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May 3, 1945

Nineteen girls came to the lake tonight and each one brought her very own spoon. Up from the sixteen girls last week, and the eleven who showed up the week before. A month ago, there were only four of us.

I climbed off my bicycle and, for a moment, stood back by the trees and watched them. Most of the girls I knew well, some less so, and a few weren’t even from Sand Lake. Not that it mattered. They had spread their blankets out edge to edge on the sand to make a huge patchwork quilt, kicked their shoes and sandals off in one big pile. They passed around Life and the latest Seventeen, fussed with each other’s hair, chitchatted while the last of the sun disappeared and they waited for me to show.

I could feel my heart pounding underneath my blouse.

I might have tried to slink away if Tiggy hadn’t spotted me and rushed over, grinning ear to ear. For her, more girls meant less time she’d have to crank the ice cream maker. Tiggy complains her arm hurts after about a minute of churning, though she sure does recover once the ice cream is ready. But I saw more girls I’d be disappointing tonight.

Tiggy lifted my bag out of my bicycle basket and I followed her, apologizing to everyone for being late. I tried to temper their expectations as I poured my ingredients into the bucket of my ice cream maker. The girls had been so keen on last week’s vanilla, and I would have loved to make them another batch of it. But sugar rations had been cut yet again and my mother forbade me to even open her pantry.

So I’d spent the whole afternoon trying to sweeten the cream with something other than sugar. I tried raw honey, apple juice, even shavings from one of our victory garden carrots. I’ll admit, I enjoyed the challenge, experimenting, churning and tasting small batches, each one a step closer. That is, until time ran out and I needed to get to the lake. I wasn’t sure the concoction I’d settled on would even be edible.

The girls didn’t seem to care one way or the other, which would have been a relief, had I not cared so deeply. More than I ever expected to.

Normally, those of us who got letters from our boys read them aloud while we took turns on the crank, though I casually suggested skipping them this week, knowing Marcy’s family hadn’t heard from her brother Earl in nearly a month. Marcy insisted, even managing a weak smile. It amazes me how good we’re all getting at pretending to be strong even when we’re close to hanging it up.

Luckily, Dot went first and had us in stitches. I honestly can’t get over how fresh James Pearson is. His mother would turn red as a beet if she knew how James begged Dot to send him a picture of her in her slip.

I read Wayne’s latest letter. In it, he promised that the boys in his unit are as heartsick as we girls are back home. And he’s glad to know we’re keeping busy with our ice cream nights because being miserable and lonely will make the time we’re apart pass more slowly.

I felt sorry as I folded his letter back up. Though I kiss each one I send to him and spray the envelope with what I hope is enough of his favorite of my perfumes to last a trip across the world—I go through a $7.50 bottle of Beau Catcher every few weeks—I do write Wayne such boring things. About my ice cream recipes or complaints about Mother, who is intent on turning our wedding into the social event of Sand Lake the minute the war ends.

Maybe I should send Wayne a picture of me. Not in my slip. For that, he’ll have to wait until our wedding night. But it might lift his spirits to have a photo of me in my bathing suit. With my hair curled and pinned like Betty Grable.

Anyway, after the letters, and after we’d aired our dirty laundry for the week—fights with parents, the scarcity of pretty dresses in stores, the latest newsreels—Tiggy brought up the idea of my selling ice cream at the Red Cross fund-raiser her mother was organizing. I shot her a look because I had already told her it wasn’t a good idea. It wasn’t just that sugar rations were getting smaller and smaller. I liked that our ice cream nights were just for us. Ignoring me, she asked the girls to suggest ideas for what I might put on a banner, since each food table needed one, and that went on until the ice cream was ready to eat.

I wasn’t listening. My stomach was in a knot as I unscrewed the cap and pulled off the crank. Though the thought did occur to me that if this batch of ice cream tasted terrible, Tiggy’s idea of my selling it might disappear.

Tiggy crawled over and dipped her spoon right in, helping herself to the first taste. Her eyes rolled to the back of her head and she made “mmMMmm” sounds that had the girls squealing and huddling up for a taste. They’d never had anything like it, they said. What was in it? What was this flavor? Their eyes were wide, smiles big.

I figured they were being polite until the ice cream finally came back around to me.

But it really was terrific.

The best I’ve ever made!

The girls were clamoring for seconds and thirds and fourths, telling me that I just had to sell this. I’d make a fortune, guaranteed. And it would be such a help to our boys.

Tiggy made a joke then, reaching for yet another taste. “Boys? What boys? I’ve got everything I need right here,” she purred, and naughtily licked her spoon.

The girls giggled, but I gasped and put my hand on Tiggy’s leg. “Tig, that’s it. My banner could say ‘Ice Cream So Sweet, You Won’t Miss Your Sweetheart.’ ”

Everyone went quiet. I closed my eyes.

I could paint the words in pink on some muslin.

I’d have the girls wear their white graduation dresses and curl their hair.

We’d set the ice cream out in rows, perfectly round scoops in thin china. Mother wouldn’t want me using her good dishes, but I knew I could make her feel guilty enough to let me. I’d bet the other girls could persuade their mothers too.

How much could we get for a dish?

Thirty cents?

Fifty?

Just as there’s a moment in the churning when you first feel the cream and sugar thicken, I could sense the potential of what this could be take hold. I felt happier than I had in months, until the sound of sniffling made me open my eyes.

Tiggy and the rest of the girls were in tears.

“I’m so sorry,” I told them, my face burning. “ Please forget I said that.” Ice cream was supposed to be our distraction from thinking about the war.

Tiggy wiped her eyes with her handkerchief. “ Don’t apologize. It’s perfect,” she said, taking my hand in hers and squeezing it. “I think this is going to be big, Molly.”

