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One

Prom was in less than a month, and Emily Bronson still didn’t have a date.

No matter how hard she tried, she just couldn’t make herself not care. It was so unlike her. Homecoming rallies, student council, the one consistently clean table in the lunchroom … she didn’t get hung up on any of that. But prom—prom was another story.

So Emily was busy doing what she’d done every night for the past several weeks: leaning against the counter at her after-school job, twisting her silky hair into tiny tangles, and daydreaming about—what else?—prom.

Emily worked at the Leaf Lounge, the tragically unhip “tea lounge” in the mall, almost every school night until nine—as well as weekends—which gave her more than enough time to daydream. The mall wasn’t a superfunky boutique mall with trendy shoe shops and retro bags, either. It was just your run-of-the-mill, suburban mall with four Auntie Anne’s pretzel out-posts and an Abercrombie in both the east and west corridors. In a word, boring.

The Leaf Lounge—less a true “lounge” than the Gap was trendy—didn’t have the urban-funk feel of a hip downtown hot spot. The beige and teal walls were adorned with shoulder-high shelving that boasted the complete collection of “Teas of the World” teapots. The Leaf Lounge’s owner, Gary, was thrilled that his was one of the ten shops in the United States that sold those teapots. It was his claim to fame.

As such, Gary wanted all his employees to take great pride in their tea expertise. It was already bad enough that Emily had to work there The thing that made it worse was being forced to wear a name tag that read:

EMILY, TEA CONNOISSEUR
HOW MAY I HELP YOU?

And she had to act like she cared. Emily had been awarded the distinction of “Tea Connoisseur” after completing a three-hour (mandatory) class in proper high tea preparation. The class had been held in the back room of the Leaf Lounge one Sunday morning before the mall opened, and was run by a woman named Meadow.

Meadow had shouted “pinkies on alert!” repeatedly during the session, which had elicited countless snickers from Emily’s cousin and co-worker, Charlie. Needless to say, the knowledge Meadow had imparted had been used a total of zero times since the class—there wasn’t a lot of demand for fancy high tea in a suburban mall. Their customer base was just slightly less classy.

“I divide, you choose,” Frank, one of the Leaf Lounge’s regulars, called to Emily across the coffee shop’s formica countertop, breaking through her don’t-have-a-date- for-prom obsessing. He was gesturing to a prepackaged muffin split down the middle on a plate in front of him. He was the only other person in the shop at that moment, and he seemed eager to chat. “Banana walnut, Emmy.” Frank insisted on calling Emily “Emmy,” and she had never made an effort to correct him. She thought the nickname was kind of cute. Emily slid half the muffin off Frank’s napkin and popped a piece in her mouth.

“Tasty as ever,” she declared. “Packaged preservatives. Thanks, Frank.” Frank was one of the regulars who spent too many hours at the mall and considered the Leaf Lounge’s employees among his best friends.He came in every night around six and stayed for exactly fifteen minutes. He always ordered a prepackaged muffin and a cup of coffee and insisted his seventy-year-old waistline couldn’t afford eating a full muffin. So he shared his snack with Emily, knowing it would buy him a few minutes of conversation.

“How’s school, Emmy?” Frank smiled through a mouthful of gummed-up muffin. “Lots of gentleman callers?”

“Same old story, Frank.” He asked the same question every night. Her answer was always the same. “Zero gentlemen and zero callers. In fact, I don’t even have a date for prom yet—got any friends you could set me up with?”

Frank beamed. “Back in my day, the boys would have been lined up around the block to sign your dance card. I bet they’re all just too shy to ask.”

“That’s what I keep telling her.” Charlie winked as he slid a tray of cookies across the counter. He had been hiding out in the back room for the past hour, smoking clove cigarettes and pretending to do dishes. “I keep offering to take her myself, but I guess I’m not good enough for her.”

“Right—that’s what it is.” Emily nodded. “It couldn’t possibly be that you’re my cousin.That’s not at all sad.”

