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For the best friends who make it through the beautiful, the messy, the thorns.

For the best friends who don’t.


DON’T CRY WHEN THE SUN IS GONE,

BECAUSE THE TEARS WON’T LET YOU SEE THE STARS.

—VIOLETA PARRA

THE PAST IS NEVER DEAD. IT’S NOT EVEN PAST.

—WILLIAM FAULKNER
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JUNE, SOPHOMORE SUMMER

(THEN)

We went to the party because Ret insisted. I was perfectly happy right where we were: lying on our backs in Jenni’s sprawling front yard, building our best-ever summer playlist, telling time by the dandelion clocks until the sky was a white haze of down. We were idle and airy. We had perfected the summer loaf.

But Ret was bored with our listless and lovely string of afternoons. Always the four of us—Ret, Jenni, Bex, and me. Always at Jenni’s big and typically parentless house. Always the same.

I liked it that way.

Ret was there. I was there. Did the setting really matter?

Jenni ran back and forth between the lawn and kitchen, bringing us a container of oil-cured olives, then a loaf of carrot bread to try while I scoured Spotify, the iPad raised above my head like a sunshade. The Ramones (“Rockaway Beach”), The Smiths (“Ask”), and Katy Perry (“California Gurls”), just to see if anyone was paying attention. Ret lounged back next to me, half watching Bex rehearse the newest dance team combination on the porch. I pressed play and put the iPad down in the grass. Five slender fingers threaded their way through my own. Ret squeezed. You are mine.

I wanted only this, the four of us together, but Ret said nothing ever happened, and Ret Johnston was the sun. Hot, bright, at the center of our universe. That we revolved around her was simply a fact. Ret said the whole sophomore class would be at Dave Franklin’s party, which was exactly why I didn’t want to go. But Ret was sitting up, latching and relatching the buckles on her tall black boots, and I was the one with a car.

“Who cares about some boring party?” Jenni plopped down next to us and plucked a fuzzy globe from the grass, puffing out her cheeks. Jenni Randall was the Earth, the gravitational force anchoring us to her yard, to her house, tempting us to stay. She was also Ret’s oldest friend, a fact she made sure I’d never forget. “What does Dave Franklin have that we don’t?” she asked.

“A bathtub full of coke,” Ret answered. She swiveled around until she was kneeling behind us, then gathered Jenni’s thick red hair between her fingers and began to braid.

“You know that’s crap.” Bex squinted at the three of us across the porch railing, which she’d been using as a ballet barre. Her torso and arms formed one long arc, all smooth lines and taut muscle. “Are you seriously considering crashing Dave’s?”

I shrugged and popped an olive in my mouth, then waved the container toward Jenni. If Ret was set on going, I guess you’d call my consideration serious. “The coke stuff’s just a rumor,” I said, but really, who knew.

“No, it’s true,” Ret insisted, her fingers deftly pulling lock after lock into place. Jenni sat still and let her hair be tamed. “I heard you can get a contact high from licking the walls in Dave Franklin’s bedroom, and I plan to find out. Anyway, we’re not crashing. Dave invited me.”

Invited Ret, not me. But if Dave asked Ret, the rest of us were part of the package. Dave knew that. Everyone knew.

“Just watch out, okay?” Bex hopped off the porch and settled down next to Jenni, grabbing the olives. “Something’s up with that guy. I said ‘hey’ in the Starbucks lot last week, and he literally jumped. I swear he was hiding a dead body in his trunk.”

“Finally, something newsworthy on the West Shore. What are we waiting for?” Ret released Jenni’s hair, letting the half-finished braid fall heavy against her back, and motioned toward my car with her chin.

“Yeah, no thanks,” Bex said. “Rich people’s houses freak me out. Besides, our playlist needs some serious work.” Her eyes flickered across the abandoned iPad, the three songs I’d managed to add in the past hour. She was a transplant from Montreal and the newest addition to our solar system. French on her dad’s side and Moroccan on her mom’s, Bex was our Venus: headstrong and free willed, rotating opposite the rest of the planets. Opposite Ret.

“Suit yourself, but don’t blame me if you die an old maid.” Bex didn’t flinch, and Ret turned to Jenni and me. Her eyes were a liquid, lapis lazuli kind of blue. You could fall down those eyes like a well. No return. “Ladies?” she asked.

“Pass.” Jenni threw us a look that said she had feelings about the afternoon’s development. The only parties Jenni liked were the ones she hosted herself, and she wasn’t happy about me taking Ret away. Which was clearly how she saw things, even though this plan was all Ret’s. Her back stiffened as she reached around to tuck a stray strand of hair into her braid.

I groaned and pushed myself up off the grass. “Let’s order Rosa’s for dinner?” I asked, angling to keep the peace. “Just the four of us.”