If it were only Tiggy saying so, I’m sure I wouldn’t have believed her. Not because she’s a liar, but she’s my best friend. But the other girls crowded around me with their spoons, wiping their tears and reaching for more.
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CHAPTER ONE

AMELIA VAN HAGEN IS KNEELING on the floor in her bra and a pair of khaki shorts, brown hair neatly split into two fishtail braids, a polo shirt draped over her lap. She smooths it, then gently plucks off a tiny fuzz ball and flicks it away.

When Frankie Ko gave her this Meade Creamery polo on her very first day, it was the exact same shade of pink as a scoop of strawberry ice cream. Now, four summers later, and despite the dim morning light of her bedroom, she sees that the pink has faded to a much softer hue, a color closer to cotton candy.

There are lots of summer jobs for the teens of Sand Lake and each comes with its own perks. Being a lake lifeguard means your tan lasts until October. The mall is air-conditioned and employees get a discount at the food court. Babysitters can make serious cash, especially if they get in good with the tourists. But Amelia always dreamed of being a Meade Creamery girl.

The Meade Creamery ice cream stand has employed all girls and only girls since it opened, way back in the summer of 1945. And though the draw of the place is solely the ice cream, each time her parents would take her, and as soon as the line would bring her close enough, Amelia would lift up on her toes and study the girls working inside. Though the faces changed each summer—as the oldest ones left for college and the newbies struggled to keep up with the pace of things—the vibe between the girls stayed the same. Amelia liked how they talked to each other, a mix of codes and inside jokes, how gracefully they moved in such a cramped and frenzied space. How much fun they seemed to have, despite the heat and the crowds, despite their crappy radio with the foil-covered antenna.

Amelia pulls the pink polo over her head. It sort of feels like cotton candy too, soft and light from what probably adds up to a billion trips through the wash between her very first day and this one, a Meade Creamery girl’s endless fight against the speckling of caramel dip, of hot fudge, of the bright red juice that the maraschino cherries float in. What hasn’t paled, not even four summers later, is the thrill she gets from wearing it.

Frankie Ko handed this very shirt to Amelia four years ago. Frankie was Head Girl that summer, and she had been lying on top of one of the picnic tables, sunning herself while she waited for the newbies to arrive. Her shiny black hair was as long as her perfectly frayed cutoffs were short. She wore ankle socks with little pink pompoms at the heels and she had four, maybe five, woven string friendship bracelets tied around each wrist. She was half Korean, impossibly beautiful, effortlessly cool. That’s how every newbie feels about the Head Girl her first summer, but Frankie, Amelia’s sure, broke the mold.

Amelia cringes, remembering with embarrassing clarity how she herself looked four years ago, getting dropped off by her dad, lips slick with the peachy lipstick she’d bought to match her eighth-grade dinner dance dress, hoping it would make her seem older and cooler. Funny that it never occurred to her to remove her retainer, which she was so dutiful in wearing that most of her classmates hadn’t yet realized she’d gotten her braces off.

A few weeks later, Frankie pulled her aside and gently suggested that cooler tones might flatter her skin more. She presented Amelia with a new lipstick—a berry red called All Heart—which was a freebie that had come with Frankie’s recent Clinique purchase. Frankie helped Amelia apply it, too, taking twice as long to do it as Amelia did when she put it on herself, and the other girls working that shift nodded in approval.

Frankie Ko had made seventeen look the way it does on TV shows—a flower blooming with confidence and beauty and wisdom. Straightening her collar in the mirror, Amelia wonders what this summer’s newbies will see when they look at her, because it feels impossible that she’s as old today as Frankie was then.

But prom is over—and graduation, too. Amelia’s opened every Hallmark card from her relatives and put the cash away for textbooks and a cafeteria meal plan and a real-deal winter coat, one that can stand up to the New England nor’easters people keep teasing will probably kill her.

Earlier this week, Amelia got an email from her future roommate at Gibbons—Cecilia Brewster, an English lit major, from Connecticut, on a partial tennis scholarship, with a long-distance boyfriend until further notice. After the introduction, Cecilia let Amelia know that she had already bought them a mini-fridge for their dorm room, and so it would be great if Amelia could get them a microwave (see helpfully provided links for style and color suggestions).

Amelia’s reread this email so many times. Cecilia seems fine, way better than some of the dorm mismatches she’s heard about when former stand girls drop by for a visit and a free waffle cone. Though she’s drafted some potential replies, she hasn’t sent one. It feels like the starting gun for a race she doesn’t want to run.

Unfortunately, Amelia’s last first day at Meade Creamery is undeniably the beginning of the end.

“Amelia?” Cate Kopernick emerges from a heap of blankets and pillows on the floor. Her long blond hair is looped in half with an elastic and it hangs over her shoulder like a golden lasso. She makes the screen on her phone light up and, after wincing at the glow, casts it aside. “You’re going in already?”

“I couldn’t sleep. I’m too nervous.”

“Nervous?” Cate laughs. “Come on. Seriously?”

“I know, I know.” Amelia says it as quickly as she’s moving now, standing up, taking her tote bag off the back of her desk chair, wriggling her feet into her Keds.

“I heard you downstairs last night.”

“I was baking blueberry muffins.”

“At two in the morning?”

“I thought it’d be nice to give the girls something to eat before I start assigning chores.”

Cate rolls her eyes. “Don’t worry about being likable. Everyone already knows that today and tomorrow are going to suck.” She yawns again. “Just give me ten minutes to shower, and I can drive—”

“I’ll ride my bike. It’ll help me clear my head. Really. Please go back to sleep. I’ll see you in a few hours.”

“Hold up. Where’s your pin?”

“I guess I forgot to put it on.” Amelia blushes because she is a terrible liar and makes for the bedroom door.