Frank studied Charlie carefully. “How about you, kiddo? You must be quite the lady-killer.” Emily and Charlie exchanged a look. “You don’t have a date yet?” To anyone under the age of fifty, it was glaringly obvious that Charlie was 100 percent gay. But Frank was of a totally different generation, and the thought never crossed his mind.

“I do okay,” Charlie finally responded seriously. “But no—no prom date yet. My fingers are crossed, though, that the girl of my dreams will turn up one of these days and steal my heart.”

Emily shot him a look as she stacked cookies in the cookie jar next to the register. Charlie couldn’t say anything without dripping sarcasm. It was part of the reason she loved him, and part of the reason she often lovingly loathed him.

Frank sighed, then tumbled gently off his stool. “It’s been a pleasure, Emmy. Charles”—he winked at Charlie—”your time will come…with the ladies, I mean.” He nodded and shuffled toward the door.

“Sweet guy. Totally clueless,” Charlie muttered through clenched, smiling teeth. “So, what are we doing now?”

Emily closed the lid of the cookie jar and turned to Charlie. “Bored?”

“Completely and hopelessly. I can’t stand this place for one more second. Entertain me.”

“It is so not my issue that you’re bored. Maybe you could serve a customer or two, and your shift wouldn’t feel so long?” Emily pushed past her cousin and into the back storage room. Charlie followed her like a lost puppy. “Hey,” she said, thinking about what Charlie had just told Frank about prom. “Aren’t you going to prom with Marco?”

“Ah, Marco.” Charlie sighed. “Don’t I wish.”

Emily shot him a confused look. “Am I missing something? Can’t you get him to come up for prom?” Marco and Charlie had been dating for almost a year, but things were complicated by the fact that they had been long-distance almost since the day they had met—Marco lived in a suburb of Chicago. Emily could never keep up with the drama.

“He doesn’t believe in prom,” Charlie stated simply. “He thinks it’s an antiquated social custom that should have died with the eighties.” He shrugged. “Plus, I’ll see him in June when we get to the villa.” The words rolled off Charlie’s tongue as if spending a summer at an Italian villa was totally normal.

Charlie and his parents spent six weeks every summer in Northern Italy, which is where he and Marco had met the year before. Their romance had been kick-started during four shared weeks in the Italian Alps. Emily could think of nothing more idyllic, and every ounce of her wished that (1) she got to spend the summer in the Italian Alps instead of her suburban backyard, and (2) Marco was straight so it could have been her fairy tale (in addition to the Italian setting, Marco was hot). But she was happy for her cousin—when she wasn’t overcome with jealousy.

“You tell Marco,” Emily teased, “that prom is a rite of passage that should be respected. Prom rocks.” She furrowed her brow seriously. “Unless I don’t find a date, and then prom sucks.” She grabbed a big bag of coffee beans off one of the shelves and returned to the front of the store. Charlie was still trailing behind her, hands empty.

“I’m with you,” Charlie agreed, hopping up to sit on the counter. “I’m hoping he’ll call me one day and tell me he’s fully into prom and on his way here, but I think it’s a lost cause. I’ll find someone to go with—I can’t say I’m worried. So let’s focus on you.”

“Let’s not,” Emily declared. She set the bag of beans on the floor. “Much as I want to go to prom, I really do not want to be a pity case. I’ll either go on my terms or I won’t go at all. I am not going to get desperate.”

Charlie’s eyes widened. “Sheesh. Touché.” He poured himself a mug of coffee, then immediately poured it down the drain. “God, I’m bored,” he declared again. He repeated his pour-coffee-dump-coffee routine. “Let’s talk about what you’ll wear to prom when you find your date.”

“Here’s a thought.” Emily grabbed the mug out of Charlie’s hands and set it in the dishwater. She loved working with Charlie—he was a thousand times more normal than Edna, the close-talking day-shift manager—but she had come to realize he was virtually useless and actually created work instead of doing work.

