesn’t like coffee? I thought I was the only one! I look up at him again.

“Really?”

“Nah, coffee’s never really been my thing. More of a hot chocolate guy myself,” he says, grabbing a chair from a nearby table and sliding onto it backward, joining us as the third wheel at this one-on-one interview. His legs straddle the back of the seat, and I refuse to let my eyes wander. But as he folds his arms over the top and rests his chin on his wrists, I can’t help it.

He’s got muscle. Serious muscle. Sporty type. Jock, even. But at least he’s nice.

I remind myself they always are—the cruel ones, anyway—before they turn back into all the rest, and it cuts even deeper because you dared to believe they would ever like you.

I swallow, feeling my eyes burn with tears. I choke them down, will them back into my body.

“Can I ask something else?” Justin asks.

“Pfft,” says Dario, motioning openhandedly to me, “be my guest.”

That conjures a smile out of me. It’s clear they’ve known each other for a long time. Like a big brother–little brother type of thing. Justin looks at me again, studies my face this time.

His eyes are warm, inviting, calm yet electric. I want to keep looking at them. I wish he’d say something so it’s less weird that I want to keep looking at them while he stares at me in total silence.

“If I asked you to burn a CD for me,” he starts, “what would you put on it?”

My neck warms, and I glance at Dario, wondering if he’s hearing what I’m hearing. Burning a CD is… a big deal. It’s what you do when you like someone. Like like them. I’ve never…

I don’t know if I would ever…

I didn’t even burn one for Ezra.

I clear my throat. “Like, what songs?” I ask, adjusting in my seat.

“Yeah,” he says. “Guess what I like. Read into me.”

“Uh,” I begin, ignoring the intimacy of that last sentence.

What do I even say? I’ve only just met him! Everything in me screams this is an unfair question. But then I wonder what he does when he gets home from a place like this, with steam wands and angry customers, and apron splotches, and creaking chairs, and beeping coffee machines, and I wonder if he would put on his headphones and play a CD full of more noise or something softer.

His eyes, everything about them, invite me in, and I find my answer.

“You look like you listen to Blink-182,” I say. A smile plays at the corner of his mouth. “Maybe Linkin Park? Green Day? Good Charlotte? But I feel like those might be the CDs you play in your car when someone in the passenger seat would laugh at what you actually want to play.”

He straightens, looks me up and down, intrigued.

“Sounds like you know what that’s like?” he asks.

I smile because I absolutely do. Mom doesn’t know I know who any of those “basic white-boy bands” are—“secular music,” as she calls it. But I love them. I love them all.

“I feel like you listen to softer stuff,” I venture. “So if I had to burn a CD for you, I would add ‘She Will Be Loved’ by Maroon 5, ‘Perfect’ by Simple Plan, and ‘How to Save a Life’ by the Fray.”

His grin tells me I’m on the right track.

“I’d love that,” he says, resting his chin on his wrists again. I can’t stop smiling. I feel like my face might be stuck smiling forever.

Then I remember what this is. He’s way too cute for me. This has to be a trick. A trap. I don’t know what his angle is, but I won’t be a pawn in whatever scheme this must be. Maybe he even has a thing for Black girls. An unhealthy one.

There has to be a catch.

I turn back to Dario and clear my throat. He looks between me and Justin and raises his eyebrows.

“Well, is that the whole interview then, Justin? Are you done?”

It yanks Justin back to reality.

“Yeah,” he says casually. “We’re hiring her, right?”

My heart skips. Are they?

His words carried the tone of a kid picking out a puppy and asking his father, Can we keep her? I smile and look to Dario for an answer as he pushes himself up from his chair.

“We’ll call you,” he says firmly.

Justin meanders back to the counter, broom in hand, then leans it against the wall.

“Can we call her with a yes?” he asks.

“Justin,” spits Dario. I stifle a laugh.



Six weeks in and I still have no idea what I’m doing.

I sling the wand so fast between drinks, I accidentally flip the lever while the wand is pointed up, sending hot steam spewing into my face. I yelp in surprise, not because it actually hurt. But Justin still reacts like it might’ve.