Cate grabs her ankle. “Amelia! Quit acting weird!”

With a halfhearted shrug, Amelia goes to her jewelry box. Inside, mixed in with her nicer jewelry and the tassel from her graduation cap, is a gold flower pin the size of a Snapple cap, a clear rhinestone anchoring the petals. She hasn’t touched it for nearly a year, not since it was given to her last August.

The girls were celebrating the end of the season with a sleepover down at the lake, a Meade Creamery tradition. Amelia was standing next to her half-set-up tent, having temporarily given up on putting it together in favor of using bits of broken sugar cone to scrape out the streaks of chocolate from their last remaining drum of ice cream.

Heather, who was Head Girl last summer, had just picked up the final paychecks from Molly Meade’s farmhouse and was handing them out. She paused when peeling Amelia’s from the stack, a funny look on her face. Then she shook the envelope so Amelia could hear the clinking inside it.

Amelia froze. A drip of chocolate rolled down her forearm.

“Amelia,” Heather said. “Put the ice cream down and get over here!”

Stiffly, Amelia did as she was told. She chased the drip with her tongue, put the bite into her mouth, and forced a swallow. Setting the cardboard drum in the sand, she snuck a look over to the campfire and watched Cate, in a baggy sweatshirt worn over her bikini, toss on another log, sending up a burst of sparks. The other stand girls huddled around her, faces glowing.

Amelia opened the envelope. Inside were her check, the flower pin, and a key to the ice cream stand.

“Are you sure this is supposed to be mine?” Amelia asked, incredulous. “Did Molly say anything to you?”

Heather looked surprised at the insinuation. “Amelia, I haven’t spoken to her all summer. Like, not once. Last week she left me a note to turn in my pin. I had no idea who she was going to pick.” Heather shrugged, then gave Amelia an encouraging shoulder squeeze. “The envelope has your name on it. And you did have a fifty-fifty shot, right?”

Though it may technically have been true, it didn’t feel that way to Amelia. Ever since their first summer at Meade Creamery, Amelia had believed Molly would choose Cate as Head Girl when the time came. Definitely Cate. A thousand percent Cate for a thousand and one reasons. And Amelia wasn’t alone. She could see it in Heather’s face, the surprise at how this was playing out, because Cate was the fun one, the girl everyone loved being around.

Cate must have realized what was going on while Amelia was talking to Heather, because she came sprinting over and wrapped Amelia in a big, bouncing congratulatory hug.

Amelia still doesn’t know how long it took Cate to come to terms with not getting the Head Girl pin, but it pains Amelia to think of Cate hurting over it, even if only for a millisecond. And yet Amelia finds Cate’s excitement for her right now only slightly less excruciating, as Cate leans forward, her chin in her hands, waiting.

“How about I wear it on opening day? That way, it won’t get messed up,” Amelia says, hesitating.

With a groan, Cate rises to her feet and takes the pin from Amelia’s hand. “You’re not officially the queen until you put on the crown.” Amelia averts her eyes as Cate examines the pin for a second before she feels a tug on her collar. “There,” Cate says, pleased. “Now it’s official.”

Amelia starts to protest, “It should be you,” the way she has countless times since getting the pin. Cate’s usually good about letting her get this perceived injustice off her chest, and Amelia always feels better afterward. Like she has voiced a truth that, deep down, they both know.

This time, however, Cate shushes her. “Not today, Amelia.” And she guides Amelia back to the mirror. “What do you think?”

Amelia glances over her shoulder at Cate. For the rest of Amelia’s life, she knows she will never find a friend better than Cate Kopernick.

Using Amelia’s braids like handlebars, Cate steers Amelia’s head so she’s facing the mirror. “You look amazing,” Cate says, stepping aside so she’s out of the reflection. “Just like Frankie Ko.”

Amelia laughs, because again, yeah right, until, finally, she looks, focusing not so much on herself as on the pin. Though it’s small, it really does sparkle.
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CHAPTER TWO

MEADE CREAMERY DOESN’T LOOK LIKE much, and especially not in the off-season, when the two service windows are boarded up with plywood, the picnic tables are brought in, and a heavy chain closes off the parking lot from the road. Really, the ice cream stand is a glorified shed, a white-shingled miniature of the farmhouse looming in the overgrown fields behind it, electricity zipping in from three thick wires sprouting off a nearby utility pole. But to Amelia, and most other people in town, it’s one of the most special places in the world.

Amelia hops off her periwinkle three-speed cruiser and lifts the chain up and over herself as she passes underneath, then turns at the beep of a horn. A glossy black SUV pulls off the road and parks alongside the chain, roof rack strapped with luggage, a license plate from another state. These vacationers are passing through Sand Lake, headed down Route 68 toward other, larger lakes farther on—ones that permit Jet Skis and speedboats, ones where the waterfront is rented by the week.

The music lowers and the window unrolls, revealing a woman with big sunglasses perched on the top of her head. “Excuse me, sweetie! I know it’s a little early in the morning for ice cream, but we’ve been dreaming about this since last summer!”

Amelia grins. The anticipation is something she feels too. She can’t wait to taste the four made-from-scratch flavors they sell—vanilla, chocolate, strawberry, and the best-selling, wholly original, nothing-else-like-it-in-the-world Home Sweet Home. “I’m so sorry, but we’re not officially open until Saturday!”

The woman beckons Amelia closer. “Well . . . is there any chance you could make an exception for us? I can make it worth your while.” Her three kids eagerly look up from their phones in the backseat. Same for her husband on his tablet in the passenger seat.

If Cate were here, she would say something crazy, like fifty bucks, just to see what would happen. Amelia shakes her head. “I’m really sorry, ma’am. I would like to help you all out but I just can’t.” And she even adds, “I don’t want to get fired,” as if Amelia weren’t herself Head Girl.