Jenni’s shoulders visibly relaxed. “Taco night,” she agreed. “Get your asses back by seven if you expect chips and queso.”

Bex glanced up from the iPad. “Have fun, dears.”

Ret ignored her and ran toward my car, leaving me to follow in her wake. Then we climbed inside my dad’s old Subaru and left the others behind.

I could have said no. I could have let the sweetness of carrot bread melting on my tongue and the lull of the breeze on my face keep me anchored to the grass. I could have let the trill of the iPad drown Ret out. Everything that came next might have been different.

No Matthias. No lies. No hot, bright surge of rage that flung us all apart, lodging galaxies between us by senior year until we were planets orbiting no one. Ret, Jenni, Bex, and me.

But that day I was the moon, dark and cold without the sun’s light. Ellory Holland—constant satellite. So I went. Ret went, and I followed.

*  *  *

It was about a mile and a half between Jenni’s and Dave’s. We all lived on the West Shore of the Susquehanna River, home to Panera and Starbucks and the Crestview Mall. Like everywhere else along the Rust Belt, the capital took a nosedive after the factories shut down, and my parents were part of the wave of people who moved across the river, to the suburbs. And there we stayed. Most of us West Shore kids had the same story to tell.

On the other side of the river, across the Market Street Bridge, the East Shore was the compressed gleam of our tiny downtown, the government buildings, and then not a whole lot beyond them. Downtown quickly faded into auto lots and the crappy mall and little houses hemmed in by chain-link fences. You went to the East Shore to paw through the same tired selection at the same two record shops and go thrifting at Salvation Army. You got dinner with your parents on the three blocks of Second Street we called “restaurant row” because it was the only strip of restaurants in town. It was hardly a thrilling departure from the West Shore, but anything beat the mall. Or parties at Dave’s.

I glanced over at Ret next to me in the passenger’s seat. I wondered how long it would take her to notice if I turned the car around, headed toward the bridge. She had the window all the way down, her ear pressed against the headrest, her face turned into the wind. Ret was never happier than when she was in motion. And I was happiest when I was with Ret. She turned to me, catching my gaze.

“Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—”

It was our call and response, the famous line from the Frost poem our whole English class had memorized freshman year. It started as a joke because Maria Hidelman flubbed it when it was her turn to recite, saying, “I took the one more traveled by,” which was pretty much Maria Hidelman in a nutshell. Over the next week, Ret and I made up wilder and wilder call-back lines, one-upping each other. I took the one to the darkest corners of your heart. I took the one to heaven’s gate. I took the one to the deep end of the Arctic Ocean. More than a year later, we were still going. Whoever didn’t start it had to finish. It was like a dare; you had to come up with something new each time.

“I took the one to Dave Franklin’s giant-ass house because Her Majesty wished to make an appearance among the commoners.”

Ret scowled, but her lips soon turned into a smile. I held my hands steady on the wheel and kept driving toward Dave’s.

Ret and I found each other in freshman English, in the weeks before Robert Frost. My best friend—the only girl who knew all my secrets, who’d been my other half since second grade—had moved that summer to the middle-of-nowhere, Georgia, and I’d been floating through the first weeks of ninth grade without her. How dare she leave me to face high school alone? But then Ret appeared like an angel in red lip gloss, flannel, and vintage Betsey Johnson, and I was saved.

She started talking to me one day like we knew each other. I was wearing my new Nirvana T-shirt, which I’d just ordered online. “I like your shirt,” she’d said. “But it’s a knock-off. See?” Her finger traced a line across my back, and I wondered if she could feel me shiver. “Their slogan should be here, that stuff about being corporate rock whores? It was half celebration, half call-out after the band signed with Geffen in ninety.” I swiveled back to face her, turning red. This girl was the real thing, and I was an imposter.

But the look she gave me was curious, kind. She didn’t see a fake. Beneath the knock-off T-shirt, the red cheeks, the lost look in my eyes, somehow she saw down to the real Ellory. The girl hidden beneath layers of ninth-grade insecurity, itching to be set free.

“I’ll lend you mine, if you want. One hundred percent Kurt approved.” She’d said it like it was no big deal, like we were already friends. And then we were. Her taste was impeccable—personally tailored to what she knew I would like, who she knew I longed to be. She made me playlists: The Ramones. Dead Kennedys. Blondie. She encouraged my metalworking (it was hard core) and steered me clear of black-and-white photography (so passé). Little by little, she drew me to the surface.

Soon Ret’s world was my world, her friends my friends. It was like it had always been that way. Everything Ret touched felt electric, exciting, a little bit dangerous. Including me.

Before Ret, I was basically invisible.

With Ret, I was somebody.