Luckily they almost always shared the evening shift, when demand for tea and coffee was low. They were never very busy, and usually work was just a good excuse to stand around and gossip. “Maybe you could go in back and check inventory on leaves. We should probably fill the canisters out here and put in an order for the stuff we’re low on.” She wanted to change the subject away from prom, and knew Charlie would just keep bringing it up if she didn’t get rid of him.

Charlie lifted his arms over his head and cheered. “I’m on it! I’ll be in back if you need me.” As he pushed through the swinging door, Emily watched him pull his iPod out of his pocket and spin through his playlists. She doubted he would even bother checking inventory—Charlie had come to realize that whatever he didn’t do during the evening shift, the morning shift would take care of the next day.

Emily bent down to pour tea leaves into one of the huge glass canisters on the shelf beneath the front counter. When she stood up again, her breath caught in her throat as a living incarnation of Prince Charming strolled past the Leaf Lounge’s open store-front. She stared in admiration at his profile and held her breath when he stopped just outside the entrance to the lounge.

Let it be said that Emily usually didn’t go for the quarterback look. But as Prince Charming walked through the doors and leaned against the counter, Emily gained a newfound appreciation for sandy blond hair, chiseled cheekbones, and long, lean muscles tucked under a black T-shirt. His body screamed strong, but his face murmured soft, sensitive, and oh-so-perfect.

It had only been five seconds, and Emily was already in love.

“How’s the chai?” he asked, staring above Emily’s head at the menu posted on the wall.

Emily twirled her long, shiny black hair around her finger, putting on her biggest flirt. Her hair was her greatest weapon, and she had every intention of using it. “Give it a try,” she responded with a coy smile, realizing too late that she was being neither clever nor charming.

But the hottie smiled back, flashing his teeth at her! (Okay, maybe it was just a really big smile that got all shiny in the neon lights of the menu—because, really, whose teeth actually flash?) “I’ll take one.”

Emily pulled a glass off the shelf. “For here, right?”

“To go,” he answered, but Emily thought she saw him pause. “I have to get home. I’m supposed to compose a sonnet for AP English by tomorrow. Haven’t started.” He flushed.

Aha, she mused. A smartie! She replaced the glass and pulled a paper cup off the stack next to the register. “Oh. Well, good luck with that.” Emily foamed the milk for his chai while digging for another line of conversation. She finally settled on, “Do you go to Humphrey? You don’t look familiar.” She knew he didn’t go to her high school—and knew she hadn’t been required to write a sonnet for her own AP English class—but asking about school was always safe.

“No, I don’t go to Humphrey. I was checking out the tux shop—you know, prom.”

“Oh,” Emily looked down. Of course he has a girlfriend, she thought. Why wouldn’t he be going to prom? “Right.”

He rested his elbows on the countertop, leaning over the counter toward Emily. “I’m going with one of my sister’s friends, which sounds pretty sad, I guess.” Emily didn’t think that sounded sad at all—it sounded like hope. “I was looking forward to it, since I’ve known her forever and it should be fun going with a friend, but she’s sort of making me regret asking her.” Emily frowned—she was torn between feeling ecstatic that he wasn’t going to prom with the love of his life, and sort of disgusted that he was dissing on his date.

The guy continued, laughing. The corners of his eyes got all crinkly, which Emily loved. “That came out wrong. The thing is, I didn’t realize she would have all these rules about what I can wear. She wants me to rent this tux she saw in a magazine that has some sort of lining that matches her dress color exactly. I guess I’m a little irritated, since this is the fifth tux shop I’ve been to that doesn’t carry the style. I’m starting to run out of time.”

“You know where you could check?” Emily said, stirring chai tea into the foam cup of hot, frothy milk. “There’s this vintage shop downtown that has the weirdest mix of stuff. Formal wear, vintage hats, Victorian gowns—they have a sign on the door that says ’We’ve got what you’re looking for and more,’ or something like that. I bet they could order it, even if they don’t have it in stock. They’re pretty helpful. It’s worth a look, right?”