The woman isn’t mad. She nods, understandingly, approvingly even, as if Amelia has confirmed some thought she already held about this place and the girls who work there. “Can’t hurt to ask, right?” she says jovially, before lowering her sunglasses. “We’ll see you girls on Saturday!”

Watching the SUV ease back onto the road, Amelia knows the woman means it, too. From the first week of June until the last week in August, there’ll be a line for Molly Meade’s homemade ice cream, out-of-towners and locals alike, a quarter mile of cars parked half in the rain ditch, stretching in either direction.

There are exactly two days until opening day.

As she turns back to the stand, Amelia’s nerves give way to a new feeling—determination. She notes some of the obvious chores: mowing the lawn, weeding the crevices in the walkway, giving the stand a fresh coat of paint. She has a few hours before the other girls arrive, so she might as well get started. Anything Amelia’s able to tackle on her own will make the vibe more relaxed and be less she’ll have to delegate after everyone gets a blueberry muffin.

Slipping the key out of her pocket, she walks around the side of the stand. It surprises her to find the door already propped open with a brick. A few steps more and she sees Molly Meade’s pink Cadillac parked, the trunk lid lifted. Amelia stops, wipes her hands on her shorts, makes sure her polo shirt is tucked tight into her waistband.

Though Molly Meade continues to make the ice cream every summer, nobody in Sand Lake sees much of her anymore, not even the girls who work for her. Molly replenishes the ice cream only when the stand is closed, and if she needs something, she’ll call down and ask to speak with the Head Girl. This is generally regarded by the stand girls as yet another perk. They basically have the run of the place—no adults looking over their shoulders. At Meade’s, the girls are in charge.

Amelia tiptoes over. There’s a fuzz of bright yellow pollen across the hood like an afghan, as if the car hasn’t been driven much all spring. She peeks inside the open trunk and finds it’s in the middle of being unloaded—a lot of empty space on the left and six cardboard drums of Molly’s homemade ice cream on the right, each flavor marked with Molly’s shaky, old-lady handwriting.

Amelia checks her phone for the time. Molly wouldn’t have expected any stand girls to show up this early. Would Molly prefer Amelia make herself scarce until she’s done unloading? Or would she appreciate help carrying in the ice cream drums, which aren’t exactly light? Maybe Amelia should let Molly know that if she needs anything this summer, anything at all, Amelia would gladly be of service. Molly could surely use the help at her age. Though what if Molly found Amelia’s assumption offensive and ageist?

Amelia rubs the back of her neck. She’s been Head Girl for a few hours and she’s already in over her head.

Biting her finger, Amelia decides that, at the very least, she owes Molly a thank you. After all, Molly Meade is inextricably, if indirectly, responsible for the best summers of Amelia’s life.

She reaches in and lifts out a drum of Home Sweet Home, but the cardboard sides unexpectedly flex from the pressure of Amelia’s hands, sending the lid popping off like a cork. A wave of pale yellow crests over the sides of the drum, coating both of Amelia’s hands, and nearly the entire trunk bed, in thick, melted, lukewarm ice cream.

Amelia winces and gags as the smell hits her, an unpleasant sourness spiking the sweet. As if these tubs of ice cream have been sitting out in the sun for hours.

Maybe even days.

Amelia’s heart fills her throat. She glances back to the open stand door as she sets the sticky drum down in the dirt.

Then she runs.
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CHAPTER THREE

AMELIA RUSHES INSIDE, CALLING OUT for Molly.

Once her eyes adjust from the sun, she sees the cobwebs in the corners of the doorway, the floral bedsheet covering the toppings station, and another, different floral bedsheet hanging over the scooping cabinet. Boxes filled with waxed paper sundae cups, plastic spoons, and paper napkins are stacked neatly against the wall near the closed office door.

The stand looks the same as it does at the start of every season.

Another two steps, though, and she discovers one big difference: Molly Meade, in an old peach housedress and the no-name navy canvas slip-ons sold at Walmart for five bucks a pair, is lying on the floor.

Amelia’s hands fly up to her mouth, stifling her scream.

This is the first dead body she has ever seen, and yet Amelia is positive Molly Meade is dead, even as her babysitter first-aid training kicks in and she crouches down and takes hold of Molly’s wrist, hoping for a pulse—but finding skin that is cold to the touch.

Amelia rises back up and steadies herself against the wall and closes her eyes. Her head suddenly feels like an unripe tomato, too light.

Was Molly sick?

Cancer or something?

Or maybe, Amelia wonders, it was her broken heart that finally did her in?

She glances up at the one photograph of Molly in the stand, framed and hanging near the price list. In it, Molly is wearing a fuzzy sweater and a plaid wool skirt, her hair in soft bouncy curls, an army hat jauntily askew on her head, lips glossy and reflecting the autumn sunshine. She has one hand to her forehead in a playful little salute, the other outstretched, showing off an engagement ring. Her knees are turned in, and she’s up on the toes of her saddle shoes in a pool of fallen leaves. She looks like the kind of girl painted on the cockpit of a fighter plane.

Next to Molly stands a young man, movie-star handsome, in his army uniform and trim haircut. Though he is facing the camera straight on, his eyes have drifted left toward Molly, and a wry, flirty smile is spread across his chiseled face.

Her fiancé, Wayne Lumsden.

Amelia has told the story of how Meade Creamery came to be thousands of times, repeating it to every out-of-towner who asks. It feels less like real life than a movie script: teenage Molly making ice cream to cheer up her lovesick friends because nearly every boy in Sand Lake, including her fiancé, Wayne, was off fighting in World War II. When the war ended and Wayne was declared missing in action, no one in Sand Lake thought Molly would make ice cream again. But the next summer, she reopened Meade Creamery with a full staff of girls. And it has been open every summer since, because making ice cream kept her hands busy, her life sweet, and her hope—that Wayne might one day find his way back home—from melting altogether.