*  *  *

Ten minutes later, I maneuvered into a sloppy but passable parallel parking job across the street from Dave’s and killed the engine. Ret was right, as she was about most things. The whole Pine Brook sophomore class did seem to be there, along with some enterprising freshmen and a few upperclassmen too. Technically, we still had three more days of school next week, but they were half days, finals. Classes were over and no one was studying. Everyone was crushing cans of Narragansett and PBR into the Franklins’ impeccably manicured lawn and testing out the first cannonballs of the season in the pool around back.

The thought of making small talk over a clove and a Solo cup made my chest feel tight. I longed for the safe monotony of Jenni’s, the familiar circle of our friends. Ret could talk to literally anyone, but parties made me feel naked, exposed. All I wanted was Ret and me. The rest was just noise, and this party was sure to serve up an especially obnoxious roar.

“We could still go back.” My voice came out loud and choked with nerves. I flinched, waiting for Ret to pounce.

“Ellory May. You’re not serious.” Ret had a way of telling, not asking. She also had a way of invoking my middle name to make a point, an infuriating practice she’d picked up from my mother.

“Margaret.” Her name rolled off my tongue in three fully enunciated syllables. Two could play at the mother game. “We are not friends with these people.”

Ret screwed up her lips and glared at me. “I hate it when you call me Margaret.”

In the moment I’d been looking away, she had applied a fresh coat of gloss, something called Three Alarm Fire she’d picked up at CVS. She was not about to turn back.

“We will mingle. We will expand our nascent adolescent horizons. Tonight may even be Dave Franklin’s lucky night. Now come on.” She needed me, but she needed all this too. To make an appearance, to be seen. So I gave in, like I always gave in to Ret, and unlatched my seat belt.

“One hour. Tops.”

“All right, Ellory. Don’t have a good time or anything.”

Ret threw open the car door and stepped into the street. She looped her arm through mine, and just like that, we were fused again, two girls against the world. We took off toward Dave’s lawn and our bracelets—matching black enamel bands I’d made in shop earlier that year—flashed in the sun. We were night and day. Her firecracker to my liquid gold. As we walked, I could feel the flutter of my hair down my back, yellow waves against my blue dress. Next to me, Ret was fierce and petite, all sharp black bob and Ultra Violet streaks in her bangs. We were Snow White and Sleeping Beauty. Serena and Blair. Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—I took the one with Ret.

For a moment, I felt powerful. I took a deep breath.

*  *  *

Inside, I waited for my eyes to adjust to the dim light. The Franklins lived in one of the new developments, the West Shore’s own little enclave of wealth. Stainless steel appliances gleamed from the kitchen. A universal sound system blasted Tupac or maybe Dre into each room. Everything was expensive looking and probably breakable.

Ret pulled off her shades and placed the red plastic frames on top of her head. We walked into the kitchen, where a few guys from the lacrosse team lingered around a keg. Everyone else was out front or out back, enjoying the late afternoon heat. One of the boys waved a cup in our direction, but Ret turned up her nose. She liked her guys edgy, older, and tragically flawed. Or maybe just rich and flawed, in Dave Franklin’s case.

“Let’s check out the scene at the pool.”

“I’ll meet you out there in five,” I promised. I didn’t want to leave Ret’s side, but the thought of going anywhere near that pool—and possibly ending up in it, because isn’t that what happened at this kind of party?—was making my stomach churn. “I need to find a bathroom.”

“You’d better not bail on me, Ellory May.” I watched her fingers close around her bracelet. Our bracelet. She needed me as much as I needed her. Or maybe she just wanted me to think so.

“Scout’s honor, okay? I just need a few.”

“If I’m not at the pool, check Dave’s room.” Ret grinned. A minute later, she had disappeared through the sliding glass doors that led onto the deck. Ret would be fine. Ret could handle herself.

It was me that I needed to worry about.

I turned away from the kitchen to check out the rest of the downstairs. Maybe I could find an empty room to hide out in for a while. I folded my arms across my chest and tried to look small, which is not so easy when you’re all arms and legs and sharp angles everywhere.

I took my time walking down the hall, deeper into the house. The Franklins had a series of family portraits hanging on the wall, Dave and his little brother front and center in every one, flashing the same winning grins. Dave’s hair got longer and his face got gaunter frame by frame, the latter either a product of puberty or too much coke. If you believed Ret. I’d probably never exchanged more than ten words with Dave at school. I could hear the slurred shout of his voice from the pool, something about Kylie Jenner and Jägerbombs. It was weird being alone in his house, but it would be much weirder to go say hi. I’d let Ret take care of that for both of us.

At the end of the hall, I stepped through a wide arch into a big, sunny room. It was nice in there. Peaceful. So far, my classmates had managed to leave the drapes untorn and the carpet stain free. The boy sitting on the couch was so quiet that at first, I almost didn’t notice him.

If I hadn’t, I might have kept walking.

If I hadn’t, I might have turned back around, toward Ret.