“Tuesday!” he exclaims, rushing to my side. He flips the lever off and the wand back, then looks me up and down, his eyes huge with concern. I step back from the bar, the three empty cups I was working on lining the counter. Every eye in the café is trained on me, maybe a dozen customers staring me down in total silence. I feel my eyes well with tears; damn these hormones.

Justin nods toward the break room door.

“Why don’t you take a fiver, huh? I’ve got things out here for a bit.”

A fiver? Dario doesn’t do fivers. He’s a nice boss, but he also doesn’t play. Fivers, freebies, and favors don’t fly.

Anyway, what if I take this break and Dario sees me sitting in the break room while I’m on the clock and fires me on the spot, and I have to go back home to Mom and explain why I got fired only six weeks into a minimum-wage job, and I can’t be trusted to do anything, and I should just work at the church every week where I can be kept out of trouble and…

Justin is still staring at me while my brain does laps around a track littered with what-ifs, and as if he can read my mind:

“Go,” he insists warmly. “I’ll talk to Dario.”

He says it so firmly and confidently that I believe him.

The break room air is cold and sharp against my skin, and the minute I step through the door, I’m diving for my backpack with my two favorite things in the world inside: my Walkman, currently spinning Hoobastank’s CD, and my journal.

I pull both out and set them on the table, along with my pen, then put on my headphones, hit play on track eight—“The Reason,” my favorite—and curl up in the cozy little chair in the corner. The soreness has faded just like the nurses said it would, enough that I can sit like this without much pain, but it’s still enough to remind me why I write.

I flip open to the next empty page, click my pen open, and pour my heart out as those first few piano and guitar notes blend and marry in my ears.

I’m not a perfect pers—

The break room door swings open so hard, it slams into the wall, startling me out of whatever groove I was about to get into. I look up to see Justin frantically grabbing for the door and swinging it shut softly, apologetically, before looking to me again.

“You okay?” he asks, flipping his golden bangs away from his eyes. The hair underneath glistens just a bit with sweat and sticks to his forehead, and I notice his face is a tinge redder than usual.

“You didn’t have to do that,” I offer, shutting the journal and resting the pen neatly on top.

“I did,” he says, sliding into the chair next to me. “You were dangerous out there.”

Embarrassment floods my face, hot and unwelcome. “I’m trying,” I say.

“Oh, I didn’t mean…,” he starts. “We all get like that, where you work too hard, take on too much stuff, and overdo it until you can’t really think.”

Now that I think about it, I don’t really know what it’s like not to think. I’ve had so many thoughts every second of every minute of every day of the last year, and when I overflow with too many thoughts, when it feels like I might explode with them, I put them all in my journal.

As if reading my mind, Justin glances at it, purple swirls all over the front with a Paul Frank monkey sticker in the bottom right corner.

“You keep a diary?” he asks.

“Journal,” I say. Diaries are for kids.

“You an author?” he asks, his voice all curious, no ridicule.

“Writer.” I smile. “Authors are published. And talented.”

“Not all of ’em.”

I lean back in my chair, arms folded over my stomach, and smile at him again, studying his face as he eyes the journal, like he’s trying to read it right through the cover. I decide I feel comfortable enough to play with him a bit.

“You don’t seem like the type to fail English class,” I say.

“Aw, don’t tell me I look preppy,” he says. “Please, anything but that.”

“You’ve got a whole surfer vibe going,” I say. “That’s pretty California prep to me.”

“Is it the necklace?” he asks, reaching up behind his neck to unfasten it. I note the muscles in his arms on full display now, and I swallow, and I try to move on with the conversation like I won’t be thinking about them later. But just before I can, he continues.

“Maybe you should have it,” he says.

“What?” I practically choke. “Why?”

“Borrow it?” he asks, setting it on the table next to my journal. “Looks better on you anyway.”

If my skin tone were just a few shades lighter, he’d be able to tell how flushed I am. I just wrapped up a heartbreak, and here I am getting flustered over this goofball—what the hell is wrong with me?

“I should get back to the floor, huh?” I ask, looking for an out. Any out.

“Probably,” he says. “But, uh, you should know, I think you’d make a great author.”

“You haven’t even read my writing.”

“Well, I would,” he offers, “if you let me.”

I stare at him for a long moment, too long. So long that he breaks the silence between us.