“Thanks for the tip.” He smiled. Emily thought she caught him checking her out. Woo hoo, she thought happily. She twisted her hair and flipped it over one shoulder.

“I’ll check it out,” he said, nodding appreciatively. She wished he was talking about her, but knew he was referring to the store.

Emily set the cup of chai on the counter. “Whipped cream?”

“Please.”

“I’m Emily, by the way.”

“I know.” Emily furrowed her brow. “Your name tag,” he explained.

Emily squirted whipped cream on the drink—it sprayed out too quickly, and a big glob plopped off the hot drink and landed in a messy splat on the counter. She reddened. Prince Charming didn’t seem to notice. He was staring at Emily in a very, very positive way. Maybe I have hope of finding a prom date after all, she mused. We would look fine together.

“I’m Ethan. Thanks for your help, Emily.”

“No prob.” She wiped a blob of whipped cream off the outside of the cup and handed it to Ethan. He was watching her face carefully as he grabbed the cup.

“I’ve never done this before, but…” Ethan looked down and took a quick sip of his chai. Emily waited for him to continue. “Do you think you’d want to go out sometime?”

Emily grinned, trying to reign in her excitement. Better not to seem too desperate. “Definitely. I’d love that. Why don’t you give me your number?” Emily hadn’t ever asked a guy for his number before, but decided it was a cool way to play it. It made her seem much less eager, and put her in charge of how this would go down.

“Oh—okay.” Ethan seemed a little taken off guard. But he scribbled his number on a paper napkin and shoved it across the counter. “Promise you’ll call?”

“I promise.” Emily grinned and put on a flirty smile. “I guess if I don’t, you’ll get the hint.” She laughed. Visions of her and Ethan walking arm in arm into her prom danced wildly through her head. She knew she was getting ahead of herself, but just couldn’t help it.

Ethan smiled back. “I guess I will. Well, see you, Emily.” Then he turned and retreated into the fluorescent lights of the mall. Emily was staring off after him, transfixed, when Charlie emerged from the back room.

He let out a long, low whistle, squinting to see Emily’s Prince Charming as he pushed through the mall exit. “Nice one. Your team or mine?”

“Definitely mine.” Emily broke her stare. She turned toward Charlie just as he grabbed a napkin (the napkin) off the counter and hastily wiped up the melting pile of whipped cream that had toppled off Ethan’s chai latte a few minutes before. She grabbed his arm to stop him, but it was too late.

When Emily opened the napkin, searching desperately for ten clear digits, the phone number Ethan had just given her had melted into a big, creamy blue blob. Ethan would be getting the hint—just not the one Emily had intended.


Two

Like a good suburban teen, Emily spent Saturday mornings mowing the precisely rectangular lawn of her parents’ split-level house. She got paid five dollars, but she probably would have done it for free. She liked the alone time.

It was the first truly warm spring day, and Emily was enjoying herself. She loved to crank up her iPod and sing along to Jack Johnson or Mason Jennings (her favorite local Minnesota artist) as she marched back and forth across the patch of grass. She could shut out the sounds of her boring suburban neighborhood and pretend she was somewhere—anywhere—else.

She had never quite belonged in Minnesota. It’s not that there was anything wrong with her home state, exactly—she had just always known, deep down, that she would flee to a land far, far away as soon as she had the opportunity. She couldn’t wait to escape.

Emily had set her sights on NYU in middle school after getting hooked on reruns of Felicity, and had studied like crazy to get her SAT scores high enough to ensure that she would get in and get a scholarship. Sure enough, she had gotten a thick, manila package several months ago, welcoming her as a partially-subsidized member of NYU’s class of 2011. She had another three months of living in her parents’ suburban prison before she fled the confines of the Midwest for the fabulousness of New York.