Somewhere, there’s an alternate reality version of Ellory. She never fell in love, or she met a different guy. She’s surrounded by friends, happy, naive. I think about that girl sometimes, until the wanting gets too big, and I have to stop. In my reality, there’s only the aftermath, the nights when all I can hear are the scraps of his voice. I’m sorry, Ellory, over and over. I’m so sorry, like a Jeff Buckley song forever snared on the same damaged note.

In my reality, I noticed him. Against the wall, in front of the big window, Matthias Cole was sitting alone on the couch. He looked tousled and tired—and seriously beautiful.

“I was looking for the bathroom,” I blurted. Not that he’d asked. Not that he cared. I started to turn back toward the hallway.

“You probably want to skip the one down here,” he suggested. “There is another, shall we say, more hygienic option on the second floor.”

I froze. Matthias Cole was talking to me. The time he asked if there were curly fries in the cafeteria freshman year did not count as conversation. But I still remembered. He’d touched my elbow. He’d asked me like my answer really mattered. And that was it. Yes, there were curly fries. No, we never spoke again.

After all this time, I knew just three solid facts about Matthias:

1. His hair was a color exactly between dark blond and light brown, and he wore it either flopping down over his eyes or combed up into a messy peak.

2. He worked as a line cook at a Thai restaurant downtown, which was way more professional than everyone else’s after school jobs at Panera or the mall.

3. He was always dozing off during Comparative Religions, the one class we shared sophomore year.

It wasn’t a lot to go on. About once a week, I tried to talk myself into waking him up, or passing him my notes, or asking what kept him up so late at night that he couldn’t keep his eyes open by fourth period. But I never had the guts.

“You’re still here.”

Still standing frozen in the middle of the living room, at least thirty seconds later. Well-played, Ellory. Very smooth.

“I guess I don’t really need to find a bathroom,” I admitted. “It just seemed like a good excuse to avoid the pool.”

“Then I think we can combine forces in that mission. Because I have absolutely no intention of leaving this couch. And I can tell you right now that there is nothing worth seeing out by the pool. Unless you count the Smurf’s bare ass, because he is lousy at strip poker and loves to show off for the ladies.”

The Smurf was Steve Murphy, a generally lovable doofus and the third star in the Matthias-Dave-Smurf constellation. That Steve would be there was basically a given. But I hadn’t taken Matthias for the house party type, even if the house in question was Dave’s.

“I think I’ll take a rain check on the strip poker action.” I smiled, picturing Ret accepting an offer to deal her in. Ret never could turn down a dare.

He hovered an empty hand above the seat cushion next to him. “What do you say, Ellory Holland? Sit?”

My breath caught. “I didn’t know you knew my name.”

“We have fourth together.”

“You’re always asleep,” I countered.

For a second, I thought I’d pushed a button, pushed too hard. But then his face broke into a wide, easy smile.

I sat next to Matthias on the nice white couch in the Franklin’s living room, and I was feeling everything all at once. His breath barely stirring my hair. The faint mix of bar soap and mint lingering around his clothes and skin. All the scuff marks on his loafers, because that’s where my eyes were fixed until he put his hand lightly, hesitantly on top of my hand on the couch.

For a moment, it was like everything shut down and then kind of rebooted. There was a giant splash and shouting out by the pool, but it sounded really far away. In there, it was just me and Matthias, at our own private party.

“You okay?” He was looking at me, his head tilted to one side.

I breathed in and I breathed out, and I was still there. Still at a random house party, on a random day at the end of sophomore year. Sitting next to Matthias Cole. I thought about Ret. She was going to be pissed, but this was worth it. Matthias was worth it.

“Definitely okay.”

“You know, I was actually thinking about you the other day.”

“Yeah?” I kept my voice casual.

“I was in a store downtown with my sister. She’s in this ankle bracelet phase. Anyway. They had a necklace in the display case, big metal triangles with that shiny coating?”

“Enamel?”

“Yeah, enamel. It reminded me of that bracelet you always wear, and your earrings with all the colors sort of melted together.”

He’d noticed my earrings. He’d seen me.

“You do work in the metal shop, right? For Mr. Michaels?”

“Yeah, that’s me. After school, five days a week. Mostly cleaning and stuff, but I get to use all the equipment. I’m into sculpting too. I’m trying this new thing where I paint on the scrap when it’s still hot from the kiln. Kills the brushes, but it looks awesome.”

“That is seriously amazing, Ellory.” He looked straight into my eyes. “You should show me sometime.”

My insides melted, lead under a butane torch.