“I’m sorry, that was probably too personal,” he says, rising from the chair and clasping his hands. “You, uh, you enjoy your writing, and if you ever change your mind, I’ll be there. Here. Around. You know. At work. I’m gonna go.”

I suppress a laugh, poorly. Justin steps back through the door to the floor of the coffee shop.

I put my Walkman back into my backpack and hang the bag on the coat hook, journal still in hand. Justin’s green backpack hangs next to mine, and I freeze for a moment, staring, imagining sharing what I’ve written. It’s all been coded cryptically enough that no one would be able to figure out what it actually means.

Right?






CHAPTER 3

Zinnia

2024

I STARE AT MY FINAL homecoming look in the mirror. The lavender eye shadow makes my brown eyes pop. My dark hair looks black, slicked back except for a tendril hanging down to my nose in the front. And then there’s that medium-brown birthmark at the top of my forehead and slightly to the right, the one I dodge whenever I put foundation on. If the rest of me is middle-of-the-bread-colored, the birthmark is crust-colored. I could cover it easily enough. But why would I? It’s what makes me Zinnia Davis.

“You good?” asks Milo from behind me. He emerges from my bathroom, straightening his black bow tie. I gasp as I see him in the mirror, then turn fully to get a good look. His shoulders are sharp and angular, defined even under his jacket, dark purple shirt tucked into his black slacks, shoes glistening like a freshly waxed sports car.

“Okay, Mr. Bond,” I say with a grin as I stand and look him up and down. “Give us a walk.”

He can’t hide his smile or blushing cheeks, not even when he looks at the floor, but he turns and walks back to the window, and I can’t resist hyping him up.

“Yaaaas, yaaaas, girl, WERK.”

“Stop,” he says, and I do, but with a giggle.

“I can’t help it, you look great!”

He freezes, staring at me with huge eyes. “I was supposed to bring a corsage, wasn’t I?”

He should know I generally hate any phrase that starts with “supposed to,” especially if it’s followed by a gender-based societal expectation.

“Pfft,” I scoff. “So I can scratch at my wrist all night from the itchy floral tape? No thanks. Besides, you don’t have a boutonniere, either. Sorry ’bout it.”

I turn to look at us both in the mirror again. Damn, do we look good. Like, break-the-internet good. I can’t help it. I pick up my phone and snap a picture of us.

“Mind if I post this?” I ask.

“Sure, whatever,” he says with a shrug, then reaches to pick up his bag. “But maybe we should wait till we’re king and queen.”

He can’t be serious.

“You really think we’re going to win homecoming tonight?” I ask. “It’s based on votes, you know. And we’re assholes.”

“If we’re assholes, then Kendra Wilkins is Satan herself.”

He’s got a point. She checks all the boxes for it. Softball star. Attitude enough for the rest of the team. And a nepo baby. Got into Stanford after her dad donated the Wilkins Softball Stadium. Can’t stand her. But if it’s based on votes, then maybe it’s a good thing she’s insufferable.

“Nobody likes her, you know,” he says. “They’re all just afraid of her.”

“Sometimes fear is what earns votes. Rather be feared than loved, right?”

“I’ll take love any day,” he says, unable to hide his grin. He’s staring at his shoes, lost in thought as he says it, and I roll my eyes.

“Sap,” I say. “Is that the real reason you got me such a romantic book?”

“Uh, it’s not a romance,” he says, shaking his head.

“It’s literally called Little Heart. And it’s purple.”

I spot it on the vanity and study the cover again.

Little Heart.

I pick it up, open it to the first page, and plop down in the beanbag in the corner.

“What are you doing?” asks Milo.

“We still have, like, an hour till homecoming,” I explain, patting the beanbag next to me. “Get your book and cozy up! We don’t have many more nights like this before graduation, remember?”

Something in his eyes sinks.

“Yeah.”

A single word, but it says everything.

“Milo, I’m sorry. I know you hate when I bring up graduation, but… I just… want you to know how grateful I am to have you in my life.”

He sinks into the beanbag next to me, cradling The Well, eyes glued to the floor.

I rest Little Heart in my lap. This is important. He looks up at me as I take his hands in my gloved ones and squeeze his fingers, staring directly into his big brown eyes.