A tiny cry startles Amelia as a black-and-white kitten rises sleepily from Molly’s side. He cracks open his glossy red mouth and lets out another cranky mew.

Amelia clicks her tongue. The kitten doesn’t seem to want to leave the bed he’s made in the folds of Molly’s housedress. He’s not a stray—there’s a white plastic flea collar around his neck—but he’s clearly an outdoor cat. Nettles cling to the fur along the ridge of his back where his tongue can’t reach.

Amelia lifts him straight up by the scruff, careful not to disturb Molly’s body. He’s a baby; he fits easily into her hand, and she can feel his tiny bones underneath his fur.

Then she notices a drum of ice cream that Molly must have carried into the stand and set down on the floor before she died. It’s seeping pink across the white penny tile, a strawberry puddle creeping closer and closer to Molly’s dress. With the tip of her finger, Amelia guides the hem so it’s clear of the growing spill. Then, on unsteady legs, she flees into the office, sets the kitten on the desk, and picks up the heavy black handset of the landline.

“9-1-1. What’s your emergency?”

Amelia peeks around the doorway and sees the toes of Molly Meade’s slip-ons pointing to the ceiling. She answers, her voice trembling. “I . . . I don’t think this is an emergency, exactly,” she says, trying to clarify. “It was. Only not anymore.”

After hanging up, Amelia debates calling her mom at the bank, but decides instead to text her dad, knowing his phone doesn’t get much reception when he’s fishing in Sand Lake.

Hey Daddy. Molly Meade passed away. I found her when I got to work this morning. I’m okay. Handling things here. Just wanted to let you know.

Next, she calls Cate. “Pick up. Pick up. Pick up,” Amelia whispers.

It takes a few rings. “Hello?” Cate’s voice is groggy, though once Amelia tells her the news, she sounds instantly, fully awake. “Wait, hold up. Are you for real?”

“Yes.”

Amelia hears Cate swallow. “And you’re there with her dead body right now?”

“I’m hiding in the office. I just called the police.”

“Jesus,” Cate says, and lets out a long breath.

Amelia lets out one too, and then notices an envelope on the desk, addressed to her in Molly’s handwriting. “Cate, I should go.”

“Do you need any help? Is there anything I can do?”

“No, I don’t think—”

“What about the other girls? Should I let them know not to come in?”

Amelia doesn’t say what she is suddenly thinking, the ever again part, because it is too sad. “I’ll do it, Cate. You should go back to sleep.”

“Amelia, there’s no way I’m falling back asleep now! Please, I’ve got it. You’re going to have enough to deal with there.”

“Okay. Thank you. You’re the best.”

After hanging up, Amelia carefully opens the envelope.

Dear Amelia,

Happy First Day of Summer.

The walk-in freezer is fully stocked, as are all supplies. I tested the three waffle irons yesterday and found that one wasn’t heating up properly, so I ordered a replacement. Hopefully you can manage with two until then.

Please don’t hesitate to ask if you need anything or have questions. You Head Girls never seem to, but I am here if you do.

And thank you for working so hard for me over these past four years. I always loved seeing your polo tucked in so neatly. It’s a little thing, but it speaks volumes about the kind of girl you are.

Stay sweet,

Molly

Amelia feels the back of her shirt as sirens wail in the distance. Being chosen wasn’t arbitrary or accidental, the way Amelia had assumed. Somehow Molly had known her. Seen her. Believed in her.

The paramedics burst in. Careful to keep the kitten corralled in the office, Amelia slips out and watches as one calls out Molly’s name, as if she might suddenly wake up, while another checks her neck for a pulse. It takes less than a minute before they radio for the coroner.

Amelia slinks backs to the office and closes the door.

A policeman arrives next, and double-checks with Amelia if there’s anyone he should inform that Molly has died. There isn’t, Amelia confirms, assuming his question is more a matter of procedure. Everyone in Sand Lake knows that when Molly’s parents passed away, the farm was left solely to her. Though she had two brothers, she outlived them both. Molly Meade never married, never had kids. There’s no next of kin, no anyone. Aside from the kitten pawing at Amelia’s shoelaces, Molly Meade was alone in the world.

A little while later, the local funeral home arrives, trades some paperwork with the policeman, and takes Molly Meade away.

Then it’s just Amelia.

Underneath the window is a love seat, a floral pattern on sun-bleached goldenrod velvet. Though it’s threadbare in certain places—the center of each cushion, the top of each armrest—Amelia finds it beautiful. It’s like a couch that might be for sale in a fancy shop, purposely distressed in that perfect way.

She lies down on it, her head propped against one armrest, her feet dangling over the other. She wonders how many girls over the years have sat on this love seat. Girls wanting to be consoled over fights with their boyfriends or their best friends or their mothers, girls hoping to spill the beans on terrific first dates, or giving the unvarnished truth of what it was like when they lost their virginity. Girls cooking up plans for a random adventure. Or simply trying to catch a few minutes of sleep during a shift break.

Amelia herself learned many lessons on this couch, like which teachers were good and which to avoid, how to lie to her mom and get away with it, and ways to protect her heart from being broken. Could she have survived high school without them? And what a shame to not have this sacred place to pass that knowledge along.

Not to mention that Amelia planned to spend a big part of this summer on this couch with Cate. Since Amelia was Head Girl, she could ensure they worked every shift together. They’d take their meal breaks here, maybe fit in a quick game of Boggle, depending on how the younger girls were handling the lines. All their plans would have hatched on this couch—what parties, what movies, what day trips. They’d include the other stand girls in most of their exploits, but Amelia also hoped there’d be a few special adventures just for the two of them while they still both lived in Sand Lake.