Then I pulled myself together and we kept talking. Metal shop, school, the guys Matthias worked with in the kitchen at Fit to Be Thai’ed. What we talked about didn’t really matter. What mattered was that we were there, together. What mattered was that I was laughing, and then he was laughing, and then his fingers were laced through my fingers. Our hands were the beginning of a spectacular, bright promise.
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AUGUST, JUNIOR SUMMER

(NOW)

“Ellory, telephone!” My mom’s voice blasts down the hall and through the closed door, rupturing the shrine of perfect silence in my bedroom. I can’t remember the last time I got a call on our home phone. It doesn’t matter who it is; I don’t want to talk to anyone. Tomorrow is the first day of school, the start of senior year, and by my count I have twelve more hours of solitude before I have to speak to anyone aside from Bruiser, the gray and white fluff ball of a feline who loves no one but me.

I pat the comforter, and Bruiser jumps up on my bed and rubs his soft kitty cheek against my leg.

“Ellory May?”

I sigh. Do what’s expected. Do what you need to do.

“Who is it?”

“It’s Bex, honey. She said she tried your phone earlier.”

Bex has been blowing up my phone for the past week, ever since I got back to the West Shore. She’s the only one. I press my palms against my eyelids until I see a bright burst of stars. I’m not ready to talk to her, but school starts tomorrow. I can’t hide forever.

It was my choice, returning to Pine Brook for senior year. My mom calls what happened the fall. It’s a kindness, a shortcut, a way of taking something hard and shaping it into two little words that can slip off your tongue. My brain riffs on the possibilities: fallout, fall from grace, fall guy, fall apart. There’s a piece of truth in each and every variation. I could have transferred. Even now, it’s probably not too late. Every molecule in my being is screaming run away, and that’s exactly why I have to stay. Running away means not dealing with the truth. Running away means giving myself an easy out, and I don’t deserve an easy out.

Tomorrow, whether I want to or not, I’ll see everyone. I think about Bex, waiting it out on the other line. Might as well rip the Band-Aid off.

“Okay, Mom. I’ll get it up here.” My hand is shaking just a little as I pick up the phone from the desk in the spare room. I’ve always loved the wallpaper in here. Swirls of cream and lavender, from another era. Like a glimpse back in time. Like rich custard cream.

“Hello?”

“Ellory! I’ve been trying you all week. I ran into your dad at Wegmans. He told me you were back.” Her voice is cheery, filled with best intentions.

My voice is flat. “Hey, Bex.”

There’s a short stretch of silence on the other end. I wander across the hall, back into my room, and sink into the warm folds of my bed.

“I didn’t even know you’d gone to Philadelphia. You just . . . disappeared.”

She is accusing me, or she feels left out. I don’t need to ask to figure out that Bex spent the last three months right here, sweating through another summer at the West Shore’s mediocre ballet academy. She’s too good for that place. Why should I get a summer of art camp, a summer away? Why should I get to disappear? If she thinks that I didn’t deserve an escape, she’s probably right.

“Yeah,” I say slowly. “Not telling anyone was kind of the point.” But now I’m back. No more escape for Ellory.

I can hear a sharp intake of breath on the other end. It’s okay. It’s not like we’re friends anymore. We haven’t spoken in months, which is entirely my doing. I shut down my Instagram and Snapchat and everything else. I turned off my phone and let the battery drain until I got back from camp. I went dark.

When I charged my phone back up this week, I had a backlog of messages from Bex and one solitary text from Jenni: I’m praying for you. I can’t be sure without reactiving my social media accounts to snoop, but I’d bet anything she finally took her aunt and uncle—the ones she always called “the born-again Randalls”—up on their offer to spend the summer in Tennessee. I guess I wasn’t the only one who needed a summer away.

Jenni’s text was easy to ignore. Whatever prayers she’s sending my way, they’re not the forgiving kind. Bex’s persistence is throwing me off, though. It’s not like we were ever super tight, not in a one-on-one kind of way.

My thoughts drift back to sophomore year, spring. Bex had been living on the West Shore since middle school, but Ret had just recently drawn her into our group, making our triangle a square. Having Bex around immediately made things easier. When it was just the three of us, Jenni and I were constantly chafing at each other. Ret fed off our spats, but Bex diffused things. She wasn’t about to compete for a spot as Ret’s favorite. We still had our moments, but she balanced Jenni and me out.

So when Ret set us up on a kind of “friend date,” I didn’t know what to expect. Bex had been part of our group for a couple months, but we’d never hung out without Ret there. We met for coffee at Starbucks, Bex’s choice. I preferred the Roaster, but Bex was on an espresso macchiato kick and swore Starbucks did it best.

Without Ret, we grasped for stuff we had in common. I asked about her dance lessons, and she quickly turned the conversation to metal shop. I hate talking about my art. It sounds so . . . pretentious, or something. Yeah, me too. Are you thinking about studio programs? What, for college? Yeah. Sure, but I don’t want to jinx it. Right, me either.