“Whatever happens once we’re out of this academic hellscape? We’re friends forever.”

He cracks a grin, still not looking at me.

“Even if you get into Harvard?” he asks in a tone that suggests he already has suspicions.

“Obviously,” I say with an eye roll. “And I told you it’s a guarantee. Both my parents went, remember? I’m a shoo-in.”

It’s true. I swear to God my parents have been talking about Harvard since the day they got me. Even took an extra year to really decide if they should have me repeat kindergarten in case it affected my college prospects. Softball? Sure! Harvard loves a well-rounded prospect who can do books and sports. Chess club? Absolutely! Shows strategic maneuvering and deductive reasoning. Harvard loves that shit. Piano lessons, swim team, summer camps, AP everything. All of this for the sole purpose of earning me a spot in Harvard College’s class of 2029.

“And it won’t change us. We’ll still have FaceTime, remember? And we still follow each other on… actually, literally everything.”

“Yeah,” he says quietly, and for the first time in months, he’s impossible to read. He lets go of my hands and opens The Well.

So I dive back into Little Heart.


I lost her far too soon.

Actually, that’s not true. How can you say you’ve lost someone when you’re the one who gave her away?



Ouch.

That stings, the thought of being given away, like some prized possession and not a person. My parents have been my parents since before I can remember. I was only hours old, apparently. Zero record of my birth parents, and I think they must’ve wanted it that way. According to Mom, the state of Pennsylvania offers birth moms a chance to request visitation, among other privileges, and my birth mom wanted none of them. She really handed me off to Oak Park Adoption Agency reps at the hospital and fuckin’ left.

Maybe she thought it’d be easier that way.

… Or maybe she hated me that much.

I shake off the feeling and read on.


Her father, the king, would never understand. I haven’t spoken to him since… well…

Since the day he was crowned.

But I never forgot my Little Heart.

Even when I was sure I’d never see her again, I always left her breadcrumbs.

I hoped that maybe, just maybe, one day, she’d find her way back from the Wise Old Oak.

Back to me.



The Wise Old Oak?

… Oak Park Adoption Agency?

And that heart-shaped birthmark?

That’s an interesting coincidence.

I turn to the jacket flap with the author profile, where I see a black-and-white photo of Jodelle Rae West staring back at me, arms folded over each other, lips pursed in a knowing smile, eyes clearly blue or green even though the photo’s in gray scale. Her blond hair falls over her shoulders in wisps, her long, slender nose matching its curve.

“You good?” asks Milo, jolting me back into reality.

“Yeah,” I say too fast. “Uh, I’m good. Great.”

“Totally believe that.”

“It’s just… this book sounds a little… detailed?”

The altitude on this boy’s left eyebrow when he looks at me.

“It’s a novel,” he says, and smirks. “No one writes a hundred thousand words without some detail.”

“Look, all I’m saying is you really did your research. There’s a Wise Old Oak in it. And you know I was adopted from an agency called Oak Park. The heart-shaped birthmark?”

“Okay?” he asks. “Where is this going?”

“Just thanks for feeding my ego,” I say with a grin.

“Oh, because everything is about you, O Queen of the Universe.” He smiles.

“Listen, I’ve been told I radiate protagonist energy, and all I’m saying is maybe Jodelle Rae West got a tip from the universe that I belong in a book.”

Right on cue, Mom appears in my bedroom doorway. Enter antagonist.

“Is that what you’re wearing tonight?” she asks. Maybe she hopes that smile of hers will soften the implications of her question. It doesn’t.

Milo stands and nods at her respectfully before turning to offer his hand to help me stand. Sometimes he’s an expectation-bending gender rebel, and sometimes he’s a gentleman, and I love him for it.

I take his hand with a smile and stand, still holding the book close.

“Huh?” I ask, genuinely confused at what’s bothering her now. Platform heels? Sweetheart neckline? Elbow-length sparkly white gloves? What could be more retro about this look?

Her eyes flutter from my face to the book, and I hurry to shut Little Heart and tuck it away behind a stack of more books on the vanity before she can see it. But I’m not fast enough.

“What’s that?” she asks.

“A book.”

Wrong answer.