Amelia senses these intangible things, her every hope for her last summer, slipping away as the sun shines through the lace curtains and drifts across the office, landing on the filing cabinet, then the desk, then her feet, then the floor.

A fly hums near her cheek. Another lands on her arm. Another hovers near her ear. She swats them away, rolls off the love seat, and walks back into the main room of the stand. Flies swarm the pool of melted strawberry ice cream on the floor. Quickly, Amelia props open the stand door and aims the office fan to help shoo them out. She fills a bucket with warm soapy water and mops up the pink from the floor.

And then she continues cleaning, as if they were still opening in two days, because it’s easier for her to pretend Molly’s death won’t change anything than to acknowledge that it will. She wipes down the marble counters, and the white subway tile backsplash, and vacuums away the cobwebs. After carrying the rest of the spoiled drums to the dumpster, she takes a second bucket of water outside and scrubs out the trunk of Molly’s pink Cadillac.

By the time she’s finished, she’s sweating through her polo. She knows just what to do to cool down. She heads back into the stand, passing the purple ski jacket that hangs on a hook, and wrestles with the door of the walk-in freezer, trying to break the seal. Where the ski jacket originally came from is a mystery. The girls put it on when the walk-in freezer needs to be reorganized. When it’s too hot to think straight, they’ll go inside for a few seconds without it.

A few tugs and the seal unsticks. An icy fog billows out.

It’s just as Molly said in her letter. There wasn’t one single scoop left to sell at the end of last summer, but the walk-in freezer is completely restocked, save for the few gallons that spoiled in Molly’s trunk. Every shelf is packed tight with cardboard drums of ice cream, maybe a hundred total, each one marked in Molly’s handwriting. Vanilla, Chocolate, Strawberry, Home Sweet Home. Molly’s been at this for weeks, maybe even months, getting her ice cream stand ready for opening day, the way she has every summer since she lost her true love.

A sadness hangs on Amelia. Though Molly’s ice cream was beloved and though her business ultimately became a success, surely she would have traded everything to have Wayne come home.

“Amelia?”

Amelia steps out of the freezer and sees Cate at the open stand door. Cate’s not wearing her Meade Creamery polo. She’s in a denim mini, a striped tank top, and flip-flops. Her blond hair is wet from the shower, split down the center of her head in a straight part.

“You haven’t answered any of my texts!” she says. “I was worried!”

Amelia pats her empty pockets. “Sorry. I left my phone in the office.”

Cate bites her bottom lip as she tentatively glances around. “Did . . . they take her away already?”

“Yeah, she’s gone,” Amelia says, dazed.

“Come on, then. Let’s get out of here.”

Amelia follows for a step, then stops. “Wait. I can’t leave. The newbies are going to show up any minute to fill out applications.” This happens on the first day back. A handful of recently graduated eighth graders descend, hoping to claim the spots of the departed. Despite her overall nervousness about being Head Girl, Amelia has been looking forward to this part—to trying to find herself and Cate in a pile of applications, giving two new girls the chance to build what she and Cate have with each other.

“So put up a sign.”

“Saying what? That Molly Meade is dead?”

“Um, no! Definitely not. Just . . . keep it vague. No Applications Today, something like that.”

Amelia goes into the office to make the sign. This time, the black-and-white kitten comes right out from under the desk. She makes the split-second decision to take him home with her, even though her mom is allergic.

While Cate struggles to lift Amelia’s bike into the back of her pickup truck, Amelia closes the stand door, clicks the padlock shut, and hangs the cryptic sign. With the slightest hesitation, she pushes her key underneath the door.

She didn’t get to use it, not even once.

On the way to Cate’s truck, the kitten must realize that Amelia is trying to kidnap him, because he stops purring and starts wriggling in her arms. She tries bringing him close to her chest, but he flexes his claws and tears the inside of her arm in four red stripes. As Amelia flinches, the kitten leaps free, crashing through the tall grass of the fields, splintering it until he—like Molly—is gone too.
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CHAPTER FOUR

AMELIA WATCHED CATE ACE HER driving test from a bench outside the DMV. Cate could have been a model out of a driver’s ed handbook, her back straight, her hands at eight and four, making complete stops, checking her mirrors.

These days, Cate likes to tuck her left foot up underneath her body as she drives. She steers with one hand and holds the wheel down at the bottom, exactly how they say not to. With her free hand, she fiddles with something—the radio, her phone, her hair, Amelia’s hair. And she treats posted speed limits around Sand Lake as mere suggestions.

Amelia would normally chastise Cate for any or all of these behaviors, but she doesn’t say a thing about Cate’s driving today. Instead, she rolls down the passenger window for the breeze and watches as the green graduation tassel hanging from Cate’s rearview mirror twists and spins. At the end of August, she won’t be riding in Cate’s truck anymore. Cate will be taking it with her to Truman University. And Amelia will be up at Gibbons, an airplane ride away.

Eventually Cate reaches over and rubs Amelia’s shoulder. “Are you feeling okay? You look pale.”

Amelia flips down the visor. Cate is right. There’s no pink in her cheeks, and even when she pinches them, the flush slips away fast. “I guess I forgot to eat.” Amelia holds out her hands in front of her. They quiver.

“What about your blueberry muffins?”

“I gave them to the police officer to bring back to the station.”

“Pizza Towne might be open.”

“Honestly, I’m more tired than hungry. I should probably go home and rest.”

Cate frowns. “You seriously don’t look good. Let’s get a quick slice.” She pulls a U-turn in the middle of the road. After a silence, she glances over at Amelia and says, “I’m trying to remember the last time I saw Molly Meade. I think it was at the bank.”