The conversation quickly died out. We ended up talking about Ret, our common denominator. She and Bex had just come back from Canada, a spring break trip to visit her grandparents. Bex said it was the first time she’d brought an American friend to Montreal, how cool it had been to show off her hometown to someone who really cared about language and art. I almost choked on my latte. You could have fooled me that Ret cared about art—aside from giving it her blessing, she’d never shown any interest in my metalworking. I always figured it just wasn’t her thing, but maybe art wasn’t her thing with me. She’d saved it all for Bex.

We talked about their trip until we’d drained our coffees, and then I dropped Bex at home and texted Ret: That was kind of weird. I’m sure Bex sent her a version of the same text. Ret acted bummed for days, like we’d let her down. Inside, she was gloating. I could see it in the spark of her eye, feel it in the brush of her fingertips across the inside of my wrist. You need me. Without Ret, none of us worked. We were her solar system, her creation.

My brain snaps back to the present. Four months after the fall, no one even remembers how Ret broke all of us apart. The facts—what she did, how she lied—were immediately lost in what followed. In the end, who hurt who didn’t matter. The result was the same: the four of us split down the seams and a world of pain in my heart.

I needed this summer away, and not just because I couldn’t face them. At camp, I poured everything I had into taking my sculpture and metalworking to the next level. I put together the portfolio that’s going to get me into college, get me out of the West Shore forever.

I’m not going to spend senior year navigating the waters, playing nice. Making it through to graduation is the only thing I care about. Bex has dance team at school and the girls at her studio. She’ll be just fine without me, like I’m sure she has been all summer. And the truth is, I’ll be better off without her sympathy spiked with blame, her careful words, her eyes that hold all the memories I don’t want to relive.

I may be going back to Pine Brook tomorrow, but I don’t have to go back to Bex or anyone else. I’m going back alone.

“Listen, Ellory. I’m happy you got away from the West Shore for a while. I really am. But school starts tomorrow, and look. It’s our senior year. And I’m Switzerland, got it?”

“What?”

I can hear her breath soften against the phone. “Switzerland. It’s a neutral country? I just mean it was nobody’s fault, or everyone’s fault. I don’t blame you, okay? We’ve all had a few months to put it behind us, and it would be nice . . .”

I mentally complete Bex’s sentence. If we could all be friends again. If we could just go back to the way things were. Yeah, that would be nice. But nice and real are two separate things.

It must have taken a lot of guts to call me, I’ll give Bex that. To go against Jenni, her steadfast adherence to Ret’s interests, to Ret’s never-ending demands. What would she think, if she knew Bex was on the phone with me right now?

I shift aside to make room for Bruiser. His soft kitty face nestles into the spot in the center of the bed where the sun has been beating down all afternoon. I move too fast. My insides crackle as I scoot over. Crack, crack, pop. If you cut me open, split me apart, you’d find a blackened cavity. Charred. Nothing but ash. A burned-out wasteland of a girl where a living, breathing human being used to be.

“Yeah, got it,” I say, suddenly exhausted. “But I don’t need your pity.”

“This isn’t pity. It’s . . .” But she can’t finish the sentence.

“Save it,” I say, too sharp. “You don’t want to be seen with me. Believe me, your senior year will be much better without me in it.” I’m being mean, and I kind of hate myself for it, but it’s the truth. I’m sparing her. And besides, I can’t be friends with Bex, not anymore. It’s too hard.

“Fine.” Her voice falters. She tried to make an offering, and I threw it back in her face. Now she’s not sure which Ellory she’ll encounter tomorrow in the halls. Will it be angry Ellory? Fake-nice Ellory? Bitter, acidic Ellory? Sobbing and screaming and wracked-with-guilt Ellory?

The truth is, she has nothing to be scared of. I don’t have any of those things left in me. The Ellory who’s starting senior year tomorrow would rather curl up and die than have any sort of confrontation in the halls—saccharine sweet or acid burn or otherwise. The Ellory who’s starting senior year tomorrow had all the fight burned out of her last spring.

But they don’t know how much I’ve changed—Bex, and everyone else. They haven’t seen me in four months. They don’t know that the Ellory returning to Pine Brook tomorrow wants nothing more than to keep her head down and get through her classes and escape to the metal shop after school where she doesn’t have to talk to anyone. If it were possible, if the teachers wouldn’t fail me, I’d drift through the next nine months until graduation without saying a single, solitary word.
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JUNE, SOPHOMORE SUMMER

(THEN)

It took Matthias three days to text me. Four days after that, he had a night off from Fit to Be Thai’ed. The distance between Dave Franklin’s party and our first date felt epic, but by the time we were starting our second loop around the upper tier of the Crestview Mall, cold smoothie cups in hand, the space was shrinking fast. When his gaze fell on me, I felt myself transform—black and white to color, two-dimensional to three. I was fully, wildly alive. I slipped my free hand into his, and he closed his fingers around mine.