“I can see that.” She smiles, her eyes narrowing so slightly that most people would miss it. I don’t. “A book about what?”

“It’s Jodelle Rae West’s newest,” I admit, hoping that’s enough for her. “Milo got it for me.”

“She got me this one,” he offers, holding out The Well as a welcome distraction. “She says it’s nothing like the movie The Ring, but I’m not convinced.”

Thank God for him. It works. Mom’s distracted. I spot an opening.

“Isn’t this outfit exactly what y’all wore in the nineties?” I ask as I give this lavender dress another twirl.

“Well,” she says, leaning against the doorframe, studying me, “it just… seems like it’s missing something. It’s less… ball gownish than it looked on the rack.”

I rest my sparkly white-gloved hands on my hips and look down.

“It’s the corset, isn’t it?” I ask. Even with the sweetheart neckline—classic—it’s totally sheer. Very updated. Very now.

“And the midriff.”

“It’s not midriff, it’s sheer. Vogue. Chanel. Ariana Grande. Olivia Rodrigo.” Let me see, who would she know from her era? “Audrey Hepburn.”

She snorts. “If Audrey Hepburn stood on a corner for a living.”

Oh. Sex-work jokes. Fantastic.

“Look, the good news is,” I say, hiking up the bottom and stepping past her, “you’re not the one wearing the dress.”

She stops me with a gentle hand on my shoulder.

“Darling, don’t be like that, okay? You look beautiful.”

She smiles at me—we’re the same height while I’m in these platform shoes. She reaches for the curl hanging down in front of my eyes to fix it.

“Aht,” I say, dodging. “It’s part of the look.”

The rest of my hair is pinned back with huge sparkly banana clips. Exactly like they wore in the ’90s.

“I have to go,” I say. “Don’t want to be late. Come on, Milo.”

I step past her, but she gently catches my wrist.

“Where’s your corsage?” she asks. My face is blank, I’m sure, as I look for words. And then my mom looks to Milo and cocks her head. His face turns into a strawberry instantly, and I dive in to save him.

“I told Milo I didn’t want one.”

After he told me he didn’t bring one, but she can live without that part.

“Really?” she asks. I nod. “All right, well, I… guess that’s all right. You don’t want a purple rose or two to liven things up? I could drive you to Wegmans and—”

“Thanks, Mom, but I’ll be okay. It’s just homecoming.”

She releases my wrist and lets me make my way to the kitchen, where I have my sparkly silver clutch waiting for me, but not without peppering me with questions.

“You have your keys?” she asks. I hold them up and jingle them. Then I step onto the linoleum with a click-click-click of my platforms.

“You have your insoles in?”

“Yes, Mom.”

“Great, we don’t want your arches to fall. Oh! Did you pack snacks?”

“They’re serving dinner, Mom.”

“Take snacks anyway in case it’s served late. And a water bottle! You can’t be dehydrated on the dance floor.”

I take a water bottle from the pack in the pantry.

“It’d be easier to stay hydrated if you’d let me get a refillable one. The environment would thank you too.”

“So you can accumulate bacteria in it all day? No thank you. You know, I saw a video on YouTube once where they cut into a children’s bath toy and found black… mold.”

“Okay, so I’ll find a water bottle that’s not a bath toy.”

“Zinnia.”

I sigh and hope to God she finally lets me go. But she gets that Mom face again and steps forward to cup my cheek.

“You look so beautiful,” she says. But before I have time to thank her for the compliment, she glances at Milo, then lowers her voice and leans in and says, “Did you pack protection?”

“Mom!” I exclaim. What, does she think Milo and I are…

“I’m just asking!” she says, hands in the air innocently. “If this was the real nineties, you wouldn’t even know what protection is. When I was a kid, they didn’t teach sex ed until you were four centimeters dilated.”

“Oh my God, Mom, yes, I have protection,” I say, pointing to my forearm, where the birth control stick lies implanted.

“Oh, that’s new,” she says, gearing up for another debate. “Fine. But take some condoms with you anyway. Birth control doesn’t protect you from STDs.”

I sigh because, dammit, she’s right. She holds out a couple of condoms wrapped in gold foil.

“Did you buy these just for me?” I ask, taking them in my hands, and then her cheeks go strawberry red and she clears her throat.