Amelia nods. “Same for me. The day you bought the truck.”

It was late last fall. Amelia had gone with Cate to take the truck for a test drive. Cate’s neighbor was the one selling it, and though Cate felt the price was fair and withdrew exactly that amount from her savings account, she still planned to try and talk him down a couple hundred bucks for the rust and the lack of working AC.

They were in the outside lane of the bank drive-thru waiting on Cate’s money, Amelia looking at something on her phone while Cate begged Amelia’s mom through the intercom to send them two lollipops. That was when a pink Cadillac pulled into the drive-thru lane beside them.

Cate elbowed her and Amelia looked up, and together they watched Molly like they’d spotted some kind of rare, beautiful bird. Molly’s hair was curled; she had makeup on, and earrings, and a fashionable, if slightly dated, gabardine wool coat. She looked the way people did when they dressed up for church, except Amelia never saw Molly Meade at church.

Molly handed Amelia’s mom a deposit bag and waited for a receipt. Amelia silently willed her to look toward them, though she wondered if Molly would even have recognized them if she had.

Cate says now, “It seems weird that she got all dolled up just to hit up the bank drive-thru. Maybe Molly had a hot date.”

Amelia rolls her eyes. “Stop.”

“What! She was a good-looking lady! She totally could have shacked up with some handsome widower.”

“She probably had a doctor’s appointment. Or maybe lunch with a friend.” Except, as far as Amelia knew, Molly never had company. Certainly Amelia never saw any cars, besides the mailman and the Marburger Dairy truck, head up her driveway. Amelia remembers her grandmother complaining that the worst part about getting old is outliving all your friends.

Cate pulls into a spot in front of the darkened windows of Pizza Towne. “Do you want to go somewhere else?”

Yawning, Amelia says, “Sure, wherever.” She kicks off her Keds and puts her bare feet up on the glove compartment.

Cate decides on Starbucks, where they each get an egg and cheese sandwich and an iced mocha, and she refuses to let Amelia pay. “See? Don’t you feel better?”

“Yes,” Amelia says. “And sorry if I’m being a downer.”

“You found a dead body today! You’re forgiven.”

Amelia nods, though she knows it’s more than that. “I knew Molly would die eventually, but not this summer. Not our summer.” Cate’s profile blurs as Amelia’s eyes flood with tears.

“Hey!” Cate says, turning toward her. “Amelia, it’s okay. It was Molly’s time. Please don’t cry.”

Except crying is exactly what Amelia does. Even though she knows it’s stupid, because it’s just a summer job, and she didn’t even know Molly Meade, not really. “The walk-in freezer was full of ice cream, Cate. Ice cream she made with love that no one will ever get to eat. And I’m sitting here trying to remember what Home Sweet Home tastes like. I’ve probably eaten that ice cream a million times, nearly every summer of my life.” She rubs her tongue against the roof of her mouth, swallows. “But I can’t remember. It’s . . . gone. And in a few weeks, you and I will leave—”

“Amelia!” Cate says, startled. “Stop it!”

Except Amelia can’t hold back the tears now. Can’t even try to. She keeps talking, pushing as many words out as she can between hysterical gasps. “We’ll leave Sand Lake and go off to college and everything’s going to be different. I know that. But I thought I’d have this summer to get ready. One last summer where it’s you and me, the way it’s always been.”

“Okay, all right,” Cate says, and rubs Amelia’s back. “Let it out.”

Amelia cries some more, quietly. She’s aware that Cate’s a bit uncomfortable by where Amelia has just taken things. Not that they wouldn’t have had this conversation eventually. She’s just unprepared to have it right now. “Sorry.”

Softly, Cate says, “You don’t have to say sorry. I know exactly how you’re feeling, Amelia. Believe me.”

Cate pulls into Amelia’s driveway. Amelia’s family doesn’t live on the lake. Her house is tucked back in the woods a ways, a small, pretty colonial with wood siding painted butter yellow and a robin’s-egg-blue front door. From Amelia’s bedroom window, you can see a bit of the glittering lake through the trees.

“What are you going to do for the rest of the day?” Amelia asks Cate.

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe go down to the lake.” Cate lowers her head to see the sky from the windshield. “Though it’s suddenly too cloudy to tan.” She shrugs. “I’ll call you later and check in.” Cate leans across the cab and gives Amelia a big hug.

Amelia goes inside and up to her room. She folds the blankets Cate slept in and puts them back into her closet. Next, she takes off her Head Girl pin and returns it, as well as Molly Meade’s note, to her jewelry box with her other obsolete treasures, like friendship bracelets from long ago, which are too stretched out to be safely worn but that she can’t imagine ever throwing away.

Flopping on her bed, she checks her phone and finds several missed messages. The stand girls want to know what happened. If everything’s okay. It dawns on her that Cate didn’t tell the girls that Molly had died, only that they shouldn’t come in today.

Though she doesn’t want to, Amelia dutifully starts a new text to the six girls who were supposed to return to Meade Creamery this summer, and then adds the stand girls from summers past that she has saved in her phone, thinking they would want to know what happened too.

Sad news. Molly Meade passed away. I think it happened sometime yesterday. I’m sorry I don’t have more details. Honestly, I still can’t believe it’s true.

She hits Send, plugs her phone into the charger, and goes into the bathroom to swallow some Advil. When she returns, she sees a text back from Frankie Ko.

Amelia smiles. The last she’s heard, Frankie graduated college somewhere in Florida, not FSU, another one, then moved down to Costa Rica to study sea turtles. She wonders what Frankie will say when she hears that Amelia was going to be Head Girl this summer. She hopes Frankie will be proud. Amelia feels bad for losing touch with her. Not that they became super-great friends, but because Frankie will always hold a special place in her heart. Amelia wants to tell her that. Before it’s too late, because you never know.