As we walked, I snuck a glance at our filmy forms in a store window. Boy, girl. Together, apart. Long stride matched to long stride. For a moment, I was transfixed by our doubles, gliding easily through the stiff mannequins in their pencil skirts and pastel cardigans. In the window, the top of his head bobbed just above mine. He wasn’t exactly basketball material, but the boy had impressive posture.

I turned away from the glass and let my hair fall back, away from my face. I wore it down, always, covering my long arms and sharp shoulders. At five foot ten, I towered over most of my classmates. But standing next to Matthias, walking past the racks of sneakers and the dark suits on their wooden hangers and the rainbow of little bottles on the nail salon wall, I felt confident. The right proportion of legs to torso to hair. The right outfit—tank top, jeans that flared over my sandals, green and gold enamel teardrops dangling from my ears.

Only one thing about tonight was less than perfect—the setting. It was the bright fluorescent lights and the smell of wild cherry that swirled out through the vents. The mall was maybe the West Shore’s least romantic destination, but this is where he had brought me. My confidence flickered.

“If you weren’t here with me, what would a Friday night in the life of Matthias Cole look like?”

His eyes—brown with tiny, dark green flecks—latched onto mine. “You are aware that everyone on the West Shore, including teachers and old babysitters, calls me Matty?” he asked.

“I prefer Matthias. You hate it?”

“Not exactly. It’s just so . . .”

“Formal? Biblical?” I suggested.

“Let’s just say my parents were . . . aspirational when they had me. Matthias does not say ‘music writer.’ Or ‘person under forty,’ for that matter.”

“Music writer?”

“I run a website. Concert write-ups, album reviews, new bands. That sort of stuff.”

I fought an inward groan. Writer? Hot. Audiophile? Not so hot. I could see my future stretch out before me like an unending track list. Creating playlists with my friends was one thing, but I was not down for the preaching and preening, the reverent silence for the not-yet-released single from the next greatest indie band in central Pennsylvania. The fly sound system. The dark, poster-plastered bedroom.

“I see your face, Ellory Holland, and I am not that guy, promise. You can listen to stuff or not. It’s kind of something I do on my own. And since you asked, that’s what I’d be doing on a regular Friday. Hang out with Dave and the Smurf for a while, stop in at home to tuck my little sis into bed and borrow the truck, then head downtown and find a show. I review concerts, local music scene stuff.” He shrugged, take it or leave it.

“It’s just, I never knew that about you.”

“To be fair, we’ve never talked about much of anything before.”

I could feel the live feed of regret flash across my face. We started to speak at the same time.

“I didn’t mean—”

“I promise—”

“I’m sorry, you go,” I offered.

“I was just going to say, I promise my conversational abilities range beyond my animal obsession with indie bands. Stick with me, and I will never subject you to a Purling Hiss deep cut. You have my word.”

My lips twitched up at the corners. “You know I have no idea who or what that is, right?”

“And I swear I will keep it that way.” He grinned, quick and easy, and my stomach did a little flip.

“I’m going to hold you to that.” We stopped in front of the elevator in the center of the floor, and I suddenly realized that we were here for my benefit. Music was his thing, private. He wasn’t looking for a copilot for his regular Friday plans, so he’d brought me here because doesn’t every girl like the mall?

“You know,” I said, “I think this is a first. I’ve never been on a mall date before.”

“Really?” He seemed genuinely surprised. Suspicions confirmed. “Yeah, me either.”

“But here we are. Exploring new territory.” I gestured in front of us with my smoothie cup.

“Cultivating a fledgling interest in the American Mall Hang.”

“Which we have now confirmed is officially not our scene.”

We both laughed. He wrapped his arm around my waist, and we leaned back against a giant beige column to survey our surroundings: all the mall stores, the eighth-grade girls shrieking and skipping down the corridor, the moms and dads weaving strollers around the guys slouched in front of Game Stop. Groups of girls, groups of guys, other duos on meandering dates armed with sodas and hot pretzels.

“I have to admit,” he said, “this classic artificial citrus drink is kind of growing on me.” He raised his cup into the air. “So here’s to the first of many nights of exploration. To be continued at an expanded range of venues.”

“Cheers.” I clinked his cup to mine with a wet paper tap. The first of many nights.

Matthias gestured toward a bench beside an oversized terra-cotta planter. “Let’s hit the pause button on this whole mall walk?”

We settled down on the bench, and I thought he was going to kiss me. I wanted him to, just a little, just to confirm that what I thought was happening was really happening. That we had more than just cold hands and good banter. That he really saw me.

But instead of kissing me, he said, “I think you’re beautiful.”

“What?”

“I’ve been wanting to tell you all year.”

“You’re lying.” He was lying.

“No, really. I just figured you thought . . . I don’t know. I’m not exactly a model student or whatever.”

“You mean how you’re always sleeping in class?”