“Don’t worry about it.”

Oh my God, these are Mom and Dad’s condoms. The minute I get there, I’m throwing them out. I get protection and all that, but there’s absolutely no way.

“Okay, bye!” I declare, turning and bolting for the door. Milo scrambles behind me, and we make our way to my little blue Corolla.

“Drive safely!” calls Mom from the front stoop. “Remember, rolling stops will get you a ticket.”

“Thanks, Mom!” I holler, slipping into the car and slamming the door. Milo slides into the passenger seat and shuts his door, cutting Mom off in the middle of her sentence.

“Zinnia, I love—”

Slam!

Sadness washes over me. I have to let her finish that one. I look past Milo and roll down the passenger window. She stands there cradling her arms around herself, and her voice breaks as she calls again, softer, “I love you, Zinnia.”

She reaches up to wipe away under her eyes, careful not to smear her makeup, and sniffs. She dons a brave smile and nods to assure me I’m actually okay to go to this thing tonight. There’s helicopter parenting, and then there’s Apache attack helicopter parenting. My mom’s the latter. And I guess with everything she and Dad went through to bring me home, all the paperwork, all the waiting, the endless waiting, I understand it.

Doesn’t mean I like it, though.

“I love you, too, Mom,” I reply.

I mean it.

But when I roll up the window and Milo and I look at each other, we let out twin sighs. Finally we can breathe again.

Mom goes back inside and shuts the door, but I’m sure she’s going to watch us leave from one of the windows. I stare at the steering wheel for a moment, remembering the book.

I lost her far too soon.

I’ve lived my entire life until now not even thinking of her. Never really had a reason to. Is my life perfect? No. Is my mom perfect? Absolutely not. But have I ever once thought that maybe my life would’ve been happier if my birth mom had kept me? Not really. What else could I want?

Sure, there were times in the Target toy aisle when I was told the dreaded two-letter word every toddler hates, when I thought, Hey, maybe if I’d been raised by my biological parents, I could’ve walked out of here with that toy today.

And then I grew up and realized that given how much my parents make, and how much they’ve given me, including the fact that my college tuition was paid for by the time I was five years old, there’s a much higher likelihood that my birth mom wouldn’t have had Target money at all.

But for the first time in my life, I’m thinking about this differently.

What if my birth mom—whoever she is—is out there thinking of me? Who is she? Who was she, if she’s not alive anymore? I’ve spent my entire life not knowing her name. What if every day of my life she’s wondered what my name is?

How would Mom even react if I asked her? If I gave any inkling she’s not everything I could possibly need or want in a mom?

I look back up at the house just as Milo asks, “What’s up?”

I shake my head as I see Mom’s face emerge between the upstairs curtains.

“I just don’t think I can ask her,” I say. “About my birth parents. Ever. She’d fall apart.”

He reaches over, wraps his soft fingers around mine, and squeezes.

“What’s got you thinking about that?” he asks.

He locks it in the moment I look at him.

“The book?”

“It’s just got me thinking,” I say. “About life, and how it might’ve gone differently if I’d been born to a completely different household. Who knows? I could’ve been raised in a palace in Delhi, or a rural village somewhere.”

“Or an apartment in Detroit. Or a cardboard box in a public park,” he says. “You could’ve experienced a million timelines by now, but you’re in this one, where you could have anything you’ve ever wanted.”

I take a deep breath and let his words sink in. Yeah, better to leave it alone. Be grateful for what I have. In a few weeks I’ll have my acceptance letter from Harvard, and in a few months I’ll be moving out. I can at least give my mom the peace of knowing she’s the only mom I need.

I turn the key and look at the clock on the dash. Ugh, we’re still forty-five minutes early. And I left the book on the vanity.

“Shall we read in the parking lot to pass the time?” Milo asks, pulling both The Well and Little Heart from his black Doc Martens backpack.

I gasp and snatch up the purple glistening tome.

“You’re the fucking best, you know that?”

“Yeah, I do,” he says.

And off we go, to steal away forty-five minutes in the homecoming parking lot. Not to have sex. But to read together. Like we used to do during recess in elementary. Milo and I have always done this.

If only Mom knew me at all.
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