The text says ERROR. INVALID NUMBER.

Amelia sets her phone down. As soon as she does, it begins to buzz again.

She leaves it on her nightstand and crawls under the covers.
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CHAPTER FIVE

WHEN AMELIA LIFTS HER HEAD, warm against her pillow, she knows she’s been asleep for a long time. Hours. She feels it in her body, the heaviness, and her room is shadowy. Rolling onto her back, she finds her phone and glances through the texts she’s received from the other girls at the stand. It’s a blur of sad emojis, virtual hugs that she can almost feel.

She changes out of her polo and into a big T-shirt—the one from Project Graduation night—and a pair of leggings, undoes her fishtail braids, and combs her fingers through the waves they’ve left behind.

Downstairs, she finds her mom and dad sitting together at their kitchen table, their plates pushed off to the side. Dad has his school papers spread out in front of him—he teaches math at the high school, and summer school starts next week—and Mom is scrolling on her phone. A baseball game is on the radio. Someone gets a hit and they look up at each other and smile.

“Hi.”

They glance over at her, startled, and then guiltily at the remnants of dinner. Her dad explains, “We thought you were out with Cate.”

“It’s okay.”

Her mom winces and quickly clears their things from Amelia’s normal spot at the table. “Would you believe we even told each other tonight is a chance to train ourselves for how lonely it’s going to be around here in September?”

“Please don’t make me more depressed.” Amelia falls into her seat.

Amelia’s dad offers a gentle smile. “How are you holding up?”

“It’s hard to believe. This wasn’t how I was expecting today to go, you know?”

“No, I suppose not.” He reaches across the table and ruffles her hair. “You sure you don’t want some steak? It’ll only take me a couple of minutes to get the grill going.”

“I’m sure.”

Amelia’s mom gives her shoulder a tender squeeze. “It’s not easy to do what you did today. We’re proud of you.”

“I didn’t actually do anything. I just walked in and found her.” Amelia slouches in her chair and picks a tomato from the salad bowl. She appreciates their trying to cheer her up, but really, it was the bare minimum.

“You took charge,” her dad insists. “You acted like a manager!”

“Head Girl,” her mom corrects.

“Yes, right. Head Girl.”

“And thank goodness you did, Amelia! Could you imagine if this happened in winter? Poor Molly would have been lying there dead for months and no one would have known.”

“Mom!”

Her mother’s eyes go wide. “I’m sorry. That came out wrong.”

“Very wrong,” her dad adds.

Amelia’s phone rings. “It’s Cate. Do you mind?”

They nod, maybe even a bit gratefully, excusing her.

“Hey, Cate.” Amelia leaves the kitchen and sits on the stairs.

Cate tsks. “I was hoping you’d sound better but you don’t sound better.”

“Well, my parents just tried to cheer me up by saying I prevented Molly’s corpse from mummifying.”

“That’s . . . an interesting strategy.”

“It was. It really was.”

“How about I take a shot? What do you say? Up for it?”

“Sure.”

“Cool. So I’m going to need you to walk out your front door right now.”

Amelia flinches. “Huh?”

“Walk out your front door,” Cate repeats, a playful teasing in her voice, and then hangs up.

Amelia rises to her feet and does as she was told, a smile already lifting the corners of her mouth. Shielding herself with the curtain, she peeks out the window of her front door. Cate’s standing in her driveway along with the six other returning Meade Creamery girls—juniors Sophie and Bernadette, sophomores Mansi and Liz, and last summer’s newbies, Jen and Britnee.

At least, that’s who Amelia assumes they are. She can’t be sure because each girl is wearing a dark-colored sweatshirt with a hood pulled up to hide her hair. They stand in a whispering huddle, which breaks apart at the creaking sound of Amelia opening the door. But their buzzing energy is palpable, the way it always is at the start of the summer, when the returning girls reconnect and catch up after the school year, like bunkmates at a sleepaway camp.

“What’s everyone doing here?” Amelia asks with a laugh.

Cate lunges forward, takes Amelia’s hand, and pulls her away from the house. “Shhhhhh! You’re going to blow our cover!”

“Cover for what?”

Jen tosses Cate a sweatshirt, which Cate then hands to Amelia. “Put this on.” It’s a navy one from Truman University, turned inside out. “I’ve been thinking about what you said today. How there’s all that ice cream left in the stand. I can’t come up with one good reason why we, the last-ever Meade Creamery girls, shouldn’t be the ones to eat it.”

“Seriously?” Amelia lifts up on her toes. “But what if someone sees us?”

“What could they say? We’re still legally employees.” Cate looks at the rest of the girls, almost daring them to disagree with her, which of course no one does. “Plus, you still have your key, so it’s not like we’d be breaking—”

Amelia smacks her forehead with her hand.

“What?”

“I pushed it under the door before we left today.”

Cate laughs good-naturedly, like this was to be expected somehow from Amelia. “No big. We’ll figure it out.”

To the other girls, Amelia says, “You all sure you want to do this?” They nod back at her, excited, burdened by none of the sadness Amelia carries. Though, when Amelia thinks about it, that sadness is mostly gone now, replaced by the feeling that her heart is about to burst in the best way.

*  *  *

Amelia and Cate ride together, with Cate’s truck in the lead. The rest of the girls squeeze into two other cars belonging to Sophie and Bernadette. Amelia opens the passenger-side window and sticks her head out to watch the cars turn onto Route 68. With their headlights on, and the random celebratory beeps of their horns, they resemble something between Sand Lake’s Homecoming Parade and a funeral procession.
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