“Yeah, that. Sometimes I work in the kitchen late. Sometimes I go to shows even later. I’m not very good at this whole sleeping at night thing.”

“Your parents don’t care?”

“They might care if they noticed. My mom would.”

“But they don’t notice.”

Matthias shrugged. “They have other stuff going on.”

I looked at him hard, waiting for him to explain. After a pause that stretched on a beat too long, he said, “My dad installs audio equipment, the kind rich people buy for their homes. He used to play, though. He was a really good bassist.”

“He was in a band?”

“The Rocket Pops.” For a moment, his face lit up, and I could see him drift far away. I pictured Matthias as a little kid, his dad teaching him how to hold his instrument, where to place his fingers on the strings.

“They still play?” I asked.

He shook his head, the faraway look gone. “I have some of their old recordings. But they fell apart a long time ago.”

“Oh.” I wanted to know more, but I could see Matthias closing back up. “And your mom?” I asked instead.

“She’s a writer. She put out a book of nature poems in the nineties, but I guess there isn’t a big market for that stuff now. Cordelia’s a big fan, though.”

“Your sister?”

His face broke into another quick grin. “Yeah, she’s nine.”

“Ankle bracelet phase?”

“That’s her.” He reached for his phone and pulled up a photo of a smiling girl in soccer shorts and a grass-stained T-shirt, her long hair pulled back into a ponytail, the same brown-blond as her brother’s.

“She does soccer, ballet, gymnastics, and she’s super smart. She’s basically destined for rocket science. If you want to meet her, I’ll have to schedule you in.”

“I’d like that.”

He stared at his phone for a minute more. When he clicked it off, his eyes stayed fixed on the black screen. Finally, he said, “Look, Ricky and Rebecca aren’t exactly winning any parent of the year awards. My dad drinks. A lot. My mom spends all day locked in her office. So now you know, okay?” There was a hard edge to his words that I couldn’t quite grasp onto.

I nodded, my eyes searching for his, but they were still locked on his screen. Finally, he looked up.

“But Cordelia’s got me. She’s going to be fine.” He said it like he had something to prove. As if I thought he might let his sister down.

I reached over and touched his arm just above the elbow. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to comfort him or offer to call child services. I was an only child. My parents were annoyingly present. I didn’t know what taking care of your little sister might mean. I pictured homework, rides, haircuts. I was sure it was a lot to keep track of, but my mental image didn’t quite line up with the gravity of his tone. I couldn’t find the right words, so I dropped my hand and ran it back and forth along the leg of my jeans.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to get into all that.” He shook his head softly, as if he were trying to clear the air. “We were talking about you.”

“We were?” I asked.

“About how beautiful you are.”

I watched him click his phone on and off, then rest it face down on his knee. For a moment, I didn’t say anything.

“Thank you.”

“What for?”

“For saying I’m beautiful. I’m not the best with compliments, but word on the street is you should say ‘thank you.’ ”

“You’re welcome.” The grin was back. He reached out and ran his fingertips very, very lightly through my hair. They stopped at the tip of my earlobe, and he traced the outline of the enamel teardrop dangling there. “Sorry it took me so long to tell you.”

I let him melt me. I was full-color, three-dimensional, in-focus Ellory. I was alive.

He leaned his head back against the mall railing behind us. “If you want out, I totally get it. I probably would.”

My phone chirped, ki-ka-ri, three quick notes. It was the signal for our group chat, the one that the four of us pretty much always had going when we weren’t together. That week, it was titled Hot Days & Kewl Nights.

“Because of your parents?” I asked. “No way.” My phone chirped again, and I reached into my bag for it. “Sorry, one sec.”

“No worries, I should check in with Cordelia.” He flipped his phone back over and clicked it on.

I opened our chat.

JENNI RANDALL

How’s the hot date? Any ooh la la?

ELLORY HOLLAND

All the ooh and all the la.

JENNI RANDALL

I can totally see you with the tortured cutie type.

BEX LANDRY

Ellory! We’re so bored, there’s nowhere to go. Get over here right now.

I could picture them. Bex sprawled out on the Randalls’ couch, her legs perpetually turned out at the hips. Jenni fussing over something in the kitchen, her stepmom’s cooking magazines spread out on the counter. Where was Ret?

ELLORY HOLLAND

You just love me for my car. Promise next Friday I’m all yours.

JENNI RANDALL

No way. Your face is not welcome around here until there are stories.

I frowned into my screen. Jenni was enjoying my absence a little too much. Before I could come up with something good to say, Ret’s words filled up the screen. There she was.

RET JOHNSTON

Drop it, Jenni. Jealous, much?

She didn’t have to type it into the chat; they were no further than a room away. But Ret wanted me to see. Ret was Jenni’s for tonight, but her gloating wasn’t scoring any points. This was how Ret kept us on our toes. This was how Ret kept us.
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