She was counting the hours (2,168 when she last checked) until she and her dad would set off in their Grand Caravan down I-94 en route to New York. Until then, she was bored bored bored. She and every other senior she knew had a major case of senior slide, and Emily had spent the past two months trying desperately to entertain herself into survival.

“Gooood morning, mi amore!” Charlie sauntered up Emily’s driveway, sliding his aviator sunglasses into place over his eyes. Emily waved, flipping the switch on the mower to off and bluntly kicking the back to release the chunks of grass that were stuck behind the front left wheel.

“Can’t I get one morning away from you?” Emily and Charlie had finished their shift at the Leaf Lounge less than twelve hours before and were both scheduled to be back at work that afternoon.

“You know you missed me, love.” Charlie grinned and gave his cousin a squeeze. “What’d you make me for breakfast?”

“Make your own damn breakfast, you lazy piece of sh—shingle.” Sidney, Charlie’s best friend, jumped out the passenger side of Charlie’s blue 1986 Volvo. “Hey, Em. Hope you don’t mind me crashing here this afternoon.” Sid slammed the car door closed, cursing loudly when the window slid open. She glared at Charlie. “Your parents are loaded, you lazy moron. Get a new freakin’ car.”

Charlie’s car functioned, but just barely. When a door was closed on the Volvo, another one opened. And not in the metaphorical sense. Literally, closing one door on the car caused a chain reaction of another door popping open, or a window sliding down. The car was falling apart, but Charlie loved it, in part because it always got Sid so worked up. She had a raging temper and no patience, which kept Charlie amused.

“Rich parents do not a rich kid make.” Charlie winked over the top rim of his glasses. “She’s so crabby these days,” he stage-whispered to Emily. “I don’t even know why I bring her out in public. It’s embarrassing.”

Sid grimaced and pulled her guitar out of the Volvo’s trunk. “You know what’s embarrassing?” She settled in on Emily’s lawn to tune her guitar. Sid was an amazing songwriter and singer and brought her guitar everywhere. Charlie said it was like they had a live soundtrack to accompany them wherever they went—he liked to call it Charlie: The Musical. After a beat, Sid continued. “Those aviators are one hundred percent 2005. I don’t read Vogue, and even I know that,” she snapped. “Catch up on your fashion, Charlie. That’s embarrassing.”

Charlie and Sidney were an interesting pair, to say the least. They always came as a team, and they always bickered. They were like an old married couple: They clearly loved each other, but constantly teased each other.

Unlike Emily, who was a senior at Humphrey High School in the middle of a converted cow field, Sid and Charlie both went to South High. South was a public school that looked like an Ivy League college smushed together with Julliard. Thanks to favorable zoning laws, South drew all the rich, downtown kids with arty, liberal parents and four years of college tuition socked away in savings bonds.

Charlie was the perfect poster child for South. Always groomed, always the lead in the school plays (though never the musicals—Charlie’s singing would easily have made the telecast for the worst American Idol auditions), always quick with a witty one-liner and clever comment. And his parents—Emily’s aunt and uncle—were rich beyond belief. But they had worked for their money, and believed that Charlie needed to learn to manage money himself.

Thus, he was forced to take a job at the Leaf Lounge.

Charlie hated working. But he hated going without even more. Charlie spent every penny he had on clothes, dinners out, and iTunes downloads, knowing his parents would have his back when he got to college.

Emily’s parents had gone the opposite route. Her mom, Elizabeth—Charlie’s mom’s sister—became a high school English teacher after college and married the history teacher in the classroom next to hers.

And so it was that Emily was born into a modest life of literature and long walks rather than wine tastings (Charlie) or summers in Italian villas (also Charlie). Not to mention parents who thought it would be the epitome of cool to give their child a name one syllable away from the writer Emily Brontë.

Emily pulled the mower into the back corner of the garage and pushed her damp bangs off her forehead. Charlie and Sid were still bickering, but both had settled comfortably into plastic lounge chairs they positioned around Emily’s little sister’s Dora the Explorer plastic pool in the backyard.
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